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        Second Summons [Book 1 Stubs in 3 Days]

    
    
    
    
                
Ten years ago, Sara Reece and her classmates were summoned to another world to fight the demon army. Then, after suffering hardship, loss, and betrayal, she became the Hero and slew the demon king—only to wake up on Earth on the day of the summoning as if it had never happened.

Determined to get back everything she lost from the time loop—and everyone who died in her last life—Sara returned to the other world to become the hero once more. But this time, people would do things her way.




—

I wanted to write an Isekai with believable characters. I hope you like it.

Releasing chapters daily at 9:00 am PST (10:00 am MST, 11:00 am CST, 12:00 pm EST, 5:00 pm GMT in Britain, 4:00 am AEDT in Australia, 8:00 pm IST in India, 1:00 am JST in Japan, and 6:00 pm BRT in Brazil).



            

    
        Chapter 1: Sara Reece

    
    
    
    
                For whatever reason, Sara Reece was nearly impossible to kill. She was a normal human, so in theory, a good axe swing should do the trick. But with her luck, the blade would stop a centimeter in her skull, cerebrospinal fluid would shoot out like a sprinkler system, and the attack would save her from hydrocephalus.

Sara had outlasted all the members of the Hero’s Party, her best friend, a paranoid king, a narcissistic tyrant, and a sadistic, villainous bitch of a queen named Mary, who she wished she could kill twice. She survived two different worlds, four wars, and hundreds of battles with beasts, kingdoms, and demons. And just ten minutes ago, to her complete astonishment, Sara survived her battle with Agronus, the demon king. She looked like a botched back-alley surgery when it was over—vital organs punctured and spilling out all over the place—but she was still breathing somehow. And even then, bleeding out on the floor, waiting for the demons to storm the castle and finish her off, the human forces were fighting outside, making it technically possible for her to survive. That said, the situation was bleak, really bleak, so she felt like her “luck” had finally run out.

She was wrong. Oh, yes, she was fucking wrong.

The second Agronus died, a massive magical circle on his ballroom floor lit up under her feet, thrusting her through space and time and slamming her into the one place only magic could reach: Palo Alto, California—a place where her body was whole and a long bright future awaited her.

Sara would never forget the surreal three minutes she lay in bed, listening to the distinctive hum of cars, watching their headlights flash across her ceiling. There were no cars in Reemada, but she ignored that fact, wearing her denial like a strait jacket. But the masochistic side of her brain (the only one that seemed to work anymore) told her to look around, and so she eventually did.

Four USTA tennis trophies adorned the walls. Textbooks sprawled over a rolltop desk, and an open closet exposed dresses, blouses, and two racks of shoes. In the corner: a vanity mirror and a halo light combo, perfect accessories to the mansion of a cosmetics organizer in front of it.

For a moment, she just stared at everything, frozen in time. Then adrenaline hit her like an EpiPen, her mind kicked into overdrive, and she rushed to the mirror, staring at her reflection. What she saw made her chuckle, causing her to grip the table to maintain balance. But then her jovial laughter turned hostile, her knuckles turned white from gripping too hard, and she screamed at the top of her lungs.

“Sara? Sara!” A distant voice called out to her, but she didn’t listen. Her mind wasn’t in a place to listen. Listening wasn’t on the menu.

No… Sara thought, probing her face frantically. No-no-no-No-NO! The hideous scar on her cheekbone was gone, the weathered lines on her face replaced with smooth skin. Her matted blonde hair was now sheened with modern remedies, and her teeth reflected moonlight like fallen snow.

Sara turned to the alarm clock on her nightstand, glowing red in the darkness. [5:13 AM]. Then, her intestines turned into a living organism, writhing and twisting as she looked at the date written below the numbers. No…. It can’t be, she thought, mouth open, mind hazy, heart pounding in her chest.

May 12th, 2024.

That was the day ten years ago when she and her homeroom classmates were teleported to another world to fight Agronus. Now, mere moments after she put a sword through that charming fucker’s skull, time had somehow reversed, teleporting her back to Earth as if it had never happened.

“It was all for nothing...” Sara whispered. For a moment, she stared at herself, seemingly calm. Then her anger took over, she grabbed the alarm clock and sentenced it to the role of shattering her mirror. But just before it could leave her hands, she caught another glimpse of the time and held back.

[5:17]

Wait… Sara wasn’t just returned to the day of the summoning—

—she was returned before the summoning.

I should be able to go back… Sara thought, throwing the alarm clock like used trash. I better be able to go back. Then she stomped into the bathroom, stripped off her top and pink pajama shorts, cranked the shower knob to Seventh Circle, and let the water take her to hell.
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The shower helped to clear her mind, allowing her to see how fucked she was.

“They’re gonna think you're schitzo,” Sara chuckled. “They’ll all think you're schitzo. Hi, my name is Sara. I know I look young, but don’t be fooled. I’m actually 28, and I’ve spent the last decade killing people in another world. Isn’t that something?” She chuckled like a lunatic, itching shampoo into her scalp. The water was burning her skin, but she liked it. Compared to her emotions, it was ice cold.

Once she finished, she toweled off, grabbed a blouse from the hamper, and squeezed her ass into a pair of Lululemons. Then, she snatched her backpack off her bedroom floor, dumped out her textbooks, cosmetics, diary, and all the other useless shit in there, and returned to the bathroom, replacing the empty space with pads, toothbrushes, and toothpaste. If she was going back to Reemada, she’d do it with sanitary supplies and a toothbrush, goddamn it!

“Sara? Sara! Talk to me!”

Sara’s face twitched when she heard the mystery woman’s voice again, sporting that thick, foreign accent. “One fucking second!” she screamed back.

Returning to her bedroom, she packed utilitarian clothing, unwilling to even look at her expensive outfits. But when she saw the cosmetics organizer, she paused. She was getting married soon, and it would be nice to hide the hideous scar on her… face.

Sara froze, dropping her backpack. “He’s not going to remember me…” she whispered. “No one’s going to remember me….” If time reversed, that meant that all the people she met in Reemada—her friends, fiancé, and little sister—had never even met her before. Her entire existence there… never existed.

“Fuck! fuck-fuck-fuck Fuck FUCK! God fucking damn it!” Sara picked up a textbook and hurled it against the wall.

“Sara? Sara!” The voice called for her again, this time yelling and crying. “Tell me you’re okay!”

“I’m fine!” Sara screamed back. “I’ll pay for the fucking damages!” This wasn’t her first time destroying things, but it was the first time she'd be introducing herself to her fiancé, and she had no clue what she would do about it.

You have to win him over again… Sara thought, and it sure as fuck won’t be with your personality. Without hesitation, she threw her cosmetics into her bag. Then, as if deciding that makeup alone wouldn't make up for her anger problem and proclivity for violence, she started stuffing jewelry, perfume, lingerie, and hair products into her bag at rapid speed. The bag instantly filled up, making her look at her luggage, considering the profound implications of bringing a carry-on to class on the day everyone got summoned to another world.

It’s not like I’m going to be able to hide my knowledge, anyway… she reasoned. Attempting to do that would be like trying to act like a tourist in California while pretending you couldn't speak English. If she tried, she'd only look like a spy.

“I’m going on a trip after school,” Sara chuckled aloud. “Yeah, that's what I'll tell them. And when they point out the strange coincidence? I’ll tell ’em to go fuck themselves; how bout that?”

Sara grinned like a psychopath, ripping random shit out of her closet and throwing it into the carry-on.

“Sara!” Suddenly, the person on the lower floor flew up the stairs. In a flash, she was in the hallway, pounding on the door and jiggling the handle. “Open this door right now!”

Sara bared her teeth. “Go away! I told you I’d pay for the damages!”

“Don’t you talk back to me, young lady!” the woman yelled back, crying hysterically. “Until you leave this house, you’ll follow my rules. Now open up this door!”

Sara’s eyes widened, and her anger instantly disappeared. With everything going on—the battle with Agronus, being on death’s door, waking up on Earth, time reversing, and losing everything and everyone she knew—she forgot that she was in her parents' house in Palo Alto. That meant the mystery foreigner was… “Mom?”
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Sara found herself at the kitchen table, stabbing aimlessly at a plate of couscous and fried tofu. After living off steak and liquor for most of her time as an adventurer, the meal looked alien and wrong. Still, she'd take it over the conversation she was dreading.

She and her mother had an emotional reunion in the hallway; now, 48-year-old Susan Reece was waiting for an explanation with blurred makeup. The problem was Sara didn't know what to say. In a few hours, she would be in Reemada again, caring for her friends and family, just as her mother would be doing in this world. Neither would give up their lives to stay together, so anything she said would seem hollow.

Just tell her the truth, Sara thought. That's all you can do. She looked up with determination in her eyes. “I had a nightmare last night," she said. "Can I tell you about it?"

Her mother swallowed hard, emotionally damaged by the uncharacteristic outburst from her perfect daughter. Then she nodded. "O-Okay."

Sara took a deep breath. "It started with being abducted...."

Sara told the truth, recounting how she was summoned to another world to fight demons. She detailed how she trained to be a mage and joined the Hero's party. She described how her boyfriend Jason (the man her parents loved so much) changed at the outset of power, leading her best friend Emma to her death before executing their close friend Raul and chasing Sara to the ends of the world. She conveniently left out the part where she killed him and his ex-wife Mary (at different times for equally bleak reasons) and went straight to the hilariously ironic part where she became the “Hero.”

Along the way, she laughed, explaining how difficult it was to find soap that didn’t make her skin flake off, what “silver glider” meat tasted like in a desert, the dangers of magic and of a man: Kyritus Senecaru, a tavern owner with a voice as smooth as honey, and how she fell in love with him. About his sister, Tiber, cute little Tiber, who ran around with her hands curled into monster claws, getting picked up and protected by all the tavern locals. How Tiber was dying and needed medicine Kyritus alone could never afford….

Suddenly, tears welled in Sara’s eyes, and she stopped talking, making her mother grab her hand.

“It was just a dream, honey. It’s okay.”

Sara swallowed hard, staring at the table. “Yeah… it was just a dream. But Mom…?” She looked up.

Her mother made eye contact. ”What?”

“Even though it was shitty most of the time, it was a good life. I was happy there… at least at the end. And I just… wish you could go there and meet them.” Her family.

Susan furrowed her brows. “Could?”

Sara winced. “Could’ve.” She swallowed and looked at the clock, turning stiff. [7:15]. The summoning (if there was still going to be a summoning) would be in homeroom at 8:00 sharp. Time was ticking.

"Unlock your phone and hand it to me," Sara instructed. Her mother resisted but gave in, only to be assaulted with selfies and videos as she squirmed, crying about how Sara wasn't wearing makeup and how she personally looked like a tear gas victim. Still, it ended up being a fun moment.

“I love you, Mom,” Sara said, kissing her cheek on a final video. Then she shut it off, looked at the clock, and cringed. [7:31]. “I need to get to class.”

Her mother’s eyes welled with tears. “Okay, honey.”

“I love you. Never forget that.”

“I won’t.”

Sara nodded, ran upstairs, added her backpack’s contents into her carry-on, and rolled it down the stairs. When Susan saw it, all the goodwill they had built up instantly disappeared.

“Is that luggage?!”

Sara froze and looked at the purple bag. “It’s… take your luggage to school day. I gotta go. Class is at 8!” Without giving her mother time to think, she ran into the garage, threw the luggage into her Tesla Model S, and then hit the garage door opener as her mother chased after her.

“Where are you going?!”

“To school!” Sara yelled. “Call the school in fifteen minutes. If I’m not there, call whoever the hell you want. Until then, I’m late for a test!” As if by magic, her mother’s gaze turned conflicted, and her brain started haywiring. Daughter running away versus good grades. Hard decision for Susan Reece.

Before her mother had a chance to come to a decision, Sara figured out how to set the autopilot, pressed the voice-to-text option, and said, “Henry M Gunn High School.” The screen pulled up, showing the navigation to 780 Arastradero Rd, Palo Alto, CA 94306. Then the car backed out into the driveway and headed west on Alma Street—en route to another world—in the blazing California heat.
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As Sara’s Tesla cruised across the streets of Palo Alto, she pressed the voice command button on the Tesla’s dashboard and said, “Call Gregory Reece.” It rang over and over, stuck on repeat, haunting her like a broken record. “Of course,” she chuckled as the automated voicemail started sounding. “Probably another long day of meetings. Classic.” Despite that feeling welling in her stomach, she left him a long, heartfelt message, meaning every word. Then she checked the clock:

[7:54].

“God, this thing’s slow!” Sara grabbed the steering wheel and considered turning off Autopilot. Still, the estimated arrival was 7:57, and with her current muscle memory and lack of practice, she’d risk a car crash and miss her chance forever. So she gripped the sensor, communicating her anger with her pulse, warning the vehicle that she was ready to scrap it for battery parts if it took one second longer than necessary.

It performed beautifully, getting her there as promised. She told it to stop, jumped out of the car, and then hit Autopark in a reflexive act of respect as she flew through the double doors, hugging her purple luggage to her chest. If anyone saw her, they’d probably think she had a bomb, but they had to catch her first, and they’d do that in the classroom.
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Jason sat on his desk, talking to Mary Jansen. She was a total bitch, and he hated her black hair, but when she got a little tipsy at Raul’s party and started rubbing against his crotch…. Yeah. He’d fuck her. Not actually. He had Sara, and he was faithful, but it was getting hard. They had been dating for about a year, and she hadn't put out, and it was getting really annoying. They were dating, right? It was like she didn't think his desires mattered at all. If he were anyone else, he would've left her. She needed to know that. On second thought, maybe he should flirt with Mary a little. Make Sara a bit jealous. Send her a little message: If you don’t satisfy Jason’s needs, he’ll find someone who will. Not to be a dick. Just a reminder that relationships were two-way streets.


Jason’s eyes glided to the V in Mary’s blue blouse. She bit her lip in response. God, it'd be so easy.


“Where’s Sara?” Mary asked, playing with the bottom of her skirt, subtly asking if he wanted her to lift.


Jason glanced at her hands and smirked. “Don’t worry. She was just up a little late last night. She’ll be here.”

Mary’s eyes narrowed. “Late? What’s that supposed to mean?”

Jason shrugged and snuck another glance at her chest. “I’m just saying she was up late last night. You can interpret that however you—”

“Ahem!”

Jason’s eyes jolted to the doorway and found Sara staring at him. She was pissed.

“I was up late thinking about you, Jason,” Sara said. The classroom instantly came alive, buzzing with gossip queens and drama hounds.

Jason chuckled awkwardly, cheeks heating as he looked at everyone watching him. “Really? I was also thinking about—“

“We’re over.”

Sara strode right past him, rolling a carry-on through the classroom as if she was symbolically moving out.

Jason’s eyes trembled when his classmates exploded in oohs and giggles as they pointed their phones at him and hit record. For a moment, he thought the humiliation would never end. As it turned out, it was actually short-lived. Within a second, the oohs got louder, directed elsewhere, fresh and terrifying like a pack of howling wolves.

He turned and found Sara sitting at Mary's desk, staring at Daniel Winters, a scrawny little imp who wore the same Bassnectar t-shirt three days a week like a loser. “Sup, Daniel?”

“I-I…. Hi,” Daniel said, flitting his gaze around the room like a cornered animal. “Um, Sara? People are watching—”

“If anyone harasses you, I’ll use my connections to destroy their lives!” Sara said, raising her voice.

As whispers spread through the room like a virus, Mary stomped over to Sara.

“Yes, Mary?” Sara asked, ignoring eye contact.

Mary folded her arms. “That’s my desk.”

“Was your desk,” Sara corrected. “This is English class. Learn your tenses.”

Mary’s lip curled as the students trained their cameras on her, tapping the screens as they posted to Instagram, Facebook, and X. It left her livid. “Everyone just heard you saying you’d exploit your connections to harm them. That’s a crime.”

“So is abusing male servants. Didn’t stop you.”

Jason and Mary looked at each other in confusion. What the fuck was she talking about?

“Oh, right,” Sara chuckled, “you don’t have power yet. Spoiler alert: you turn into a total bitch.”

Sara’s “spoiler” sent the classroom spiraling into chaos. Ms. Shouts chose that moment to run into the room, diving head-first into the jaws of teenage pandemonium. “What’s going on in here?”

“Daniel was getting bullied—as usual—so I sat here to prevent that,” Sara said, turning to Mary. “Please have this bully take my chair.”

“Young lady!” Ms. Shouts snapped, nervously looking at all the smartphones. “You can’t just make accusations in front of the class!”

“Accusations? It’s been going on all year. I’m happy to testify in court. I'm sure the superintendent would love to hear about it.”

Ms. Shouts' eyes widened in horror, and she fell silent, looking around at all the phones recording. “We’ll take this up after class. For now, put your phones away. Class is about to start.”

Jason watched in a haze. What? Was Ms. Shouts really going to let her get away with it? Mary wasn't even bullying Daniel, and Sara threatened to exploit her connections to hurt her! He was so stunned that he said nothing, simply watching as Sara flicked her fingers at Mary in a fuck off sort of gesture.

“Tara—phone away!” Ms. Shouts said, turning to a grinning student, tapping at her screen. “Anyone who isn't in their chair by the time I—”

That's when it happened. Even years later, Jason still wouldn't have the words to explain exactly what happened that day.

It started with the floor glowing with geometric lines and symbols, like something out of Leonardo DaVinci’s notebook. It was a circle layered with inner squares and lines and triangles, surrounded by these strange symbols right out of a DnD game guide. Then it seemed to pulse, and he was hit with this crushing energy that was hot but also not moving up parts of his body that shouldn't exist.

Later, he would learn it was a magical array and the feeling was mana, but it wasn't like the feeling he got from casting spells or arrays. It was far more intense and caused this strange synesthesia that blended thoughts with emotions and feelings. That made it impossible to think or really remember what exactly happened. But when he looked back at his girlfriend, he would've sworn—absolutely sworn—that he saw her smiling.

Then, the world turned white.

            

    
        Chapter 2: Second Summons

    
    
    
    
                When Sara opened her eyes in Reemada, she took a deep breath, her mindset somewhere between Thank God I’m back and Jesus Christ, I really have to do this shit again?

She and the students were standing in King Trinov Escar’s audience chamber. It was a large, elaborate room adorned with gold statues, Greek-style marble pillars, and purple-marbled tiles, perfect for a paranoid narcissist. The natural golden stola crystals cast an ambient glow on the room. Later, once Jason was dead, and Mary took over, it became mood-lighting for long sessions of people “groveling” between her legs. Just the thought disgusted Sara and made her want to kill her again (a near-constant feeling any time she even thought of her).

“Where the hell are we?” Mary demanded.

Speak of the dead, Sara thought, rewatching the origin story of a villainous bitch. She was morbidly curious, watching for warning signs everyone should've caught sooner, but she was soon drawn away by the sight of Emma frantically trying to comfort people despite being panicked and afraid. Just the sight made Sara’s heart twist with pain. King Escar watched the same scene with a slight smile, ambition burning in his eyes. Prick.

“Welcome, heroes!” King Escar said in a thick, twisted British accent. This wasn't the first time they summoned people from Earth, but it had clearly been a few centuries, and most of the language had been forgotten. However, it was enough for scholars to translate Escar’s speech and help him practice it, doubtlessly cringing all the time. “You’re probably wondering where you are—”

“Damn right we are!” Jason yelled, taking out his anger on the king. “What the fuck is going on?”

A scholar openly translated Jason’s statement, “Yes, Your Majesty, we hope you will elaborate,” into Trellen, the common tongue. King Escar frowned, knowing that was a lie, but lifted his hand for silence and then continued his rehearsed lines.

“Let me begin by telling you where you are.”

Instead of telling them where they were, he dove head first into a trainwreck of a speech that focused on all the wrong things. If he had half the tact he should’ve, he would’ve led with the fact that the “heroes” (as they’d be called) would be given personal servants, immense wealth, and noble titles. The students were young adults, confused and trying to find their place in the world. Just appealing to the men’s dicks, the women’s desire for luxury, and everyone’s need for security would’ve done the trick. But he didn’t. Instead, he informed them that Agronus, a nuclear weapon of an enemy, would soon break the seal holding him inside his castle, take control of his demon army, and slaughter or capture all the humans in Reemada. Then he explained how he virtuously and permanently kidnapped the students from their peaceful world and would soon hand them swords and force them to fight said demon army—whether they wanted to or not.

Unsurprisingly, the students panicked. Emma started crying, Ms. Shouts cited laws, and Jason ran around, trying to play hero, like a hamster who forgot he was in a cage. It was morbidly hilarious to watch him, but her eyes were trained elsewhere.

Emma… Sara grimaced, watching her cry. She wanted to console her, but…. Sara wasn’t her friend—she was a callous imposter. More importantly, she refused to let Emma die in this cycle. If she let her get close, Emma would demand to follow her into danger—just like in her last life. Sara wouldn’t let that happen. So she turned away, and that’s when she saw Daniel.

Daniel was as panicked as the rest, but he wasn’t focused on the hooded mages in the room or the king in front of him. His eyes were glued to the floor.

Sara followed his eyes and found an elaborate geometric array on the floor below them. Wait…. This array! Pushing through the crowd, she approached the center, staring at it with trembling eyes. It had the same exact center! Suddenly, a wave of self-hatred washed over Sara as she recounted her fight with Agronus, realizing that she fought him on top of a modified summoning circle!

To her credit, Sara didn’t do it blindly. As the heroes would soon learn, Agronus was sealed in his castle with an array made by the legendary mage Telia Sayon. So when she saw a massive array on the ballroom floor and watched it weave itself back together after every attack, levitating over missing sections of flooring and always remaining perfect, she just assumed that it was some shit only a legendary mage could create. She was wrong. The moment she killed Agronus, his body released an unbearable amount of mana, and the array activated instead of releasing. That was when she woke up on Earth.

Someone set her up. Son of a bitch!

Sara’s lip curled, and she kicked the lines with her Doc Martens. Nothing happened. She wondered what would happen if she put a gash through it.

Suddenly, King Escar summoned a politician to control the panic. The man announced that there would be food and baths and reasoned that it would be best to explain once everyone calmed down. It took another twenty minutes, but the students finally agreed and followed them out the door.
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Sara hated the feast King Escar prepared for them. Not because the food was bad but because being around the younger versions of the “heroes” was more uncomfortable than she expected. She was approaching thirty at that point, and she couldn’t even remember most of the students’ names, let alone what they liked to do. More importantly, Reemada was her home. She knew it like the back of her hand. But to the other students, it was a hellish frontier of mysteries and dangers, only bearable because the castle had flushing toilets. That disparity alone made her sigh, pick up a full bottle of helshma (a criminally overpriced wine made from fermented dockberries), and sit at the edge of the table, drinking and wishing it was harder.

How the hell will I explain my knowledge? she thought, snarling at students who approached. All of them kept their distance—except one.

“Ummm… hey, Sara,” Emma said. “Can I sit next to you?”

Sara winced, not wanting to engage. But when she saw Emma’s watery green eyes contrasting against her red, puffy lids like a traumatic Christmas card, Sara’s intestines twisted like a boa constrictor. “Come on. You don’t need my permission.”

“Thank you,” Emma giggled, wiping her eyes and sitting.

Just watching her made Sara’s heart ache, and despite her best intentions to distance herself, she found herself rubbing Emma’s shoulder. “It’s gonna be okay.”

Emma looked into her eyes. “Why are you so confident?”

As Sara thought about how to answer, she got a sudden idea of how to explain her knowledge. It was a shitty one, but it bypassed her personality flaws and would accomplish her goal and give her access to the kingdom’s politicians.

“I dreamt this would happen,” Sara said. “And it felt so real that I found myself shoving pads into my carry-on the moment I woke up. It was stupid as fuck.”

Emma let out a bewildered giggle. “Girl products? This was going to happen, and you packed pads?”

Sara ran her fingers through her hair and leaned her elbow on the table. “That’s not even the stupid part. I had nearly finished packing the damn bag when I realized I didn’t even need to go to school.”

Emma chuckled, tears rolling down her cheeks. “Then why the hell’d you come?”

“Oh, that. I realized that I needed to at least warn you guys. So I rushed to the school, but when I got there, I had no makeup on and realized that telling you guys would make me sound like a lunatic. Like, how do you casually waltz into English class and declare, Run! We’re going to be sent to another world?”

Emma laughed, and the others nearby started scooting closer.

“So there I was, pacing up and down the hall, running my fingers through my hair, and it occurred to me that I could’ve just pulled the fucking fire alarm!”

A little more laughter; a lot more curiosity.

“But then I was dry heaving at that point. Like, pulling a fire alarm for a false alarm is a crime, right?”

“Not if there’s a legitimate reason,” Daniel said, hesitantly walking up to the table. When he got there, one of the men’s faces (she couldn’t remember his name) went pale, and he shot up. “Here you go,” he said, presenting his seat. It seemed he wisely heeded Sara’s warning not to fuck with Daniel.

Daniel cringed from the attention and slowly sat down. “Thanks….”

Sara studied Daniel’s expressions before shrugging. “What good reason? That we’re going to be transported to a fantasy world with kings and demons? I’m sure the superintendent would’ve loved to hear that after homeroom ended.”

Daniel blushed as the other students chuckled.

“Anyway, I’m exhausted, frustrated, and what’s the first thing I see when I walk into the room to tell everyone?” Sara asked. “Jason staring at Mary’s chest, publically implying we just had sex. I was so pissed that I actually sat down!”

Emma burst into giggles, and the other students snorted. As for Jason and Mary, they watched her with predatory eyes—the eyes of future tyrants. At least in another life. In this cycle, their gazes would only contain petty jealousy, condemnation, and rage.
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Sara ignored everyone for the rest of the night, listening to the eerily familiar melodies of Lyonnia flutes, haunting her mind and welcoming her home. Then she said she was tired, casually declared that she’d break the pelvis of anyone who slept with their servants—as it was literally fucking slavery—and then walked back to her bedroom as a few of the men groaned.

The bedroom was lavish, adorned with gold detailing, a massive four-poster bed, a bath as big as a hot tub, and Reemada’s interpretation of cosmetics, which weren’t very good. Last time she came here, she proved she was an artist by making them work; this time, she couldn’t give a fuck less. Well, unless it concerned Kye… fuck. At least she had modern products.

“Do you need anything else, mistress?” Tamon, her servant, asked. He had the frame of a bodybuilder, but he hadn’t eaten enough to be anything but lanky. She’d have to change that.

“Yes, I do,” Sara said, reaching into her pocket and pulling out a bag of Escaran griffins. They had already gotten bribed and had enough money to start a tavern. It was sick. “If you get the chance, please buy me a leeta tomorrow,” she instructed, referring to Reemada’s version of a house cat. They had the same frame but had pointed ears, halfway to looking like a rabbit. “I’ll be busy, so you’ll need to take care of it. Can you do that for me?”

Tamon’s eyes widened, and he swallowed hard as he accepted the currency. “As you will, Mistress.”

“That’s all. You’re dismissed.” As she was closing the door, she paused. “There’s a lot of gold there, and leetas are pretty cheap. Please buy yourself one to take care of, too. Leetas need friends, and friends can’t come from the same owners. Earthian custom. Can you do that?”

Tamon fell silent, so she turned around and saw him trembling with glittering eyes, trying to find words. “I’d love to, Mistress.”

Sara smiled gently, glad she didn’t need to poke and prod him for six months again to find out what he liked. “Good. I look forward to meeting them. Good night.”
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After closing the door, Sara sat in her room, sighing. It felt like the entire world was on her shoulders now. Was she a hero? Absolutely not. But when bad shit happens, it affects everyone. And she refused to let Raul and Emma die as Jason and Mary seized the throne. She refused to get chased down, moving from country to country, living in slums while avoiding bounties. She refused to let Edico and Rokus sacrifice themselves again. All of that made for a shitty fucking life. Not this time. She’d do whatever it took to make sure that history wouldn't repeat.

The greater question was: How did she end up going back to begin with? Thinking back to the last moment when she struck down her sword on Agronus, she finally remembered. That laugh…. she thought.

Suddenly, adrenaline hit Sara’s bloodstream, and her heart started racing, palms clamming, eyes losing focus. It was like the onset of her rare PTSD episodes when she relived Emma’s death in excruciating detail, only to snap back to reality, body drenched in sweat, looking around to figure out where she was.

Yet it was different. Instead of seeing it, she could hear it. That laugh. That haunting fucking laugh. Someone was laughing when the array lit up, and now that she remembered it, she couldn’t get it out of her mind. That was strange because, aside from knowing it was a man, she couldn’t even remember what it sounded like. The reason it stuck out was because of its tone. The man who was laughing wasn’t cackling about his victory; he sounded bewildered, amazed that the array lit up. And there was no malice in the voice—

—that’s what made it so chilling. It was as if the person’s brain didn’t register anything was wrong with the situation, only focused on the wonder of it happening.

Who… was that? Sara thought, racking her brain, braving the gruesome details of the battle. She could remember Agronus’s body, mangled to pieces, looking like a half-transmuted chimera in a bowl of squirrel guts, but she couldn’t remember more about the man. That’s because it came when the array lit up, and she couldn’t turn in time. It was frustrating.

The only thing that she was certain of was that he was one of her classmates. Otherwise, why not just reset time in Reemada, since they were getting resummoned, anyway? The only explanation was that the man knew she’d be standing in the circle, so he sent her back to Earth, hoping that she would decide to stay. If she didn't have Kye and Tiber, she probably would have—

—but she did, so that person fucked up. Once she found them, she’d….

Sara didn’t know. She was angry enough to paralyze them, but it really depended on their intentions. Sara was dying at the end of her fight with Agronus, and there was a strong chance he saved her life. He also brought Emma and Raul to life and created a world where Tiber could be healed of tyexis. If they were a classmate, it wouldn’t be a coincidence. None of these things were lost upon her. Also, there's only one person she tentatively suspected, and if it were him….

No. Whoever was responsible had legendary skill in arraycraft, and none of the heroes were notable with arrays, let alone extraordinary. She was on the road most of the time, but she was the head advisor and Hero. If anyone else knew of such a person, she would've found out. Something must've happened. Someone left while she was away and changed, and that could've been anyone. Drawing conclusions would only create biases, and if age taught her anything, it was that people always find proof of what they suspect—whether it's true or not.

Sara pushed it out of her mind. This was a problem for the future. For now, she had to ensure she got everything back and had enough strength and prestige (two things that solved nearly any problem) to ensure it never happened again. Step one was reconnecting her broken mana channels. So that's what she did.

Closing her eyes, Sara visualized the mana jutting around her chest and tamed it. Then she spent the next six hours forcefully circulating it through her body, opening up new mana channels and forging them into weapons for the challenges of tomorrow.

            

    
        Chapter 3: Jason Newborn

    
    
    
    
                When Jason joined the other “heroes” for breakfast the next day, Sara was still at the far-end table, staring into dead space as people tried to talk to her. People were treating her like a prophet ever since she showed up with a suitcase, but all she brought were a bunch of tampons, clothing, and a fucking toothbrush. No guns. No lighters. No modern utilities. A pack of Tampax and a goddamn toothbrush. She was clearly going on a day trip after school, but she convinced everyone that she was a prophet. It was a joke.

“Yo. What’s good, man?” Raul asked, sitting beside him.

Jason looked at his friend, who was looking at Sara. That ticked him off. Raul was the mediator of the group, always coming in to “clarify” things that Jason said. He dealt with it, but ever since Sara showed up yesterday, he had constantly justified her words and actions. It was annoying.

“Nothing much,” Jason replied, turning away.

“Do you think it’s true? That we’re heroes?” Raul poked at a strange jelly on his plate with a grimace. The guy survived on steak, chicken breast, and tortillas. Jason thought it was his Hispanic upbringing. Turns out he might’ve ended up a protein tank because he was afraid of other food.

“Well, we’re here,” Jason replied, sniffing the green drink in front of him. Then he tried it. It tasted pretty good. Kinda like V8 if it was thinner. Nice. “I doubt this is fake. As for being a hero, I doubt half these losers would be able to run a mile, let alone kill anything. So it’s basically just you, me, and—“

“Me,” Mary said, flashing a smile as she sat down.

“Hey, Mary,” Jason drawled, not even looking at her. No one told her that Sara being a bitch didn’t give her a right to pounce on him. He was faithful, even if Sara wasn’t. He snorted and cast a sidelong glance to Sara, who was sitting with Emma and… Daniel.

“Yo. So what’s up between you two?” Raul asked. “Don’t mean to pry, but it’s pretty important with us being here. What happened—“

“Do you think I’d be over here if I knew?” Jason scoffed. “Unlike her, I’m an adult. If she just told me what her problem was, I’d fix it.”

“Yo. Chill man. I’m not trying to start shit, I’m just—“

“But you are. So be quiet.”

Raul fell silent alongside the rest of the table. Finally.

The politician from the first day returned after they finished eating, giving them a decent sales pitch this time. The seal holding Agronus Lykspear, the demon king, was breaking. If it broke, he would reclaim his army, and there wasn’t a legendary mage to stop them. As a result, they summoned heroes from another world.

Why they summoned people from another world was interesting. It surrounded a concept known as channel degradation. Humans have conduits known as mana channels, but they aren’t born with mana cores. And without a core to purify the mana, their channels start to break down. Unfortunately, children’s bodies were too unstable, and trying to develop anything beyond a beginner’s core would lead to tyexis, a disease that causes a break in the mana network. When that happens, their body goes haywire, and they get really sick and eventually die. So there was a Catch-22: Anyone who waited to develop a good core would have degraded mana channels before they turned eighteen; anyone who developed one before was forced to develop a weak core.

The solution? Summon people who are of age and give them a core from the minute they arrive. Then, their power was pure and exponentially more powerful. Jason liked the way that sounded. 

I can’t wait to start training… Jason thought. In this world, his ability to obtain power was beyond anything possible on Earth.
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After breakfast, sycounts (as knights who used magic were called) led them to the training grounds. It was a massive area that was outside the forest, teeming with purple and gray trees that created beautiful contrast. Jason wondered if he could take Sara on a date in them after she got off her period. If she got off her period. She looked like a statue with a stick up her ass, standing there, staring into dead space.

Ten minutes later, they met Edico Sullusberg, the leader of the Royal Sycounts and the person who was overseeing the heroes’ development. Then they met Aelia Twilix, the sycount who would teach them magic and swordplay.

“Listen up!” Aelia said. “In six months, you’ll be heroes. But until then, you’re just children with potential. If you can’t pass the training exam in three month’s time, you will not get a mana core.”

A wave of horror washed over the “heroes” when it happened. Jason found their faces were priceless. What? We don’t just get power by breathing? Ridiculous.

“Developing a core isn’t simple,” Aelia continued. “It requires deep concentration and an understanding of mana. If you do it wrong, it’ll kill you. That’s why we need you to take this seriously. But don’t worry. Learning magic is fun. Observe.”

Aelia turned to a dummy in the distance. "Énaigeia tis flogás, anaveí ti photiá tis émnisi, graphóntas ti métra tis alítheias.” A ball of fire developed in front of her hands. “Dante, metriázontas ti syllogí, ekchylízei ti elpída!" The fireball shot across the field and crashed into the wooden dummy, setting it ablaze in a beautiful inferno. Jason’s heart fluttered when he saw it, and his stomach developed a pit. He needed it.

“In three months, you’ll be able to do that,” Aelia said. “Not to that extent. That could take years. But you’ll be able to make fireballs, and it doesn’t take stamina or physical exercise. It just takes an ability to read mana and to chant correctly.”

Jason scoffed when all the virgins, posers, and delinquents started cheering. Most things in life didn’t require exercise, and they sucked ass at those things, too. Everything took dedication, trial and effort, and critical thinking—including magic. Aelia was stupid for robbing people of their fear of failure. That’s what they needed if they were going to improve. Otherwise, they’d never be winners like him and Sara.

Jason turned to his girlfriend and saw her staring into dead space, obviously annoyed. What the hell is going on with her? he thought.

“Now pay attention because this next part is very important,” Aelia said. “A week after the training exam will be the Golden Trial. It’s the most important point in an adventurer’s life.”

Everyone quieted down.

“It’s a ranking exam to allow adventurers to exceed the upper ranks, allowing them to take on greater adventurers,” she explained. “It’s also a great opportunity. The most powerful nobles in the Escaran Kingdom will be present that day. Depending on your performance, they could make you offers to become your patron. If they do, they will buy you elixirs, body constitutions, tempering substances, and other resources to build your power. In exchange, they will get a percentage of the treasures, hides, artifacts, and other wealth you accumulate on your travels. I assure you, young heroes—this deal is wildly in your favor.”

Jason swallowed hard.

“So take this seriously,” Aelia concluded. “Are there any questions before we get started?”

“Yes,” Sara said. “Can I practice swings?”

Aelia raised an eyebrow. “Sword swings?”

“Yes.”

Jason scoffed. “Are you craz—“

“Yes,” Aelia said. “If that’s what you wish to practice. I’ll have someone get you a practice sword. Are there any other questions?”

“Ummm….” Raul hummed. “What… exactly are sword swings?”

“It’s when you swing a sword repeatedly,” Edico replied, jumping into the conversation. “It builds up your muscle memory so that you don’t have to think when you’re fighting. It’s a good use of time. Everyone will be doing it, eventually.”

Jason’s eyebrow twitched.

“Can I practice sword swings, too?” Daniel asked.

No, you can’t practice fucking sword swings, Jason thought, turning to the timid little virgin. That’s my girlfriend. If you try to make a move on her, I’ll break your fucking—

Edico shook his head. “Unfortunately not. Right now, we need to practice mana circulation, and Lady Reece’s channels are already breathing. You can join her once you’re finished.”

Daniel smiled wryly.

“It’s okay,” Sara said, patting him on the shoulder. “We can practice once you complete it.” A soldier brought her a sword, and she and Edico walked away, leaving the students with Aelia.

“Are my channels also breathing?” Jason asked.

“Unfortunately not,” Aelia said. “She’s the only person.”

A buzz of excitement spread through the area, making Jason scrunch his face and breathe through his teeth. What’s going on?

That was his question for the next two and a half months. Because no matter how many lessons they went through, no matter what they learned, no matter what progress they made with magic, Sara just practiced sword swings. Day in. Day out. Morning until sunset. Even when Jason made his first fireball and shot it, she was practicing sword swings. And when they started learning how to fight with swords, she was practicing sword swings. Hell, she even turned down the sword lessons to swing that fucking sword!

It wasn't just practice, either. Aside from learning the native tongue and reading books in the Royal Library, it was like she didn't care about anything or anyone. Sara took her dinner away from the dining room, avoided the heroes' team-building exercises, and didn't travel into the capital to shop with the others. She didn't go to plays, parties, or events. She didn't even celebrate holidays, go on trips outside the walls, or tour the magical technology and culture of the world. And whenever Emma or anyone else invited her to something, she rejected them outright. It was rude. Really rude. Unbelievably rude. If she wanted to swing swords and read her life away? Fine. It's a free world. But toxically bringing down her fellow heroes? That wasn't okay.

Sara needed a wake-up call. Yeah, she needed one bad. Luckily, the core eligibility exam was coming up, and when he showed her the vast power differential between them, she'd be forced to confront the truth about her actions. It wasn't about humiliating her. It was about opening her eyes to the truth. Someone had to do it, and only he could.
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On the day of the mock trial, Jason’s eyes flitted across Tara’s body as they waited for the core eligibility exam. She was so-so on Earth, sporting a mediocre body and an equally mediocre dream of becoming a small-town veterinarian. But in combat leathers… Jason looked up. “Your progress has been incredible,” he said, making the brunette turn away with rosy cheeks. “I have high hopes for you.”

“It’s nothing special,” Tara whispered, rubbing her toe in the dirt. That shy lack of confidence… It was kinda cute. He could get used to that. “Anyway….” she said. “I should get ready.”

Jason smiled gently. “Of course. I look forward to seeing your performance."

Tara smiled and rushed away. Thinking last second, he called out. “Oh, Tara.”

She stopped dead in her tracks, turning back hesitantly as if he would find some flaw in her and take it all back. “Yeah?”

“Have a little more confidence in yourself. You’re doing amazing.” Jason watched her eyes glitter as she smiled. “And try to smile more. You look better that way.”

Tara’s smile faded as if his words were bittersweet. That kinda ticked Jason off. He’d never understand why women were so sensitive to that phrase as if it were a code word to put on an apron and bake up a child. I mean, he just complimented her smile, right? It was annoying. Still… that semi-wounded look in her eyes as she looked at him told him, I’ll do better. That was the type of mindset that brought people to the top. And she’d be back, anyway. He had a sneaking suspicion that women kinda liked men being more confident than them. Why else would they go after douchebags that wanted to use them? At least he was one of the good guys.

“I’ll try,” Tara said with a slight smile.

“Maybe smile wasn’t the right word,” Jason said. “Happy. You look better when you’re happy, and you’ve been looking better all the time.”

Tara’s smile returned with interest. Success. 

“Thank you. Bye, Jason!” Tara waved and ran away before anything else could ruin that feeling. 

I love making people’s days, and he thought, sneaking a longing glance at her ass as she ran away. Yeah, she looked good in combat leathers.

“Yo. I thought that you were still into Sara, man,” Raul said, clapping him on the shoulder. His face was smiling, but his eyes weren’t smiling. Jason could tell from the moment that Sara threw her fit that he was on her side as if he, the kid humiliated in front of a class without warning or provocation, was in the wrong. Ever since, he had continued justifying her every word and statement under the guise of being an impartial mediator. He was obviously into her. Two-faced asshole.

“Do you have a problem, Raul?” Jason asked.

“Problem? Dude. What’s up with you, man?

“What’s up with me? I can’t even encourage a teammate without you questioning my fidelity, and you’re asking what’s up with me?”

Raul frowned and looked at Tara. She looked like a soldier, targeting Jason with blushing glances while using her friends for cover. “That’s not all you were doing, man.”

Jason scoffed, looking away. “So you have a problem.” 

“Nah, man. I’m just saying—“

“Hey! Have you guys seen Sara?” Emma asked, her red hair fluttering as she ran toward them.

“Nah. I haven’t,” Raul said.

Emma developed a grimace. “You haven’t?”

“No,” Jason confirmed. “Why do you even care? She’s been avoiding you like a Covid ward.”

Emma’s grimace deepened, carving sad lines in her face. “I….”

Jason rolled his eyes at Raul’s mocking smirk. Annoying. “Besides,” Jason said. “She was probably just up late realizing you can’t learn magic by swinging a sword.” 

“No, that’s the thing,” Emma said. “Aelia said that things suddenly changed and she might not be joining us.”

Jason’s eyes snapped open. “Wait, what?” He couldn’t believe it. She was probably embarrassed and didn’t want to show her face. But that was even more annoying. This was the day she’d have to admit how wild her behavior was. And she knew that. So was that what this was? Worming her way out of giving him the satisfaction? That had to be it.

But how could she pull it off? It didn’t make sense. Sara was fawned over by Edico and the other sycounts for swinging that fucking sword. And as much as he hated to admit it, after swinging a sword, he could recognize that she was really good at it. But you can’t learn magic or fighting by doing sword swings. Unless…. Maybe that’s what it was. Sara found something that she could do better than him and was using it as a shield, worming her way into good graces to get special treatment. What a sneaky bitch!

Jason was livid. This whole time, she was playing games to get her way. It made him ill. Thankfully, the Golden Trial was a week away. For now, he’d develop the strongest core. Then, right in front of the most prominent people in the Escaran Kingdom, he would shame her ruthlessly. 
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Sara was glad that she didn’t have to go to the core eligibility exam. She already had to do all her training and learning at night. Otherwise, Jason would try to drag her into a competitive death spiral that would ruin everyone’s life, and she was way too old for that shit. Besides, what she needed more than anything else was muscle memory, and three hundred vertical, horizontal, and thrust swings (each) were doing the trick.

Though at present, the exam, trial, and Jason Newborn were the furthest thing from her mind. She and Edico were riding montas, a fast animal similar to a horse but with a calcified shell over their head, heading south on a trodden path in the Lycian Forest.

It was a breath of fresh air. Ever since she declared she was protecting Daniel, he was wearing her reputation like body armor to stave off Jason and the gossip hounds, and it was getting annoying. The last conversation she had with him had been particularly ridiculous.

Have mercy! Daniel had said, clasping his hands melodramatically when he learned she was leaving.

I’m not your queen. And if I were, I’d make whining illegal. While he didn’t need it, Sara protected him around the clock. It was unfair that he’d guilt trip her.

At least tell me where you’re going!

Sara turned to him with a serious expression. To meet a beggar.

—and that’s exactly what she was doing.

Kinda. That was the end goal. But first, they were heading to the Tyrina region in search of a silvermoon bloom, an exceedingly rare flower that only bloomed under a full moon. As for why she was doing it, it started on the fifth night she was in the castle. She had followed proper procedure to request an audience with King Escar, and when she was in the room, surrounded only by his most trusted guards, she had explained something profound: I think… I’m an oracle.


Sara would never forget the look of shock on King Escar’s face when he heard her say she was an oracle. It was as grim as it was sublime, much like eating bad food loaded with so much Tabasco that it only tasted like vinegar and endorphins. Foresight magic was a myth loosely fabricated through stories, so when she name-dropped Emanasa, the god of wisdom and a deity she shouldn’t know about, and claimed he gave her the gift of foresight, King Escar turned pale.

 

Prove it, King Escar said.

 

Yes, My Liege, Sara replied, milking his ego by kneeling like a sycount. Though, I believe it’d be best to discuss this in private.

 

The guards were apprehensive, but after one look at Sara’s repressed mana channels and feeble body, they relented. Once they left, she said, There was a woman in my dreams last night. Lena Robolt. I don’t know who she is, but this is what I saw. She recounted a “dream” in which one of his economic advisors was running a human trafficking operation in Lemora—the capital city they were in—and how she was laundering the money through the royal treasury. Sara then explained who else was involved and how it would lead to a scandal later on, sprinkling in juicy details about how her “innocent” king would get slandered and raked through the muck.

 

King Escar pressed her for a description of the auction house. She gave it to him. Two days later, the predatory bitch was arrested and hanged, and Sara was promoted to Oracle.

 

Double win.

 

Sara needed the Oracle title because she’d be suspected of being a spy or reincarnation. And while the man who sent her back in time was great at hiding his talents, she couldn’t get halfway through a patronizing conversation before she told someone to fuck themselves. So covering her ass was a necessity. Besides, as an oracle, she could manipulate politics behind the scenes. It was only a matter of time before the heroes’ power became insuppressible and King Escar’s paranoia took over. In her last life, he jailed Jason and watched the heroes like a hawk, eventually leading to Jason’s coup. Sara needed contingency plans in case King Escar acted before she got Qualth—the God Slayer sword—and made herself too dangerous to oppose. Sara wanted no part in politics—the best way to do that was by making a confrontation with her suicide.

 

There was only one problem with being an oracle: It was fucking exhausting.

 

King Escar was always summoning her for this or that. He’d ask her about certain nobles and told her to watch out for them. She could tell that he enjoyed his new weapon, dreaming of destroying his enemies with foresight. It was unsettling. But aside from that and the workload, being an oracle had profound benefits.

 

King Escar hid her talents from the other heroes, trained her in secret, and gave her body tempering substances. Getting trained by Roman Mournings, the head mage, allowed her to explain her abrupt growth in magic and arraycraft, and taking private sword-fighting lessons from Aelia explained her combat skills.

 

Besides, she was genuinely learning from both. Roman took her back to the basics and taught her the profound usefulness of lower-level spells. Once he started training her, she realized that she relied too much on her overwhelming mana pool when there were certain attacks and techniques that were more effective small than at scale. Perhaps it was Sara’s age, but she appreciated it more. Moreover, while Sara regularly recreated and used high-level arrays for a wide variety of practical implementations, she didn’t actually understand how they worked other than modifying them. Studying under Roman, she quickly learned how flexible they were and also understood the grim level of talent and experience necessary to make the array in Agronus’s ballroom.

 

Just as with magic, having Aelia as a sword-fighting teacher was immensely valuable. Edico trained her in her last life, and he died before she reached proficiency in a sword. Since Qualth, the God Slayer sword was extremely overpowered and required very little skill to use, she never reached her full potential with a sword. She aimed to rectify this cycle.

 

Between her shocking “talent” and the one-on-one lessons, Sara was miles ahead of the other students. Combined with her political clout and connections, everything was in place. So, the night before the exam, Sara requested an audience with King Escar and set her plan into motion.


            

    
        Chapter 4: The Oracle

    
    
    
    
                Have you had another dream? King Escar had asked greedily when Sara arrived at his audience chambers the night before the mock trial.

 

Yes, My Liege, she replied. In my dream, I headed south to a grove that glows in the moonlight. There, I found a beautiful white flower with blue tips that radiated light.

 

His eyes widened. A silvermoon bloom?

 

I don’t know.

 

Hmmm…. How strange. He stroked his beard and flitted his gaze behind her, focusing on nothing in particular. Silvermoon bloom is rare, but it’s not hard for me to procure. What is it for?

 

Sara took a sharp breath, hiding her emotions. I’m not sure why, but I have to take it to a tavern owner. I don’t think it’s even for the owner. It’s just that… When I do that, I’ll run into someone and get information. Like… a chance encounter. Fate, maybe.

 

King Escar’s face turned grave. What do you mean, fate?

 

I don’t know how to explain it. It’s like… giving that tavern owner that flower will put me at the right place and the right time to meet someone with the information we need. Maybe "need" isn’t the best word. I’m not sure what it is. But my dream left me with this sinking feeling that if we don’t do it, the information will go into the wrong hands.

 

And that is how Sara got permission to pick a silvermoon bloom in Moonlit Grove in the Tyina region, feeling free for the first time in months.

 

“You don’t seem worried about our trip,” Edico said as they trotted through the forest.

 

“What are you implying?” Sara asked.

 

“It’s just an observation.”

 

Sara smiled and took a breath of fresh air. “I don’t know how to explain it, but it feels like I belong on the road.”

 

“These roads are dangerous, My Lady.”

 

So is that castle, Sara replied in her mind, but instead said, “That’s why I have a royal guard escorting me.”

 

That made up most of the discussion they had on the six-hour journey through rocky planes and thickets. To Edico, Sara probably just seemed apathetic and cold, but in reality, it just hurt her to be around him. Edico was her teacher, General, and friend. The fact that he could look her in the eye and not know anything about her, the battles they fought together, the sacrifices they made as a team haunted her. So she sat in silence, brooding until they reached a forest clearing with trees wreathed in golden leaves. It had just rained, the air was fresh, and the ground was soft and spongy. And the trees… they were beautiful, glimmering gold in the fresh dew as if they had entered Eldorado. They had just entered the Tyrina region, and it was just as awe-inspiring as when she first saw it.

 

“Let’s set up camp here,” Edico said, reaching a patch of trees that were thin, allowing for great visibility.

 

Sara wanted to. Her thighs were chaffed as a motherfucker, and her need to pee was so intense that she’d squat in the middle of the road, but they couldn’t stop. Contrary to what she said, she didn’t have a dream about where to find a silvermoon bloom—she only knew where she found one last time. If she wanted a chance at finding some, they had to go to the spot she found one. Since King Escar forbade her to disclose the nature of her gift, Edico was simply forced to follow her every command, and telling him was out of the question. “No,” she said, gritting her teeth. “Let’s keep going.”

 

Edico turned his reins to block her path. “Are you sure? You look—“

 

“Yes!” Sara said, turning her reins in the opposite direction to avoid him. Her face was red, and she was in pain. “Let’s just go!” she started off.

 

Three hours of pain, one frantic piss in the forest, and a lot of chaos ensued before they finally reached the area where she originally found the silvermoon bloom, a thick area of the forest that made Edico frown.

 

“Here?” he asked.

 

“Here,” Sara confirmed, jumping off her horse.

 

Edico eyed her carefully but set to work. He started by setting up an excessive barrier ward to protect them around the clock. Then he set up the tent, started a fire, and started cooking. He didn’t let Sara move. She felt like a sheltered child. It was ridiculous.

 

Despite that, her grievances melted away when he gave her a plate of seasoned iska fish and tilla berries, something they enjoyed, warming themselves before the crackling fire until Edico finally broke the silence. “What’s special about this place?”

 

Sara threw a random stick into the fire, making it pop with floating embers. “What makes you think I purposely came here?”

 

Edico looked down at Sara’s trembling legs. “No one fights through that much pain to keep going when there’s other tenable spots elsewhere.”

 

Sara smiled grimly. Her legs felt like someone smoothed her thighs with sandpaper and then followed it up with a deep tissue massage using a jackhammer. “Well I do.”

 

Edico looked back into the fire, watching it dance toward the sky with heat and passion, sharing its lust with the rest of the world. “What do you want?”

 

Sara looked up. “What’s my agenda?”

 

Edico shook his head. “I watched your summoning. I’ve talked to your classmates. There’s nothing to suspect you’re a spy or have mal-intentions. But it is clear that you’re special, and your presence here will change the world. My question is, what do you want? You, personally.”

 

Sara thought about it for a moment. All she wanted was to go back to Kyritus and Tiber. She and Kye were engaged in their last life, pending her final confrontation with Agronus, and she was determined to retire and become a deranged housewife. But would that be enough for her? She was no homemaker. In fact, she wasn’t even a decent person. Ever since she returned to Reemada, all she did was lie, lie, lie, get disturbing nobles executed, swing a sword, and prepare to carve a bloody path to Agronus. Along the way, she was playing politics, preparing to shift the balance of power in the world, and for what? Selfish reasons. So she could be happy with Kyritus. Jason will cause us problems? Ensure he never obtains real power. King Escar wants to make me his lap dog? Prepare to depose him, if necessary. She had no clue what she really wanted. It just felt like she was running on autopilot.

 

Sara didn’t think of herself as a bad person or that what she was doing was wrong. She had a code, and because of her, the vilest of nobles were going down in flames, servants weren’t getting abused, and Jason and Mary wouldn’t become tyrants. She had seen countless die from famine, slaughtered in wars, jailed for reasonable beliefs, and now, she was preventing those things. But it was for selfish reasons. She didn’t like bad things, so she was avoiding them. Or, perhaps, that made her a decent person, and all along, she was meant to rule some kingdom and save people. But if that was true, could she really start up a tavern with Kyritus and live a normal life, bake up a rugrat, and watch them roam around like Tiber? Sara had been embroiled in fighting and bloodshed for so long that it was all she knew. She was classic damaged goods, but unlike others, she was dangerous, like an old box of dynamite sweating nitroglycerin, just waiting to explode.

 

Sara sighed as she looked into the fire, her face and tone reflecting the true way she felt. “I don’t know.”

 

The two waited in silence until the massive red moon fully waxed, becoming the brightest of the moon cycle.

 

“It’s time,” Edico said, pushing himself off the ground and offering Sara a hand. Sara accepted it, her legs shaking from the pain. “Agreed. But hold up, I need to go to the bathroom,” she said, pulling out a roll of toilet paper.

 

Edico's face stiffened, but he narrowed his eyes after a moment’s pause, studying Sara’s expressions. “Don’t dawdle.”

 

“Okay,” Sara said, limping into the forest. Her burning legs were a serious problem. Edico was strong—really strong. That’s why she knew she had to move 100 yards away to move outside of his sphere of perception, and she needed to do that to mask what she was about to do. That was hard because she only had 50 yards before he got suspicious—75 until he gave chase. Then, he’d catch her in a matter of seconds. She had to move fast.

 

After she got past his immediate perception, the range that Edico could view her clear as day through her mana signature, she started chanting in her thoughts: Kató sto bathý, ot' ákra ton aimátinon kymátizon.

 

Suddenly, the gravity around Sara lifted, and she bounded in the air, moving at a light jog abruptly, closing the distance.

 

“Sara!” Edico called out.

 

Sara’s heart pounded, picking up speed. I’ll find an excuse later. Mirázontas ta synóra! She kicked off the ground when she landed, launching through the air like a slingshot.

 

“Sara! Are you okay?” Edico screamed.

 

Adrenaline hit Sara’s veins, her mana channels burning, bolting through the air as she risked head-on collisions with trees. 10 more yards.

 

“I’m coming!” Edico screamed. Sara was probably leaving the extended sphere. It was time.

 

Sferíki fosforésce, to spíti ton astraí, she thought rapidly, shutting her eyes as she hit the ground and rolled. [Ilumináva tis enigma pleúres. Regma, péma stin ámichos órasi, éklausen stin êcho tou kósmou.] Her eyes snapped open. Divine Eyes.

 

A thin yet massive mana pulse abruptly rippled out from her position, spreading out for miles. It bathed the world, turning it into a visible array of information, similar to a three-dimensional version of infrared where she could interpret everything in full dimension through feeling it. It was strange to explain, but then again, so were all divination spells (those that send, receive, or investigate information). Sara scoured through the land, desperately searching for silvermoon blooms.

 

Edico caught up in a matter of seconds, weaving through trees. “Sara!”

 

Sara ignored him, even when he grabbed her.

 

“Sara!” he yelled, pulling her into his arms. “What happened?”

 

Sara groaned, continuing her search as she moved her head around as if she were asking for five more minutes.

 

“My Lady! Speak to me!”

 

She moaned, turning away. “W-Where am I?” It was hard to talk and think, making things difficult.

 

“What do you mean, where are you?”

 

“I….”

 

“Talk to me.”

 

Suddenly, Sara found what she was looking for, and she opened her eyes slightly, looking into his worried eyes. “I don’t know. One second, I was walking, and the next, I was wrapped in this warm feeling, flying through the forest. A-And… I had this dream.” She looked around her and froze in disbelief.

 

Edico’s face paled. “What is it, my lady?”

 

“This place…” Sara whispered, “I saw it in my dream. I know where the silvermoon bloom is!”
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Edico’s heart welled with a gut-wrenching feeling of anxiety as he ran through the forest, following Lady Reece’s directions to pick the silvermoon bloom. Five minutes ago, he had brought her back to the campsite, placing her under the ward barrier. There were no mana signatures in the forest—no tracks. With nothing in the area to hurt her, she should be safe there—

 

—assuming she’d stay.

 

King Escar had ordered him to escort Lady Reece to Moonlit Grove to pick a silvermoon bloom, and that’s what they were doing, but he felt in the marrow of his bones that she had an alternative motive, and she wasn’t here to pick flowers. And while there was no explanation for her suddenly moving out of his sphere of perception in seconds or the massive divination spell that cascaded for countless spans, he felt that she was responsible somehow. Beyond there being no signs of an attacker, he had a simple reason for believing that: her skin was pale and sickly when he found her, and she fell asleep involuntarily the second they got to the campsite. The symptoms were clear: mana deprivation. It couldn’t be a coincidence.

 

That said, there was no explanation, either. Lady Reece didn’t have a mana core, and he couldn’t release a divination spell that large, even with one. He didn’t know anyone that could. Still, he still believed it was her, not because of the extraordinary speed she picked up magic and sword fighting or the way she interacted with the world as if she had lived there. It was the way she interacted with him.

 

Despite being terse and avoiding conversations, she spoke to him like they had known each other for years, and the way she fought Aelia reflected his sword style, not Aelia’s. No matter how much Lady Reece downplayed her skill, it felt like he had taught her. And no matter how much she avoided him, he felt himself getting more and more attached, not as a daughter, but like a friend.

 

Edico was duty-bound to report all of this to King Escar—

 

—but had already decided not to. Part of that was to save Lady Reece from unjust inquiry, but it was also selfish.

 

Lady Reece’s gift of foresight was an open secret with the heroes. It was something he noticed himself. So when the vilest nobles started getting executed, Edico knew it was her—and was rooting her on. No, he wasn’t just encouraging it—he was praying for it. He couldn’t help but wish that she would bathe the streets of Lamora with the blood of the corruption he was sworn to uphold. He had protected it for too long.

 

Suddenly, he broke from his reverie when he saw a hypnotic flower glowing in a clearing, curling toward the red moon as if to drink its energy. It’s there…. It’s really there….

 

Lady Reece had foresight. He had confirmed it. Suddenly, her words, the sudden journey to Tyrina, and journeying further into the forest came to a head, symbolized by that beautiful flower—a flower that bloomed randomly once a month and then died. Now, Edico’s disturbing wish to see Lemora bathed in the blood of the corrupt became all too real.

 

Pulling out a glass bottle etched with white arrays, he approached the plant, feeling its energy begging him to stroke its petals. Yet he didn’t. Silvermoon bloom was the most frail plant in the known world, and if he harvested it wrong, it would die. He swallowed hard, unsheathing his dagger and kneeling. With one swift motion, he cut through the flower at the base and a low gravity spell to make it hover into the bottle. Then, with absolute concentration, he sealed the bottle with a cap array, delicately following the chant Tyran Grollis, the royal apothecary, taught him. Once finished, he sighed a breath of relief and carefully jogged through the forest, protecting the bottle with his life.

 

When he returned to Sara, she was fast asleep in the same place that he left her. Yet he didn’t fail to notice her pale skin or shaking body. It’s gotten worse, he thought, remarking on mana deprivation. Then, once he settled her in the tent, his lips curved into a small smile. Let’s see what happens tomorrow. Edico was worried, but he couldn’t help but be a bit excited.
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Sara awoke more tired than she was when she went to sleep. Her thighs burned like walking through pine trees with a sunburn, and her veins had icy chills from mana deprivation. It wasn’t the best day to meet her future lover.

I hope he likes smooth-faced teens who walk like cowboys, she thought, slightly bitter, very nervous. 

Meeting Kyritus was closer to fate than a miracle. She was 23 then, and the “Hero’s” Party had recently fought and killed Haligara, the legendary basilisk guarding Qualth, the “God Slayer” sword. The fight claimed Emma’s life (“A noble sacrifice to The Cause,” as Jason put it). In response, Sara quit the party and traveled aimlessly, spiraling into alcoholism. She wasn’t an alcoholic. Not yet. But she was riding the edge, grinding the breaking point where one drink too far would transform a cry for help into a lifelong dependency. That’s how she found herself in Helscope, stumbling into a random tavern—his tavern. Kyritus was her age but a hell of a lot more responsible. That much was clear by the way he had been leading songs, breaking up fights, managing the kitchens while she struggled to tame the spins. So, yeah. It was fate that she would meet Kyritus—a tavern owner. The miracle was that he continued talking to her after they first met.

Perhaps to be nice, perhaps just to accelerate getting her out of the door, but Kyritus offered her a bowl of stew on the house, and Sara boldly rejected it—by throwing it up in the toilet while he held her hair. How they ended up in that position, she couldn’t quite remember. But she did know when she awoke the next day, mind-piercing with a hangover, she was jealous of people who “blacked out.” Sara always woke up fully capable of remembering what happened, as if she was watching security footage of herself being intoxicated. And that night, there was a cute man who was nice… fucking nice for once, and she puked on his shoes. Yep. It was a miracle they spoke again after that.

Sara paused her reverie, taking in the facts, namely the one where he asked to marry her. That alone proved that Kyritus had an unhealthy taste in women. On second thought… if she walked into his tavern as a preppy, dolled-up tennis player, he’d probably serve all the guests first.

“Is everything alright?” Edico asked, rolling up their tents. He was already refusing to let her do anything. Great.

“I’m just tired,” Sara sighed. “Wait….” Her eyes widened, and she frantically made eye contact. “Did you find it?”

Edico’s lips parted, half-startled as if he was surprised that what he expected to happen actually did. "Yeah, I found it." He rifled through her pack and pulled out a beautiful flower suspended in low gravity. It glowed even in the morning light, still alive, feasting on mana as all mana-based plants did. 

Sara’s heart fluttered. "Misson accomplished, then. Let's go to Helscope."

Edico looked at her strangely, narrowing his eyes. "Okay. Just make sure not to run off on your own again."


Sara felt an icy shiver crawl down her spine. His request was logical after her stunt, but as someone who had known him for a decade, she could tell he knew their entire mission was all a lie. She had to be careful how she conducted the last part of their operation. If he discovered what she was doing, her reputation with the kingdom would plummet, and Kyritus and Tiber would be in danger. She needed to take things seriously.



            

    
        Chapter 5: Kyritus Senecaru

    
    
    
    
                It was a painful journey to Helscope that morning. The paths were long and winding, moving over rock bluffs and soft meadows that treated every centimeter of her chafed legs as equals. At one point, in a patch of foliage, she even fell off her monta, something Edico panicked about. But she got back on, suffering through it, continuing on toward her destination. 

Sara didn’t get any sort of relief until the paths became roads with deep ruts from wagon wheels. By then, they had already entered the fields of farmers that stretched for miles. Serfs were busy harvesting hemsgrain, a long green stalk with rice-like grains that, when fermented, could quell the night terrors. The brew was called twalla, an adventurer favorite, and it was big business.

As they passed, two tanned farm boys without shirts snickered at her.

“Hey lady!” the older said, using his hands as a megaphone, “Ain’t you never rode a monta before? You look like you’ve double-bagged a grave digger!”

Sara’s eyes deadened. You know…. I’ll have to remember that. God knows I’ve run out of things to say to Mary.

While she was musing, the boys’ father jumped off his monta and burst through the field, clapping the kid upside the head.

“Hey! What was that for?”

“Is you crazy, boy? When people pass, you pay them no heed. Ain’t we ever teach you nothin’?”

“But Dad, they’re—“

“But nothin’. One of these days, you’ll be apt to get us all killed. Now get back to harvestin’ and pray to Delina they don’t return, or I’ll offer them a piece of your hide.”

“She ain’t gonna hurt us, Pa. She can’t even ride a monta!”

“Power ain’t judged in ridin’. Now, back-talk me again, boy, and you’ll be takin’ your meals standin’ for a month!”

Sara developed a bittersweet smile as their words faded into the distance.

“Did you find that strange?” Edico asked.

“No,” Sara replied. “I think it was wise.” Farming boys understood that males were physically stronger than females, but harsh experiences taught farming men that magic and money made physical strength irrelevant.

“It is,” Edico said. That was the last exchange they had until they saw Helscope over the horizon.

Towns in Reemada weren’t what people imagined towns in the Middle Ages would be, but they weren’t exactly modern, either. They were just different, much in the same way that the streets of Bangalore were different from Chicago. Forges pumped black smokestacks into the air as Artifaces (as trades mages were called) regulated carbon input to create steel. Then blacksmiths struck the red hot billet on anvils in geometric arrays, using minor gravity magic to hit harder and more evenly. Outside, there were public fountains filled with water magic, and the ground was perfectly level, courtesy of work from earth mages. None of this arcana was advanced. Military magic was banned for the citizenry. But it was technology, much in the same way that citizens could own factories but not military-grade weapons on Earth.

Being in Helscope, watching people weave in and out of taverns in a drunkenly organized manner filled her with a deep sense of nostalgia. It had been eight months, but she had finally returned.

Edico didn’t fail to notice.

Sara didn’t hide it. She couldn’t even if she tried.

“Where’s the tavern?” Edico asked. He didn’t know the specifics of the mission but knew enough not to ask more questions than necessary.

“I’m unsure,” Sara replied. “Let’s look around.” And so they did, walking aimlessly through the streets, Sara disguising her scouting as curiosity. When she spotted a beggar on a side street of Alexbrook Tavern, she had what she needed and set her plan into motion.

“Guh….” Sara gripped her head, groaning. Suddenly, a pulse of mana shot through her, spreading through the streets. The citizens didn’t notice, but Edico panicked. “Lady Reece!” he said. “What’s wrong?”

Sara didn’t reply. She let out another groan, collapsing toward the ground. Edico caught her with ghostly speed. “Lady Reece! Speak to me!”

She grabbed his breastplate to hold herself up. “I-I know where it is. The tavern. It’s—“

“Don’t speak. We need to get you to an inn.”

“No…. We must. It’s the mission. If we don’t….” Sara trembled, genuine anxiety on her face. “I can do it. It’ll only be an hour.”

Edico frowned as he sat Sara on an empty farmer’s crate. “An hour? What are you going to discuss?”

“What?” Sara chuckled breathlessly. “You make it sound planned. Conversations take time, and it’ll take a lot longer if King Escar’s Royal Guard kicks down the door. Assuming it doesn’t mess it up.”

“I…. Lady Reece….”

“I’ll be okay.”

“Where… is it?”

Sara pointed a stone’s throw down the road, just past a bustling side street of busy citizens carrying bread from a nearby bakery. There, on the wall, was a large sign that read Alexbrook Tavern. “I’ll be fine.”

“I don’t know,” Edico grimaced. “It’s my sworn duty—“

“Yeah, yeah. I get it. It’s your job to break down the door, terrorize the common folk, and make declarations of the king if anything happens.”

“This is serious, Lady Reece.”

“I’m being serious.” Sara sighed and presented her bare palm. “Just trust me. This is what we’re here to do.”

Edico grimaced. “Let me at least check it out.”

“By all means,” Sara said, wiggling her fingers.

Edico sighed, reached into his leather satchel, and presented Sara with a wrapped bottle. “I’ll be right back.”

When he put up his hood and disappeared into the crowd, Sara pulled out a pink plant from her pocket. It had hundreds of serrated leaves that resembled a Jurassic-era chainsaw. Today’s going to suck, she thought, chomping into it. It tasted like chewing on Tylenol and had twice the burn. Her mind immediately flooded with the euphoria of endorphins, removing the pain from her chafed thighs, and she remembered why dope fiends braved tista weed. Time’s ticking…. she thought grimly.

Stepping forward, she bumped into a citizen, making him fall to the ground. “I’m sorry!” she said, rushing forward to help him up. “Let me help you.”

The citizen’s eyes widened at her appearance, and he blushed. “O-Okay.”

As she helped him up, she dusted off his jacket, smoothly sliding the tista weed into his pocket. “I didn’t mean—“

“No worries,” Sara said, flashing him a bright smile. “I need to go before my father comes looking for me.” Without giving him time to speak, she walked toward the Alexbrook Tavern, smiling as she watched his mana signature disappearing—along with the evidence.

“Why didn’t you wait?” Edico asked suspiciously.

“I was hoping for a chance encounter.”

Edico’s eyes widened, and he pursed his lips. “There’s no one suspicious. You have 30 minutes.”

“I have as long as the mission requires,” Sara replied, walking past him. “Besides, you’ll be able to watch me, right?”

Edico developed a poker face. “Of course.”

Now who’s good at lying? Sara thought sardonically. “I’ll try to be out in a half hour,” she said. “I’ll check in an hour and fifteen minutes at the latest.”

“50 minutes.”

“Fine, whatever. I’m going.”

As she moved forward, she coughed into her hand and took a strained breath. Before Edico could ask, she disappeared through the crowd, entering into the Alexbrook Tavern.
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Inside a quaint tavern in the center of Helscope, adventurers drank their fill, eating stew and telling stories of wild beasts and hallowed wars. Despite its cracked tables, rotting floors, and heavy blocks of solid wood that constituted “seating,” the atmosphere was lively, and new people flowed in and out of it in increments of ten minutes.

Kyritus moved and weaved through the crowd, putting pots of stew and bread onto the table. It was just him running the tavern that his late mother left him, so he didn’t have the means to run the kitchen and deal with the brawling men asking for beer and spirits around the clock. Instead, he pre-prepared food and specialty items and then warmed them up and served them to everyone at designated tables. Those people paid two silver gliders each to eat their fill. It was expensive or a bargain depending upon a person’s appetite, and adventurers always ate dirt cheap. It was a problem, but it was the best he could do. He and his sister were barely eking by as is.

Despite hellish hours and hard realities, Kyritus enjoyed his life, and it showed in the way he interacted, greeting everyone by name and taking “friendly” back claps that could paralyze a monta with a return hello.

Suddenly, a commotion broke out in the room, and two adventurers started screaming at each other, standing up and pounding their fists on the table.

“Say it again! I want to hear it! I’ll rip your face off for it, but I’m in the mood.”

The other man laughed and spoke without hesitation. “This. This right here’s why she left your fuckin’ ass, you—“

The first grabbed for his throat while the other reached for his dagger.

Kyritus didn’t even glance their way. Instead, he let out a boisterous bellow. “Oooooooh, Timmind, oh Loma, oh beach by the shore!” he sang. Suddenly, the atmosphere dampened, and the annoyed regulars grinned. “By morrow, by morrow, you’ll stand here before… my young an’ be~lov~ed and write us no more!” they responded, creating a burst of anxiety through the room. Soon, the men stopped fighting, afraid the whole place would turn on them if they broke the trance.

Kyritus led the song, dropping off their beers and smiling. As he made it past the counter, his tiny little sister tugged at his trousers. “What is it….” His eyes widened in horror when he saw how pale her face was. “Come on, let’s go.”

The adventurers stopped singing when they saw him drop everything to pick her up, carrying her up the stairs. Then the locals started shouting, “No fighting, or we’ll break your skulls!” as they disappeared. Kyritus usually rolled his eyes at that mentality, but at present, he barely registered it as he laid her down on the bed. “Rest, Jasperberry.”

She coughed and gripped his hand. “Please don’t go.”

Kyritus’s face twisted into a grimace. His sister had tyexis, “spirit sickness,” as people often called it. It disrupted mana channels through people’s bodies, making mana flow into physical veins and muscles, depleting their bones and physique. It was usually caused by reckless use of magic, using spells beyond one’s means, or fighting long past mana deprivation. But it could develop in anyone, and it was costly to treat, let alone cure. To keep her alive, he needed money, and to do that, he needed to work. But he knew at any moment she could fall asleep and not wake up, so he wanted to stay next to her. She was all he had.

Suddenly, there was a knock on the door. “Hey, Kye. The regs have got it handled. We practically live here.”

Kyritus smiled wryly at the thought that anyone that frequented his tavern, Got it handled. Their version of handling problems was by ganging together to destroy any of the unvets (as they called first timers), which had its virtues but always resulted in property damages. Adventurers pitched in, but the time it took to fix it…. No matter what he did, time was looming like a guillotine. 

Tiber coughed and gripped his hand, and Kyritus grimaced, turning toward the door. “Okay, Jant. I’ll be back down in an hour. Try to keep this place handled until then.”

“You got it, Kye. Get well, Tiber.”

“Okay…” Tiber said weakly.

Kyritus’s eyes welled with tears. Tiber wasn’t his sister. Not exactly. She was his half-sister by blood and child by circumstance. His mother died during childbirth, and Tiber’s abusive father left when Kyritus refused to sign the tavern over to him. Thus, he ended up raising Tiber alone from the day she was born, so their bond was far deeper than that of normal siblings. If she died…. Kyritus winced and gripped her hand. “I’ll stay here for an hour, okay?”

“You never stay,” Tiber pouted.

He smiled ruefully. “I… I’ll stay this time. No matter what.”

“You promise?” she asked.

Kyritus swallowed, feeling a surreal wave of anxiety wash over him. Terrible things always happened when he was away, so an hour was harsh in general. But right then, right there, he had a sinking feeling in his stomach that something serious would happen, and he didn’t know why. Still, looking at his sister’s body, more pale and depleted than he had ever seen it. It was terrible timing, but his priority was his sister. Always. 

Kyritus swallowed, taking a sharp breath and then letting his tense shoulders relax. “I promise.”

            

    
        Chapter 6: First Contact

    
    
    
    
                Sara walked into the Alexbrook Tavern, mind clouded by endorphins. It was intense, but she had fought shit-faced, riddled with wounds through vital organs (the six below the lungs that screenwriters presented as disposable bullet fodder in movies), so she was more than capable of handling an endorphin cocktail that could tranquilize a grizzly bear.

God, she needed to fix herself this cycle.

Inside, businessmen chatted over glasses of Colored Tres, a naturally sweet distilled brandy made from leeka fruit that grew in the southern region of the Escaran Kingdom. When Sara walked in with her pretty face, she caught some interested glares, but these people had better things to do than flirt. If she stayed long enough, two people would offer her drinks, and one would offer her cold, hard cash. She’d refuse them both, but it’d end with a stern threat of violence, and the cowards would go back to discussing logging operations in the north or… whatever the fuck these people talked about.

Whatever they discussed, it wasn’t what people at Kyritus’s tavern talked about. His tavern, Hestiafern Tavern, was a place for adventurers to drink and fight. The place she was standing in was an upscaled tavern run by his disgusting competitor.

Perhaps being in Alexbrook Tavern instead of Kyritus’s Tavern summed up all of Sara’s thoughts about the past, present, and future more than any description could. From the past, she remembered Jason’s forces burning Hestiafern to the ground before chasing him, Tiber, and Sara through multiple kingdoms. She also wouldn’t forget that King Escar had gradually understood the gravity of his hubris by kidnapping people from another world, hoping they’d be nuclear weapons that would treat him like serfs, descending into paranoia before he snapped and locked Jason behind bars. Lastly, she remembered that a classmate—she was quite certain—had brought her back in time and, as such, had known about Kyritus, as their relationship was the traitorous equivalent of Bonnie and Clyde.

In the present, Sara was becoming powerful far faster than Jason, so her confrontation with King Escar would come far sooner in the future, and her classmate’s intentions could change.

These were serious problems because in the past, Tiber was deathly sick, during the present, she was deathly sick, and in the future, she would die, and given that Sara might not live in the future, she needed contingency plans to save Tiber. Her solution was to make contact and give her a partial antidote for tyrexis—that way, if Sara were to die, at least Tiber would live on.

That was Sara’s priority because she was Tiber’s sister—

—and that’s what sisters do.

There was just one major problem with doing this: making contact without anyone knowing she was making contact.

To do that, she needed three things: an excuse for going to Helscope, an alibi for where she was when she met Kyritus, and a believable excuse for why she wasn’t at her so-called alibi.

Anyone who was put on the spot to pull off such a [heist] would find no such luck because perfect plans didn’t exist. However, Sara had two things that would make it possible—

(Magic and poison)

—and she ingested the latter before she walked into Alexbrook Tavern.

Sara walked to the counter where a man with long brown hair in a ponytail was polishing glasses. “Hello, Ubis.”

Ubis furrowed his brow. “Do I know you, young lady?”

“You don’t, but I know you.”

He narrowed his eyes. “How?”

“I’m a part of the royal circle,” Sara replied, taking sharp breaths. Suddenly, she coughed and let her eyelids droop.

“Hey. Are you okay?” Ubis panicked, hearing she was part of the royal circle and then seeing her current state. His face was saying, Please die somewhere else! but he rushed to her.

“I’m fine Just feeling a bit sick. Like I was saying, I’m here on orders from high up. We have a problem.”

“A problem?” he asked, his hands fidgeting.

“Calm down. You’re not in trouble. We need you.”

“For what?”

“We know about your auction.”

Ubis’s face paled, and his hands gripped the bar. “Listen, I—“

Sara coughed, swaying slightly. “Shut up, dramth, and listen. We know. We don’t care. On the contrary, we let it operate because we need certain things from time to time. This is one of those times.”

He swallowed.

“There’s been a breakout of tyrexis. High up. We don’t want to show weakness. Do you understand?”

He nodded, trembling. People like Ubis thrived on information, but there was some information they didn’t want to know. Information that was bad for their health. “Yes.”

“Good. Now listen. I have a silverbloom. Fresh. We need you to sell it. The highest buyer? That’s our man. You can keep the money. We just need you to make up a backstory about where you got the flower and sell it. Do you understand?”

Greed spread across his face, expressed through heavy breaths, shifting body posture, and clenching hands. Silvermoon bloom went for 1,000 griffins. More if it was fresh. Keeping that kind of money was a serious haul. “Yes. Can I see it?”

She nodded and walked to the other side of the bar, convulsing slightly.

“My lady, are you sure you’re alright?” Ubis asked, reaching for her.

Sara swatted his hand away. “If you want to help me, hurry up.” She reached into her cloak, subtly showcasing her royal insignia as she pulled out the container. When she unwrapped it and showed him, his eyes widened in shock.

“W-When was this harvested?”

“Last night,” Sara said, handing it to him. “That’s why you should—“ She started convulsing, threatening to wretch.

“This way, My Lady!” He grabbed her hand and led her to the bathroom, where she started gagging into a toilet.

“Leave!” Sara demanded. “And don’t come back until I come out. Get back and pretend like you didn’t see me. Do you understand? I’m fine. Now go!”

Ubis heard her voice and panicked. “I’m taking this to my—“

“I don’t care what you do. Go!”

He ran away, leaving her in the bathroom dry-heaving. Once he was gone, she sent out a divination spell and watched the blinding mana signature from the silvermoon bloom his hands move through the tavern like a beacon. It was so bright that even mid-level divination spells couldn’t see anything but mana in a ten-foot diameter unless someone was really powerful—and she was not. Even Edico couldn’t tell where she was so long as she was within that area. That’s what she was counting on.

Closing her eyes, she started chanting in her thoughts. I zória arkhízoun na milán, dídoun epístoles apo éna xaméno kráto. Graspa, mes' ti symfonia, akoloutheí ta ichnē tis epistímis. As she chanted, her body disappeared, and her mana signature spread out, making her look like a strange cloud that stood out when she was alone but blended in crowds. When she did, her mana channels burned, and she felt icy chills crawling through her spine. If I keep this up, I’ll need that flower… Sara thought sardonically. Assuming I'll make it back.

While Sara had successfully obtained witnesses watching her walk into Alexbrook Tavern and obtained a great fucking excuse why she handed a bartender a plant worth a couple thousand griffins and then didn’t say another word to him, the hard part was making it stick. Tista weed was as common knowledge as poison ivy was on Earth, so Edico could take one look at her and realize that she was faking it and ate the poison herself. The only believable way to do it was to be strikingly sick when Edico saw her next, reinforcing that Sara was in that bathroom and leaving was out of the question. If she was serious about creating a concrete alibi without an investigation, she needed to do it right.

That said, it gave her twenty minutes before she got sick and thirty before she became delirious so time was ticking. And to be honest—

—she already regretted it. But it was too late to back out now, so she snuck out the door under the cloak of invisibility, exited a backdoor, and casually strolled into the crowd, chuckling when she was Edico posted outside the tavern. His body was trembling in frustration that he couldn’t read where Sara was. Sorry, Edico. I’ll apologize later for being such a bitch, she thought. And she meant it, but for now, she had better things to do.

Under the cloak of invisibility, Sara walked to the beggar she had seen earlier and stood before him, silent and unmoving, slightly warping the air. His body trembled. “W-Who’s there?”

“I am Delina. Tell me, Beggar. Do you still not believe?” Sara didn’t know if he believed in her or not. But the best way to pretend to be a god is to deliver wrath to those who lack faith. Absolute faith. And this man would learn the wrath of Delina.
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Kryritus stopped reading a book aloud when Tiber started wheezing, causing tears to trickle down his cheeks. He carefully closed the book to hide it. It was the only one they had, and books were expensive. Everything was so fucking expensive. And even though he’d trade the tavern and everything he had for Tiber, it wasn’t enough. It was making him sick. As he sat there, Tiber was deteriorating. He didn’t know how long it’d take the sickness to kill her. Probably a few years if she was untreated. Many lived for a decade with medicine, but those people were rich enough for regular treatment or curing. Regardless, she’d soon reach a point where the effects were permanent. It’d start slow, but it’d get worse month after month, over and over again, breaking her down….

Suddenly, there was a serious commotion breaking out downstairs, and Kyritus’s eyes shot open, feeling the need to go. It was just hollering now, but there’d be a fight soon—or something worse. That feeling… it multiplied in his skin, taking over his mind with primal fear and—He shot up by reflex, but Tiber cried. “Don’t go!”

It must’ve woken her up! Kyritus thought, turning to his sister, who was trembling. She probably felt it too, whatever It was. That, or she could feel it through him. They could talk without speaking. Most nights, when the sound of rowdy adventurers got too much or things got dangerous, they had to.

“Tiber….”

“I’m scared!” She gripped his arm, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Please….”

Kyritus swallowed hard and sat down, praying, praying it could wait until she went back to sleep. An hour wasn’t enough in her state. It was getting hard, but he’d placed faith, faith in his people. Unfortunately, those people were the people roaring down below. This was bad. So bad…. Please….
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Sara’s mind was hazy when she finished giving orders to the beggar and Hestiafern Tavern. Walking in felt like a dream, considering Hestiafern had burnt to the ground half a decade ago. Moreover, this was the place Sara wanted to spend the rest of her life. It was a magical moment—and things quickly got out of hand. 

It had started out routine enough. A good-looking girl holding a silver spoon walked into an adventurers' bar—it was a joke. Some started whistling and calling out, others said she might be rich and they shouldn’t act up, and most everyone warned her she was in the wrong place. But she replied, Get me a twalla and leave me alone. I’m having a shit day. Hearing her ask for a heinous adventurer brew sent people into a frenzy, and for a moment, everything seemed like it would work out.

The real trouble happened five minutes before when she had got to the bar, got her twalla, and asked, Where’s Kyritus? I need to speak with him, to Jant, and he said, He’s out.

Sara looked the rugged bartender in the eye. No, he’s not. He’s with his sister. Where is he?

That’s when all hell broke loose.

What do you want with him?

I’m a friend.

Bullshit.

Look. I've got fifteen minutes to speak to Kyritus before hell breaks loose, and I’m in a real bad mood. Call me a liar or question my intentions again, and I’ll kick your teeth in.

Sara wasn't an idiot. She was intelligent and rational most of the time, and even then, she understood that she needed to keep a low profile. That's why she walked through town under the cloak of invisibility to [teleport] to Hestiafern, put her blonde hair in a ponytail, and hid it behind a sweltering cloak hook. The hood couldn't hide her blue eyes, but she wasn't showing off either. She didn't want to let people know a strange blonde was in town, even if they were at two places at the same time—an impossibility. But the thing about having an anger problem was that it was a problem, and she didn't control it. Worse, she had spent the better part of a decade with the ability to release crushing mana pressure from her mana core—something that instantly shut people up without a fight—but she hadn't established it yet. As a result, she was pressed for time, was making a scene, and had picked a fight.   

Still—none of those things changed the fact that she still had to see Kyritus, and the world was fucking her at the most critical moment. So she had pressed on. 

You need to leave, Jant said.

I’m not leaving until I talk to Kyritus.

Forget this chit-chat, a brunette adventurer said, putting her hand on a dagger. Let’s just throw ’er out.

Stay out of this, unvet, Jant said. We’ll handle it.

Then do it already.

Sara was already pissed that her anger problem landed her in a skirmish, so seeing the woman resorting to daggers made Sara livid. It was ironic, but that's just how it was. Look, I don’t know who the fuck any of you are, she said, but I’ll tell you one thing. Pull those toys out, and Kyritus will be wiping your blood off that table for a week. She needed to work on her temper.

Oh, yeah? the brunette asked, unsheathing her dagger. Let’s see it! She thrust forward, kicking off the commotion that destroyed her prized reunion.

Sara dodged and punched the woman in the jaw, releasing a sickening crack. Then she used the momentum to grab her twalla mug and threw it into another attacker’s face, making it shatter on contact. Which break was worse was debatable.

The chaos made a group of adventurers grab their swords, but Sara acted first. Krymméni droméni ákoungan, me skíes! Sara chanted aloud, waving her hand. A massive gust of wind ripped through the hall and slammed into a group of fighters, sending them crashing into tables sending booze and glass raining everywhere.

It all happened in three seconds.

Jant was stunned, trembling in disbelief. And just as he fumbled for a dagger, Sara unsheathed hers and touched it to his throat.

“I’ll repeat myself because you didn’t get it the first time,” Sara said in the present. “I’m here to speak to Kyritus on urgent business. I don’t have much time, and I’m in a very bad mood. I went through a hell of a lot of trouble to get here, and if you fuck with me, I won’t hesitate to kill everyone here to speed up the process.”

Jant gulped. “They’re good kids—“

“I’m not here to harm them, you fucking idiot. Now point!” Time was ticking. Any moment now, her mana could give out, she could start going through tista plant withdrawal, Ubis could come to check on her, or Edico could burst through the door of Alexbrook Tavern and start doing what she was doing. Sara was late the moment she talked to Ubis. She didn’t have time for diplomacy.

Jant swallowed. He pointed.
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Kyritus gripped Tiber tight, trying to ease her crying.

“Brother! I’m scared.”

“It’ll be okay,” he said, not believing his own words. Since his father opened Hestiafern when he was five, Kyritus had seen his fair share of deaths. He had seen brawls, mobs, and duels. And he had seen the tavern turn silent when royal guards walked into it. But he had yet to experience a situation where a fight silenced the adventurers. That meant that whoever was there was a ranked—and a high one. “I need to go—“

“No!” Tiber gripped his arm.

“They’re looking for me. If I show up, I can do something about it. If I don’t, it’ll put you in danger.” That was a fact, but five-year-olds didn’t listen to facts.

“Please…” she sobbed.

Kyritus felt like someone was hanging him with his own intestines. He was scared, too. He didn’t want to go. He just wished that whoever it was would just go away and—

Knock! Knock! Knock!

His heart thrummed in his chest, taking away his breath. He listened in horror, trying to find the words to answer the person on the other side of the door.

“Kyritus?” a soft, conflicted voice called out. It wasn’t from a burly adventurer or a guard. It was the voice… of a girl. Somewhere around his age. She sounded… sick. Or about to be. As someone who had spent most of his life cleaning puke from a bathroom, he knew that sound. “Yes?” he asked.

“I have… fuck me. Three minutes? Two? I need to speak with you. Please open the door.”

Kyritus looked at Tiber and found her… calm. The little leeta was damn near an empath. When she hid from someone who walked in, the adventurers kicked them out. Those people were usually jailed, hanged, or ran out of town within a year. The opposite was true of other people. If someone was good, she opened up immediately. It was strange how calm she was.

“Okay….” Kyritus swallowed and opened the door.

What he found on the other side… wasn’t what he was expecting. It was a young blonde around his age, and even through her hood, he could tell she was the most beautiful woman he had ever met. Perfect even. And the way she was blushing and cringing, biting her lip and gripping her fists as if she was embarrassed and angry at herself… was cute. That shouldn’t be the reaction he was having toward the woman who just wrecked his tavern and silenced a house of adventurers! “Ummm…. Can I help you?”

She developed a wry smile. “Ummm, yeah? I mean, yes. God. This isn’t how I was expecting this meeting to go. You know? I had a thousand scenarios in my head, and wrecking your bar and…. God damn it. I don’t have much time, and I’m not very good with words, so I’ll just say it.” She looked him dead in the eye. “Marry me.”
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Fuck. That was the first thought that Sara had after making her request, and it’s the only thought that elegantly captured 100% of the situation. Having her first statement to Kyritus ending with a blunt marriage proposal was a humiliation born in the First Terrace of Purgatory, where people go to atone for pride. It was sickening. Somehow, given another chance to make a better impression, she found an introduction far worse than puking on his shoes. Yeah, “fuck” summed it up.

Still, she couldn’t help it. When she saw him, she just kinda lost it. He was younger and clean-shaven instead of sporting his sandy-colored beard, but it was still him. And, after eight months of absolute hell, fighting a demon army, killing Agronus, and getting everything stripped from her, she just wanted him to hold her again. But that’s not how it worked. Now, her cheeks were burning, and she was regretting it.

“Are… you okay?” Kyritus asked. “Please, come sit down….”

“I… can’t,” Sara said. “As I said, I have three minutes. No, I wasted one, and I need the other two. So listen to me, Kye. You don’t know who I am, and that makes me really, really bitter. But I know you, and more importantly, I know your sister. And I….”

A violent wave of nausea hit her, ordering her to puke up everything in her stomach. Natural response, given that she purposely ate one of the most notorious poisons on the entire fucking planet. But she refused her body’s defense mechanisms, swallowing down the acid to save herself from embarrassment, even though that should be the least of her worries. Any moment now, she would break out in hives and start convulsing—that was the point. Visible poisoning. Impossible to move. Locked in a bathroom. Only she wasn't locked in a bathroom. She was in another location talking to....

“Seriously, you don’t look good,” Kyritus said. “You can’t—“

“I just said…. Fuck. Here.” Sara pulled a package covered in a silver bag, unprofessionally tattooed with arrays. When she opened it up, Kyritus’s body swayed, jaw slack, gasping for breath as he accepted it. In his hands was a beautiful jar filled with a hypnotic glowing plant sporting white leaves with blue tips. “This is—“

“Silver….” Sara coughed. “…moon bloom. Yes.” Originally, she planned to clip part of the first plant off because it didn’t take much to cure tyrexis, but she found two. When Edico left last night, she woke up, thankfully, and forced herself through the woods outside Edico’s sphere of perception and clipped it before returning. It drained her, but she pulled it off. “It’s legitimate. I picked it last night. I’m going to have….” Sara’s body convulsed, and she gripped her stomach.

“Hey! Let me help you!” Kyritus said. He tried to reach out, but he panicked, realizing that he was holding the flower.

Sara folded over, thrusting out her hand while taking deep breaths. “For the love of fucking God, please listen.”

He stopped moving, hearing the seriousness in her voice.

"I'm going to have someone... come to make silverena for her." Suddenly, Sara's body broke into cold sweats. "But if Tiber… gets really sick…. she can eat a petal… and that'll partially cure her for a long time. But.... once you open the jar, the plant will die. So don't... do it unless... she really needs it or... I don't speak to you for over a year. And for the love of Emanasa, don't take it out of that bag. Otherwise... it'll shine like a fucking star... under a divination spell."

Kyritus’s eyes trembled. “I don’t understand. I couldn’t possibly—“

“This isn’t about you,” Sara snapped. “That’s for Tiber.” Her eyes glided into the room, and her heart skipped a beat. Tiber was staring at her with wide eyes, sitting up on her own. Even pale and sickly, Tiber looked better than she did on a good day when Sara met her. Four years in the future, she only spent two hours outside her bed a day—four after Sara cured her. But in this life… Sara could cure her almost completely. There was hope, and that made her well with emotions as she looked at Kyritus again. “She doesn’t know me, but… I love her… too. So don’t question… my motives here. That would make me… sad.” At that moment, the depth of her loss felt boundless, and she felt like she’d never be able to fill it again.

Kyritus gripped the silvermoon bloom to his chest, deep emotions cutting lines in his face. Just the look made Sara wince. It was time to go. “Wait for the apothecary,” she said. “It’ll take… a while. Probably a year.” With those instructions, she flicked Kyritus a golden griffin, and when he picked it up, both hands full, she rushed down the stairs as fast as her sick body could carry her, stumbling past the silent, watching adventurers as she reached the door.

Kyritus was faster than expected. Somehow, he found a safe place to put the plant (God knows he’d protect it with his life) and rushed down the stairs, yelling, “Where’d she go?” right as she was shutting the door.

“She left,” Jant replied. “That’s where. Hey, wait! Don’t go after her. Are you crazy, boy?”

“Get out of my way! I need to see her!”

Sara froze. Part of her wanted to stay, praying for a fairytale ending where he came out, making declarations and saying something cringe-worthy like, I don’t love you yet, but I will try my best! The other part was afraid he’d come out and accept her marriage proposal, not because he loved her, but out of obligation. “I owe my life to you” mentality. Just the thought of that…. Sara started pushing through the crowd, trying to fight past the spins. Withdrawal was kicking in, and it felt like ants were crawling up her arms. This wasn’t the time to think about love.

Sara rushed into the crowd, shielding herself behind a couple just as Kye shot out of the tavern. “Wait!” he yelled. “Please wait!”

Suddenly, there was a pause, slow and pervasive, passing through the lives of the bustling citizens. They all stopped walking in unison, first checking if he was talking to them and then waiting for what he’d say. Sara swallowed, her heart pounding, keeping hidden behind the crowd.

“Come back for a meal!” Kye yelled. His voice was younger, but it was still the same. So similar yet distant, there yet unobtainable. He was saying exactly what she thought he would say, but not to her. The Kyritus from her last life would’ve never asked her to come back for a meal. She just did. It was an expectation. An unspoken truth.

“I… want to meet you!” Kye yelled, freezing all her emotions on the spot. “I may not know who you are, but… I want to. A lot….”

Sara felt a hot tear streak down her cheek like a meteorite, hitting her chin and curving down her neck to her collarbone. Suddenly, the next three days of hell felt worth it. “Okay…” she whispered.

Then she disappeared into the crowd, rushing toward Alexbrook Tavern, praying that she didn’t break down halfway and start convulsing in the streets.

            

    
        Chapter 7: Tista Poisoning

    
    
    
    
                Edico tapped his index against the steel bracers hidden by his cloak. He didn’t know the last time he had felt so anxious. In fact, he didn’t know if he had ever felt so anxious. Even when he returned as the sole survivor of a mission and was called to Escar’s audience chamber, expecting to be stripped of his title but getting promoted to sycount instead, he didn’t feel like this, and he didn’t know why. He had undertaken countless missions before where his life was on the line, and torture was the consequence of failure. But this was different. There was just something about Sara Reece that made him want to protect her, and the people going into Alexbrook Tavern were stone-cold sober but bathed in the stench of decadence. And when they left, they didn’t have so much of a buzz, but they were grinning with excitement and anticipation, looking at each other. It was unsettling. He wanted Lady Reece out of there as soon as possible.

Edico looked at his pocket watch. An hour had passed. It was the deadline, but it wasn’t. He’d have to make a decision soon whether to prioritize the mission or Lady Reece’s life—or compromise. He was certain he’d opt for the latter.

2

Sara stumbled through the bustling streets, losing balance like some stereotypical Irish drunkard. She felt like her skin was crawling with bugs, just under the skin, biting her arms from within as if fighting for sunlight. The pain from her chaffed and bruised thighs returned tenfold, and the damage she had done to them during her period of self-imposed leprosy magnified it. It made her limp as she stumbled forward, moving to the street Edico was on. The thought of passing him like this was terrorizing, but she pressed forward.

Suddenly, as she was crossing the street, she crashed into someone and retched on the ground.

“Hey!” a woman yelled, jumping backward. “What are you doing?!”

“Sorr….” Sara’s body convulsed.

A man beside the woman grabbed her arm and hushed her. “Come on, honey. Let’s go.”

“Don’t hush me! She threw up on my shoes. It’s gross!”

“Don’t make a scene. Look….” He pointed at Sara’s armor, peeking through the cloak, and the woman backed away. It was nice. Beautiful, even. Most importantly, it was silver and green, the colors of the Escaran Kingdom. “Come on, let’s go.” The woman’s face twisted into a snarl. “Okay.”

Sara grabbed her head. It felt like everything that just happened registered in her brain, but it was dumped into a sea of intellectual soup and stirred up. This is bad…. Wait…. Then she turned and found that people had moved away from her and the vomit, exposing a line of sight between her and where Edico was standing—

—but he was gone.

Where is he? Sara thought. A bad premonition loomed over her like a guillotine, and a moment later, it came true. People started flooding out of Alexbrook Tavern like ants escaping a water-drenched ant hill. Each one of them was sickly pale, yelling at each other.

“What are you doing? We need to go!”

“He said he’d remember us!”

“Then let him come to us if he remembers! Right now, he’s going to kill us!” 

“Leave him, Kal. We need to go!”

Sara watched in horror, her mind swirling with raging emotions. Shit. Shit-shit-shit-shit-shit! she internally screamed, adrenaline pulsing through her veins, sobering her up as the human body fought for survival. Then she limped forward, using the commotion to make it to the back alley, praying she’d make it back through the back door and into the bathroom (the one she supposedly never left) before Edico got there—assuming he already hadn't.
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“Where is she?” Edico demanded, grabbing Ubis by the collar. He had already cleared out the patrons by flashing his royal armor underneath his cloak; now, he was interrogating the tavern owner about Sara’s location since he was the person who hid the silvermoon bloom upstairs.

“I-I don’t understand,” Ubis said, as if he was genuinely confused about why he was under scrutiny. However, that was a ploy. The man knew who Lady Reece was and where she was and was feigning ignorance. He must’ve been an incredible liar, but he was used to people like him.

Edico hoisted Ubis by the collar as if he were a toddler and slammed him on the bartop with a resounding crack. The impact dislocated his shoulder. Good. Ubis started to scream, but Edico cut him off, grabbing the man by the cheeks and pressing until his mouth popped open. Then Edico unsheathed a silver dagger (a royal weapon engraved with two montas charging up the handle toward the Escaran Kingdom’s insignia) and put the blade into Ubis’s mouth.

“Listen to me,” Edico whispered. “I’m going to ask you a question. I’ll speak it very clearly so you cannot mistake my words. Then, you will answer it. If you don’t, your silence will be permanent. Next, I’ll put a piece of paper in your hand and ask you to write the answer, and you will write it. If you don’t, you’ll never write again. But that still won’t free you. By the time I’m done, you’ll be answering my question by pointing your bleeding stubs. And if you still refuse….” Edico's lips curved into a wide grin. "We'll have to get creative. Do you understand?"

Ubis’s eyes filled with terror, and he nodded. 

“Okay. I’ll ask my question. Where is the blonde teenager that came in here an hour ago? She had brown eyes, soft features, wearing a black cloak similar to mine. I watched her walk in here. Now tell me. Where. Is. She?” He removed the blade from his mouth.

“I-In the back,” Ubis said. “U-Up the stairs. Bathroom.”

“Why?” Edico asked with drawn-out syllables.

“S-She was sick. I swear.”

Edico remembered Sara’s pale complexion and sickness as she walked to the door and the way she collapsed after the divination pulse. He grabbed Ubis by the arm, threw him onto the floor, and pushed him toward the stairs. “Move!”
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Ubis moved up the steps slowly, falling intentionally to work out the details of the situation, his mind moving a mile a minute. His throat was dry and cracking, and his thoughts were befuddled. He couldn’t get more confused. Didn’t that blonde girl have a royal insignia? So why was her fellow sycount threatening him? Was he tricked?

It was likely enough. The whore was probably running from a sycount and thrust the stolen plant into his hands so he could take the fall. That seemed the likely scenario, but it didn’t make sense why she would be wearing the same exact gear as the man beside him. Both had charcoal gray cloaks and royal armor beneath them…. Wait.

The scene that had just played out flashed through his mind in an instant, and he recognized why there was something nagging at him. It was the insignia. The blonde had one, but the man didn’t. He only had the cloak and armor. If that was the case, maybe Ubis could entice him with bait.

“Look,” Ubis said as they reached the top floor. “If you’re wondering why she—“

“I don’t care why she came here,” the man said. “That’s your business. But if she’s not here, or she’s hurt, it is my business, and you’ll find Farulon forging your bones on an anvil by nightfall.” He grabbed Ubis’s good shoulder and squeezed it so hard he thought it’d crack. “Move.”

Ubis winced as he stumbled forward, realizing that the man was with the blonde, but the cunt didn’t make her business known before she waltzed in and dropped a death wish into his arms. He loathed her, but at present, he was praying she had enough decency not to run off and leave him for her partner to kill. Then he’d die, and her job would be ruined. Stupid bitch.

The momentum abruptly stopped as the man reached the door, giving Ubis whiplash. “Lady Reece!” the man yelled.

On the other side of the door, the witch that set him up groaned like she was being fucking tortured, and his shoulder suffered the cost.

Suddenly, the sycount stopped thinking and lifted his boot, smashing into the door and sending splinters shooting through the room like sawdust. Ubis thought he’d be cleared of suspicion when the man saw his girl. He was wrong. The moment Ubis saw her, he prayed for his life.
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When Edico saw Lady Reece’s bright red skin spiderwebbed with thick varicose veins, he immediately slammed Ubis into a mirror on the nearest wall, making it shatter and rain glass onto the floor. “What did you poison her with?!” 

Ubis tried to speak, but he was gripping his throat too tightly, so he eased up and let the man wheeze. “Tell me!”

“Stop!” Lady Reece yelled, stumbling to the side of the toilet, wheezing and panting. “I didn’t eat or drink anything. I just….” She lifted up her hands, and his eyes widened in shock. They were nearing the point of purple, with serrated marks moving up them. 

How didn’t I notice that? Edico thought in horror. Lady Reece had tista weed poisoning etched into her hands. He was bewildered. He scoured Moonlit Grove for clues about what dragged Lady Reece into the forest and didn’t even see tista weed. Wait… when she fell.

Sara fell off her horse on the way to Helscope, and he remembered panicking, seeing tista weeds growing on the side of the road. He remembered being so relieved when she got up, and there weren’t any around her. Was he mistaken? How did things even get so bad? Tista weed only gets this bad if someone eats it.

She must’ve touched the bolwark after touching it…. He thought back to her eating sausages during lunch. She fell and touched tista and then ate it. Direct contact. It was incredible she had held out as long as she did before getting sick. Sara was unbelievably resilient. Still, how hadn't he noticed? There was something wrong about the situation, but then again, it was inconceivable that anyone would poison themselves with twista weed on purpose. Besides, while he questioned her motives for being in Helscope, he still couldn't discern any mal-intention. Sara obtained a silvermoon bloom for a tavern owner and gave it to him before getting sick. Everything was playing out as the mission commanded. Either way, Lady Reece was in serious danger. He turned back to Ubis, hoisting him off the ground and snapping his shoulder back into its socket. Ubis screamed. Edico didn’t care. His eyes were cold as he said, “By order of King Escar, I order you to arrange a room and bring fresh water and towels to it. You are to be discreet and silent. What you’ve seen here never happened. Do you understand?”

Ubis grimaced, turning away. “Understood.”

Edico dropped the man and didn’t watch him leave. He knelt down and helped Sara back to the toilet. When he did, he felt his stomach churn. Her hand…. [It's cold...] Edico thought. If she had simple tista weed poisoning, her body would be red hot from the forge, but it wasn’t. It was dead cold, like a nighttime gust of wind in the Stralla Desert. It made him shiver. Mana deprivation…. He examined her body. It’s even worse. How? I didn’t feel any divination pulses…. 

Edico felt like someone had touched his lungs with their bare hands and pressed. What were you doing in here?
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If an elixologist mixes tista weed with granla root, welrot, and wistlash extract, regulating mana siphoning while simmering it in a ventilated area, they get “tista log,” a thick, yellow sludge that is molded like clay. Boiling it in ethanol under an apparatus releases the poisonous chemicals that cause severe poisoning, constricting blood vessels and causing them to pop. However, the resulting substance is a hard solid that needs to be humidified, broken apart, and cut with a filler to prevent it from granulating. Only then is it safe for consumption.

The problem was that only ranked elixologists could perform the tasks, and few elixologists got banned from guilds due to their value unless they committed heinous crimes. And even if someone found that person, the materials for making such a drug were more expensive than all the other plants with natural opioids. That’s why even drug fiends stayed away from tista weed, and the Forest Fiends, as they were called, were a rare breed that was short-lived, like the junkies on Earth that turned to Krokodil and died standing up, track marks green and scaly, their flesh rotting from gangrene.

That’s what a renowned elixologist explained to her years ago, but she still ate it anyway to ensure that no one knew that she made contact with Kyritus and Tiber. She was the only person who knew of the encounter, shutting out leaks, and Edico believed she was in Alexbrook hurling her guts out, so he couldn't report it to the king. Even if Edico suspected, he didn't know where she went or what she did, and the adventurers didn't know who she was since the Escaran kingdom was hiding the heroes' existence (as they were budding weapons of mass destruction). As for the reason she did so quickly and riskily, it was to ensure that even if she died or King Escar locked her up like he did Jason, Tiber could eat a leaf and live a relatively-tyrexis-free existence. That said, she regretted it. Oh, yes. She regretted it. She’d rescind that regret two days later when her pale, vein-stricken skin turned smooth and tan again. But right then, writhing on the floor as she pulled herself to the toilet, vomiting all the water in her body until dehydration threatened to take her life in a seedy guest room bathroom of a past enemy, she regretted it.

Healing magic mends—it can’t replace—and getting rid of tista weed poisoning requires a person to shed their entire stomach lining for the cause. So she was shit out of luck on the healing front, even if she snuck away to heal herself and would be out for days.

Yet Sara endured. She had suffered far worse over the years, to the point that trauma was commonplace, and normalcy made her feel anxious and uncomfortable, wondering when the hell would return. So she gritted her teeth and bore it, forcing water down her throat every time Edico offered it and not complaining when he stripped off her shirt and washed her with a cold cloth. Sara was forged in the pits of hell, and she could handle it. And so she did, weaving in and out of consciousness for two days until she awoke on the third, thirsty. Instead of asking for water, she simply crawled out of bed and walked to the sink, rinsing out her mouth and drinking.

“Lady Reece!” Edico said, jumping off the chair he was sleeping in. “Lay back down. You’re in no shape to stand.”

Sara turned to him, clearly standing as if saying: Does it look like I can’t stand? If anything, she felt better than before. Two days had naturally healed the chaffing, and Edico had fed her enough anti-poisons and health and mana restoration elixirs to restore her to prime condition. It was mostly dehydration and fasting that kept her down for another day. Tista poisoning was one hell of a ride. “We need to leave. The Golden Trial is in three days, and I still haven’t established a core.”

Edico scoffed. “You think you’re in any shape to develop a core?”

“Not right now, but I will be after a half day’s ride,” she replied, ignoring his water cup, drinking from the sink. That left his cheek muscles twitching, but she didn’t care. Accepting niceties from someone during times of crisis puts them in control, and Sara didn’t have that luxury.

The Golden Trial brought out patrons willing to provide strength-building resources in exchange for a percentage of the treasures brought back from quests and missions. In her last life, Jason got the most resources by a wide margin, boosting his power unbelievably quickly. Between screwing all the other heroes out of a golden core and the resources, he was capable of taking over the kingdom even without Qualth, the God Slayer sword.

In this life, all the resources in the world wouldn’t let him scratch her any time soon. However, if he got those resources, he’d solidify a political and economic position within the kingdom. If she wanted to prevent history repeating without breaking Jason’s neck, she needed to go to the trial and collect all the resources she could get her hands on. The alternatives ranged from inhumane to lethal, and she’d rather not have more things resting on her already tainted conscience.

            

    
        Chapter 8: Sayon Twilight

    
    
    
    
                Edico compromised and said that he’d ride for Lemora if she ate breakfast. She agreed. As he called room service for a meal, Sara cleaned the bathroom before taking a bath. Ubis didn’t deserve such consideration, but his underpaid workers did.

Breakfast consisted of solsmeat and ramona, a dish similar to corned beef and hash but with meat from a bearish creature, and a fried vegetable that tasted like lemon-soaked potatoes. It was a local dish, an acquired taste that proved you “lived there,” much like menudo in Hispanic neighborhoods. Sara suspected Edico recommended it in hope she’d lose her appetite and stay another day, but he had no such luck. Her smile as she ate expressed the feeling that she was eating—truly eating—for the first time in years. It had been eight months since she set out for Dantal to make her stand against Agronus, so it was good to get a taste of home.

Edico sighed. “It seems you have an appetite, after all.”

“Always.” Sara took another bite.

“Are you sure you still want to ride?”

“Yep.” 

He sighed and buckled his armor onto his body, staring at the ceiling as if praying to the gods that nothing [else] happened. 

“By the way,” Sara said, pointing her fork at his breastplate. “Don’t forget to put your pin back on.”

Edico’s body turned stiff, and he looked down with choppy movements. When he saw that his insignia was missing, he released a divination spell in a panic, sending mana pulsing through the room. “Where is it…?” he asked.

She furrowed her brow. “You didn’t take it off to hide your title?”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Did you drop it?”

“You can’t drop it,” he replied, walking to the door with a bold stride. “The only way to remove it without the sycount spell is if someone—“

“Hey, hold up, psycho boy,” Sara said as he threw the door open. “We’re not supposed to be here. If you lose your shit again, this will have been for nothing.”

Edico stopped, and his face contorted, gashing deep lines into his skin as his lip curled and his nose scrunched in. 

“Let’s go around the back,” Sara suggested. “If it’s not there, you can walk in front as a prospective customer.”

“Okay,” he said. “Let’s go.”
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Before they left, Edico studied Sara’s expressions carefully. He had been watching her since they left Lemora for Moonlit Grove, and while the item blended into his mana-reinforced armor when he was wearing it, if it left him, it would light up. Between his obsessive divination pulses and the fact that only sycounts had the spell necessary to remove it, it was impossible for her to have taken it. But that’s not why he was watching her. It was the coincidence. Everything kept conveniently happening out of his sphere of perception, and this was no exception.

Regardless, Edico still had to move, so he released a divination spell, found a back door, and led her around the back of the tavern into the main street. Then he held her back, closing his eyes. “Hold on. Let me do a check.”

He released another divination spell, this one stronger. The second it released, Edico’s eyes shot open, and he grabbed Lady Reece’s hand by reflex, pulling her into the crowd of bystanders. 

“Hold up! Where are we going?” Lady Reece asked. 

“I found it!” Edico replied. He pulled her two blocks north before hanging a right and entering a bustling market. There on the ground was a beggar sitting on a blanket with a cup. He was old and weathered, missing half his teeth, and had little hair. When he saw Edico reaching for his hilt, he scrambled back. “W-Wait, Sir! I ain’ts got no problem with you!”

“Where is it?” Edico asked, slowly unsheathing his dagger. 

“T-The….” Suddenly, the beggar’s attention shifted from the primal danger before him and turned his attention exclusively to Sara, as if his life suddenly didn’t matter. Then his lips started quivering, and he pointed at her. “I-It’s you!“

Edico grabbed him from his tunic’s collar, whiffing the man’s wretched scent of urine and rotted vegetables. “What are you talking about? Speak clearly.”

“I-It’s her. An adventurer with hair as blonde as the sun. That’s what she's said. She's said I needed to come here today. To sits right here to meet her. Now here she is!”

“Who?” Edico asked, putting his blade against the man’s throat.

“T-The Goddess!”

“What Goddess?”

“Edico. Let him answer your questions,” Sara said, walking forward. “Which Goddess?”

“D-Delina,” the beggar replied. “She's said I’ve been unfaithful. That I’ve done her disjustice. B-But she’ll forgive me. She's said so.”

“Get to the point,” Edico said, slamming the beggar against a stone wall. 

“S-She said I just had to give her a message! The adventurer with hair as blonde as the sun.”

Sara furrowed her brow. “What’s the message?”

“She’s says that trouble’s comin’. Says she must prepare for it.”

“What trouble?” Edico asked. “Speak.”

“A-A Beast is coming from the north. She’s has to follow it. The Goddess says it will leads to what she needs.”

“What I’ll need for what?” Sara asked.

“I-I’s don’t know, I swears it,” the beggar said, trembling. “N-Now please leave me be. I’s ain’t your enemy. I’s done nothin’ to harm you.”

“Oh, yeah?” Edico asked, reaching into the man’s tunic and pulling out his insignia. “Then how do you explain this?”

“I-I forgot! I swears it. T-The Goddess gave it to me. Swear to Emanasa!”

“Your Goddess sure makes things convenient for you.”

“Stop, Edico,” Sara said. “We’ve received what we came here for.”

Edico turned to her. “This?”

“A fate encounter.”

The hairs on the back of his neck hardened, and he took a deep breath, thinking back to the instructions he got from King Escar. 

Once you deliver the flower, pay attention to everything you see and hear and report it, no matter how insignificant it seems, King Escar had said.

Are you expecting something? Edico asked.

I am. As to what, I’m unsure. That’s why you must report everything.

Edico had found those instructions strange, as if the man was looking for fate itself. Now, after hearing this warning randomly, it felt uncanny. “Then how do you explain the insignia?” he asked.

“It brought us together, didn’t it?” Sara asked. “Unless you think he could steal it from you.”

Edico looked back at the man and dropped him onto his ass with a loud thud. Fate was the only possible explanation for everything that had happened in the last week, even if it were to say that Lady Reece was fate itself. Still, the man had his insignia, and he wouldn’t pardon that on a flimsy argument of destiny.

“Edico, we have what we need,” Sara said. “So unless you plan to haul him back to the capital on your monta, we need to leave. The Trial’s coming up and we need to establish a core. So whatever you do, do it fast.”

Edico pursed his lips. Taking the beggar back to Lemora was the logical thing to do. He had information, and they should interrogate him. However, Lady Reece was right. This was exactly what King Escar wanted, and he didn’t want to tempt it. “No. We’ll send people for future questioning if necessary.”

The beggar clasped his hands. “T-Thank you, Sir. Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. Thank her.” Edico looked at Lady Reece.

“Thank you, M-My Lady.”

“This… is getting seriously uncomfortable,” Sara said, turning toward the stables. “I’m leaving. Come if you want to.”

Edico gave the beggar one last piercing glance and then followed her to the stables.
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The ride back from Helscope was far smoother than the ride through Tyrina because they took a merchant road. They galloped at a fast speed, passing by merchant caravans with adventurers and mercenaries riding at the front and rear. Normal farmers trotted past in leather-covered wagons, hauling fruits from specialized farms where serfs toiled in the hot sun, picking berries grown on five-foot posts like California grape fields. Through the small townships along the way, they listened to musicians playing for copper change and smelled the fresh scent of bread. And when Sara saw construction workers taking a break, sipping beer underneath orange Lillia trees, she felt a desire to join them and swap stories from times of old. 

Sara felt freest on the road, and that made her feel anxious. Could she leave that behind to settle down and bear a child? Spend the next eighteen years caring for people other than herself? That wasn’t conceivable. Yet… things like that changed people. Could she change? Or would she always be drawn to that wandering lifestyle, flitting from place to place, traveling in a never-ending quest to feel free and unrestrained by the world and its problems? Sara didn’t know. It was slowly dawning on her that she had a second life with knowledge of a past future, and she knew as little then as she did now.

Sara kept those thoughts to herself, watching the countryside pass, experiencing the shade as they passed through trees, and feeling the rough hobble as her montas hooves hit the rocky ground over mountain passes. They finally stopped after crossing the Greconmore Bridge over the Westbank, a colossal river that rivaled the Mississippi. It cost ten silver gliders to pass, but the guards kneeled before Edico when they saw his armor and insignia, and they crossed for free. Then they continued, trotting through the forest until the sun crested the horizon, bathing the forest floor in ambient twilight. 

Sara stripped off her armor as Edico prepared the camp, pulling on white short-shorts from Earth and a light blue tank top, feeling the lukewarm breeze caress her body. 

“A lady shouldn’t dress like that around men,” Edico said. That was true. The shorts might as well have been underwear for a noblewoman.

“Ladies shouldn’t kill demons either,” Sara sassed, sitting on the ground as Edico fell silent. “Besides, I’m no lady.”

“Being a lady is a choice,” he said.

“And I’ve chosen,” she replied, closing her eyes and relaxing her shoulders.

Edico fell silent for a while, then he stood, his footsteps slow and deliberate as they approached her. “Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked. “If you lose concentration or your body can’t handle the strain, you’ll cripple your mana core permanently, assuming it doesn’t kill you.”

Sara opened her eyes and watched the wind comb through the grass in waves. She took a deep breath as Edico patiently waited for a response, genuinely thinking about it. 

Sara knew the value of core establishment better than anyone. She had watched her classmate Kristen slowly die from mana corruption from a bad core, and she knew the profound difference that correctly-established mana cores made.

In her last life, Jason spread doubt about the intentions of other heroes and argued that King Escar shouldn’t give the Golden Core (the kingdom’s top mana core establishment spell) to the other heroes until they proved themselves like he did. It wouldn’t make a large difference, he claimed. Just a few weeks. Let the heroes taste power and see how they change. It seemed reasonable enough, and the king agreed. But it did make a difference—a massive one—and by the time Sara had found out about it, Jason had risen to unimaginable heights and established himself as Reemada’s sole Hero. By the time Sara got the core, her mana channels were firmly established, and her gains were stifled, ensuring she could never attain Jason’s raw power. She never did. 

This time was different. Sara had a “vision” that Jason would argue for King Escar to hold back the Golden Core and that accepting it would lead to tragedy. It wasn’t fair to call that a trap, as being wrong about it would damage her reputation, but she was certain that Jason doubtlessly walked into it, earning him the king’s suspicion and neutralizing that threat. Unfortunately, Jason wasn’t the problem this cycle. Even weakened, her core would far outstrip Jason’s. However, someone had created a brilliant array that sent her back into the past, and that person could also have a stronger core and the skill to establish it properly. Depending on their resources, they could get a permanent advantage over her if she failed.

Yet… the more she thought about it, the more she developed a nagging feeling that she had to establish her core now. That it was urgent that she do so. It was a strange feeling that became thick and pervasive, filling her lungs like pneumonia until she took a deep breath and answered:

“Yes. I’m ready.”

Edico swallowed and sat next to her, exhaling. “Core establishment is as much a spell as a fireball. It requires you to recite a chant and to do so over and over with absolute concentration until you enter enlightenment.”

“What do I do then?” Sara asked, genuinely curious about what his interpretation would be.

Edico gazed at the moon peeking through the trees on its trip to the top of the sky. “You must tame the mana in your chest.”

She chuffed. “That explanation is less than useless.”

“It’s… you’ll know. Enlightenment is a state of being. When you’re in that trance, you’ll be perfectly in tune with your body, and for a time, you will be able to control mana with absolute precision. What you must do is different for every type of core. Some cores require a person to compress the mana over and over again. Others require it to expand or churn. So I can’t tell you what you must do. All I can say is that you’ll know. It’ll be evident as night and day. That’s why they call it ‘enlightenment.’”

“I’ll score your improvement at a six,” Sara said.

Edico frowned. “I’m not the best teacher.”

“I’ll remember to tell everyone that when I fuck it up,” she replied nonchalantly, giving him a wink.

His frown deepened.

“How long is this thing supposed to last?”

“An hour. A few at most, but it might be different for you heroes."

Sara nodded and got comfortable. “I’m ready.”

Edico took a deep breath. “Then close your eyes and repeat after me.”

She followed his instructions. 

“Antícho procháro…” he whispered.

“Antícho procháro….”

“Télos tis hélion….”

“Télos tis hélion….” 

The chant continued another minute, and they repeated it three times in a row, with Sara repeating it on her own twice with perfect accuracy.

“Good. Now, say these words, and then start thinking the chant. You should feel it start after that.”

Sara nodded.

“Efade ston mythikó ouranó….” Edico said.

By virtue of the spirit’s blessing, Sara mentally translated before speaking it aloud. “Efade ston mythikó ouranó….” Suddenly, her chest heated up with a familiar warmth that made her feel whole again. Mana started churning in the atmosphere. 

Edico’s voice cracked. “Begin.”

Sara nodded, but she wasn’t planning on establishing the Golden Core. Instead, she was going to establish Sayon Twilight, the mana core spell belonging to the legendary mage Telia Sayon, the same mage who sealed Agronus. The Hero’s party found the spell and other mythical items in a crypt within the western part of Elcalore. It was heavily guarded by spells, requiring a series of trials. From it, Emma got Telia’s Staff, Sara got the Bow of Rymac, Mary got the Sayon Twilight mana establishment spell, and Jason got the Cloak of Vitality. At one point in history, Mary owned everything but the bow. One point later, Sara owned it all. This cycle, Sara had the core, and to her, the rest were relatively meaningless in comparison. 

Sara had no idea just how right she was.

Diamántia ouraníou toxévontai, graphóntas tin próklisi tis sympan, Sara silently chanted, ignoring Edico’s chant. Tasla, plynthízomenos apo tis prooptikés, nychtolégei tis énaigma. Ochimáti pétoun, parousiázontas tin elpída.

The moonlight faded from her eyelids, plunging her into absolute darkness. Mana shot through her mana channels in a vortex. It churned within her chest like a caged bird desperately trying to escape. It was unbearable, making Sara gasp for breath as mana continued to circulate through her veins like a torrent, ripping her apart. If she didn’t tame it soon, it would corrupt her mana channels and eat her alive! She needed to complete the chant to get the taming element.

Metha, adiáfthoros sti syllogí, próblepei ti néa émnisi. Skóni ton astrón strobilízetai, charássontas ti sympan.

A golden torrent of light developed in the pit of her chest, compressing as if it were a neutron star getting sucked through a black hole. As soon as it developed to the size of a pebble, it started sucking all the mana within her veins into it, causing her body to spasm. It was unlike anything Sara had ever experienced, and as the Hero, the strongest person in the world in her past life, that said something profound. It was clear that the core was developed by someone who already had a strong core and wanted another—not a teenager who had been in Reemada for a few months.

A sudden cold sweat poured over her like a bucket of ice water, and her body shivered. But half of that shiver was excitement. The ghost of Telia Sayon could rip her apart, but if she could overcome, if she could forge her core on the blood of Mary Jansen’s past tyranny, she would have what she needed to fight Agronus on equal footing and condemn Jason and Mary to lives of mediocrity. Just the thought made Sara grin as she fought on, taming the hurricane of mana and hoping it wouldn’t eat her whole.

            

    
        Chapter 9: Mana Suppression

    
    
    
    
                Edico paced back and forth, his body wrapped in a thick hide of gooseflesh. All the mana in the area had responded to Sara’s call, combing waves through the grass as it shot into her channels like a tornado touching down.


This can’t be possible…. he thought. When mages established cores, their chests sucked mana from the surrounding area, usually about twenty feet or so in diameter. That was an expectation. But with Lady Reece, her core was stealing mana from the clouds and forest, likely stretching out for miles. Just standing near her was uncomfortable. He looked down from the sky and saw Lady Reece wincing in pain. She’s going to die like this!

If she didn’t tame the mana flowing through her, it would shred her mana channels and send built-up mana pressure jutting through her muscles, tearing them apart. She’d die of shock—if she didn’t, she’d die of severe tyrexis later. He needed to stop her, but….

Edico reached for her shoulder but held back. If I disrupt it…. She’ll die. The only thing that could save her life was absolute concentration. What type of cruel joke is this? I’d die from this!

No, he’d be dead. There was no doubt. If he were in her position, even now, he’d be overwhelmed. Taming that much mana… it was unthinkable. And yet… Lady Reece was alive, bearing a fearless smile. She was sweating, and the wincing told him that she was fighting for her life, but she was grinning nevertheless as if to challenge the world.

Edico began pacing back and forth, waiting, listening, wincing for an hour, expecting her to scream and die.

Yet she never did.

Then another hour passed—and another. Hope welled in his heart, making him take a few steps toward her. But he always stopped, retreating into the distance, preparing himself for the worst. It wasn’t until the third hour that his worry blended with his hope, and he found himself sitting next to Lady Reece, watching wave after wave of mana flood into her spirit channels, creating a chilling feeling in the moonlight as if the area was the lair of a legendary beast. The entire scene was incomprehensible, but the fact that she was still alive made him believe—believe that somehow, she would survive this ordeal that should’ve killed her hours ago. At most, another hour would pass, and then she’d wake from it—he was certain of it.

But she didn’t.

Hours passed until a crackling fire he made was heating her skin to keep her warm, and the moon passed over the trees, but she didn’t wake. Then, the sound of birds returned to the forest, and wagons passed by over the trade road, with merchants yelling to hurry, but she still didn’t stir. Next came the sun, bringing guards with it. Edico greeted them, explaining that something of kingdom security was happening in the forest. They left, and when he returned, Lady Reece was still in a state of enlightenment, breathing mana in an intricate web. Finally, when it had reached a full twenty-four hours, taxing his body since the previous morning, Edico succumbed to his sleep deprivation and passed out. Yet even when he awoke, gasping for breaths as he heard the sound of chirping birds awakening the new day, she was still in the same place. It wasn’t until mid-morning, when the sun reached over the trana trees, that she finally opened her eyes. And when she did, Edico witnessed something far more terrorizing than the fear he felt when she started developing her core.
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When Sara’s eyes opened, she turned and saw Edico staring at her in a state of shock. “What’s wrong?”

“What’s wrong?” Edico laughed and ran his fingers through his untied hair. He looked like an emotional wreck. “I don’t even know how to answer that question.”

Sara felt a bad premonition and looked down. Her shirt was drenched in sweat, her skin lobsterized and burning despite her accelerated healing. She swallowed and looked through the forest, combing her fingers through the dew-dotted grass. It was dark, but the sun was slowly returning to its throne to the sound of birds acting as its trumpets. Her intestines writhed like a coiling snake as she turned to Edico, preparing the question she knew the answer to and didn’t want him to confirm. “How long have I been out?”

Edico chuckled, staring at the sky as if asking Delina why his reward for his suffering worry was her unbridled fury. “You’ve been out….” He laughed sharply, reaching a high key. “For a day and a half.”

A day and a half? Sara thought. Mary did it in six hours! That was a major difference—a thirty-hour difference! Forget Sayon Twilight—it took Jason three hours to develop a Golden Core, and that was the top core of the kingdom!

Sara shot up, grabbing her cloak and belting on her arming sword.

“Sit down! You need to rest!”

“There’s no time for that!”

“Listen to me. Your mana channels need to set. They’ve been strained for almost two days!”

“Then give me an elixir on the road,” she said, unknotting her monta’s rope. The monta started snorting uneasily, driven on by her energy.

“Think this through.” He rushed to her side, grabbing her shoulders and turning her to him. “There’s not enough time to make it to the trial on time, and you’re not in the condition to make the trip, let alone do it faster.”

“There is enough time,” Sara shook him off and mounted her monta.

“Sure. If you go full speed, then there’s a chance, but—“

“See? There’s a chance if we go. Staying here is guaranteed failure.”

Edico turned back to the camp. “Fine. Let’s load up your armor, and we’ll go.”

“You do it. I’ll catch up.”

“I’m not leaving your side!” Edico’s voice rose. “That’s my duty!”

“Then leave it!” She wasn’t just being a bitch. Armor was heavy and clunky. She couldn’t wear it and ride fast enough, and attaching something so awkward to a monta could take thirty minutes.

“We can’t leave royal armor lying around. That’s a crime. If people wear it, they can—“

Sara released a primal, guttural roar in frustration and jumped off her monta, unsheathing her sword.

“What are you—“

Sara churned her mana core as she lifted her sword, amplifying her physical strength to the minimum amount necessary to cut through her armor. Then she swung down like a burly man driving a railroad spike. A terrorizing crunch followed as the blade punched through it, denting the armor as the sword ground through it like a rusty can opener. Then she pinned down the armor with her foot and ripped out the sword. Then she walked to the legs and hacked them off until the armor set was completely unusable.

“There. Tell the King that anyone wearing patchwork armor is a criminal. Let’s go.” Sara tried to sheath her sword, but it was bent. “God. We’re heroes, not children!” Shoving the tip into the dirt, she kicked the hilt, snapping off the blade. The kingdom believed that if she had real armor, she wouldn’t be able to fight from the weight. So they gave her thin armor and a weak arming sword, planning to trade them for array-reinforced equipment after she finished training. It was a logical move, but it was frustrating.

Holding only the handle, the only distinguishable part of the blade, Sara jumped back onto her monta. “Now I’m leaving. Catch up when you’re ready.” She guided the monta around a tree and then kicked it hard, hitting a breakneck speed through the forest.

3

Edico stared at the armor in a state of shock, unbelieving that he watched Lady Reece cut through royal armor with brute strength. No, it just looked that way. The most terrifying thing about Lady Reece was what happened the second after she opened her eyes. The cyclone of mana around her compressed the moment she opened her eyes, sticking onto her skin in a thin line. In an instant, she had suppressed her mana to the same natural output as she had before developing the monstrous core that he couldn’t fathom. If someone didn’t know that Lady Reece had a mana core, they wouldn’t even expect it. It was that concealed.

That was just the beginning. Just a moment ago, when Lady Reece churned her core to increase her physical strength—something that wasn’t intuitive—he barely noticed. Even for a genius, that level of control would take decades to develop—assuming it was possible.

Edico turned to Lady Reece to ask a toneless question when his mind snapped into focus, realizing that she had left. “What’s that girl thinking?” he yelled, unsheathing his dagger. He sliced through the rope of his monta, making it buck and screech. He jumped on before it even calmed, turning the reins and bursting after her, leaving the armor behind him.
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Jason’s body trembled. His palms ached from being clenched so long, and his shoulders were tight and unyielding, like plastic that had melted into another shape. His skin was hot from the summer heat as he subtly kicked the sand beneath his feet.

He and the other “heroes'' were standing on the arena floor of the Royal Amphitheater. The structure wasn’t anything as grand as the Roman Colosseum, and it was empty save for the most powerful people in the entire kingdom, but it was important. Today was the Golden Trial, the day when they’d show their talent to the kingdom’s strongest and earn patrons who would buy them elixirs, body constitutions, magical artifacts, and other resources in exchange for a percentage of the treasure that they brought back from quests. It was a monumental moment for investment, and Sara wasn’t there. The other twenty-three “heroes?” They were there. They were all there, sweating balls in the sweltering heat under the piercing gazes of potential sponsors. And where was she? No one knew. It was five minutes before the fucking Trial, and she was missing.

It’d be one thing if they could just continue on, but apparently, that wasn’t possible. All the king and patrons seemed to care about was Sara Reece, the fraud of the Escaran Kingdom. They weren’t even looking at him for a few seconds before turning their gaze back to the iron gates, endlessly curious whether she would arrive. And their teacher? She was making excuses on her behalf. Critical mission this, traveling with Edico that. Aelia Twilix was a heartless bitch that punished anyone who showed up late mercilessly during training, but she was laying it on thick for Sara.

And why? That was the question that Jason kept asking over and over again, playing back like a skipping disc. It was absurd.

Hadn’t he earned that attention? He, the hero that could fight with high warriors a few months after arriving? He, who established the strongest core and had more mana than Edico and Aelia combined. He, who woke up and did sword swings before others woke up, ate healthily, practiced with concentration, made incredible strides with magic, and had the results to back it up? Even the sycounts were having trouble fighting him. Sure, he didn’t have their sword skills, and that’d take years to gain an equal footing with. Skill was measured in years, not months. He knew that better than anyone. But his raw power was terrifying, and they feared what would happen if he started unleashing spells. His talent was beyond everyone’s imagination—so why weren’t they looking at him?

It just didn’t make sense! All Sara did was swing a sword and practice language, and people fawned over her. Hell, Edico was obsessed with her swinging that goddamn sword. He was clearly a pedophile, watching her for five minutes at a stretch, thanking “Emenasa” or whoever these superstitious savages believed in, that she was technically an adult. Ultimately, that’s what it was. Sara had breasts. He finally understood what other men were talking about when they said that women got everything for free. He never noticed because he was at the top, but the moment he came here, he finally understood. Swing a sword? Here’s a promotion. Read some books? Let me give you personal tutoring.

Jason thought it was comical and wondered what men would do if he had some breasts. Priests would probably give up their god to try to assault him. That’s what. Hah. Who was he kidding? He probably wouldn’t get half of what she did. Sara was obviously sleeping with someone high up to get this level of attention, and he wouldn’t debase himself like that. Jason didn’t know what he ever saw in that slut, but he resented it. Oh, yes, he resented it. Even though he got over her months ago, she still had a hard-on for him. One look at Brandon made that clear. He turned to the teen, with his greasy black hair and strong body, a grin plastered on his face as he stood next to Emma. Sara gave that man everything.

A few days before, Jason had warned King Escar of Brandon Torres’s behavior. The teen suddenly exploded in strength and his body was improving rapidly, and he was drawing arrays he found in books. The teachers took special notice of him after that, and ever since, he had been strutting around like God’s gift, boasting of his strength and making women uncomfortable. The aggressive fucker still smelled like a homeless person who didn’t wipe, and while his acne was disappearing, his smile was crooked and hadn’t reset yet. In his mind, this world was a game, and he was going to become the hero and collect wives on his grand travels. The virgin had said as much. It was so self-centered. It was so dangerous. So Jason warned King Escar, and what happened? He told Jason that he knew he’d say that. Knew it. Absolutely knew it. Apparently, that cunt had seeded that he, HE was going to argue that the king shouldn’t give the other heroes the Golden Core until they proved their intentions!

It was a great trap—he’ll give her that. It was a perfect setup. Why? Because, of course he was going to say that! The kingdom had foolishly given a bunch of man-children power despite them having no hope of being a hero. Some wouldn’t even leave their rooms and cried and cried and demanded things. They were just going to cause problems. And Brandon was living proof of that! But Sara said it was fine, blinding King Escar to reason. And for what? Selfish fucking gain, that’s what! Sara set Jason up to seed distrust in him to King Escar so that she could continue her hellish tirade. It was disgusting. She was threatening everyone for her own gain, and she had dragged him through the muck in the process.

That cunt… oh, the things he’d do to her when he saw her next. When was that? No one knew! That day was supposed to be today, the day he was going to humiliate her senseless. But now? She wasn’t even fucking there! She was holding up the entire fucking Trial!

“Bro. Chill out,” Raul whispered, eyeing Jason up and down. “It’s a good thing she’s not here, isn’t it? That means we’ll get more resources.”

Jason almost snapped at him, but when he considered Raul’s words, his body relaxed a bit. Yeah… That was a good thing, wasn’t it? He’d get resources and get even stronger. Sara would never be able to catch up. “Yeah, you’re right.”

The last remaining minutes ticked on for what seemed like an eternity, but the time of the Trial finally came—and Sara wasn’t there. Suddenly, it felt like a great weight had been lifted from Jason’s shoulders as he studied the look of disappointment etched into the faces of the Escaran Kingdom’s most prominent. King Escar himself was practically fuming. The wave of vindication Jason felt at that moment was wonderful.

See? he silently laughed. Do you finally see it? That the person you’ve been fawning over was a fucking fraud? I hope you’re happy!

While that vindication made him feel good at first, it only amplified his anger. He was finally vindicated—after Sara had thoroughly damaged his reputation. Now, everyone in the kingdom was staring at proof of her deceit and his innocence. But would they apologize? Say, Sorry, Jason. You were right about Sara and the cores, we should’ve listened? Of course not. This uncivilized country didn’t even understand the concept of democracy. They had a dictator, and the dictator was infallible. King Escar didn’t even know how to say sorry. In fact, it was strictly prohibited for him to do so! So that fucker was going to keep dragging him through the muck to protect his superiority complex and fragile ego.

But it wouldn’t last long. Today, he would show them who they were treating like trash. And they’d be sorry. Oh, yes. They’d be sorry. Not today. Today, they’d shower him with gifts and praise, and he’d smile his greatest smile. But when he was the Hero, the strongest in the world, he’d change this archaic hellscape, and the people who brought him down would grovel at his feet for their jobs. But that was then. Right now, he needed to smile.

And so he did.

When the disappointed mumbling turned aggressive, Aelia shifted nervously. “It seems they have encountered trouble on the road,” Aelia said. “I’d like to reiterate that this was a royal mission.”

King Escar frowned. Jason’s smile became genuine when he saw it. That’s right, Lady “Tricks,” he thought, co-opting the nickname the virgins called her, dig your own grave. Shame yourself in front of—

Suddenly, an ear-piercing voice cut through the amphitheater, silencing the restless patrons. The moment he heard it, an icy chill crawled down his spine. No….

“I’ll repeat. My name is Sara Lenae Reece, Hero of the Escaran Kingdom and candidate of the Golden Trial. Now let me in at once!”


            

    
        Chapter 10: The Right Choice

    
    
    
    
                Jason’s grin inverted into a scowl when he heard Sara outside, and he thought, if only for a second, that he would kill her. Not figuratively. Literally kill her. But that was just a normal dark thought that everyone gets from time to time. It passed as soon as it came, washed over by the oaths and responsibilities that he accepted when he took up the mantle of “Hero.” Heroes didn’t kill people, even if they deserved it. Even if the world was better without them. Even if the world was safer without them. However, those people deserved punishment for their crimes. That wouldn’t change.

 

“Cut that array!” a panicked guard yelled on the other side of the wall. “Forget it. Arrest her. We’ll get an explanation later!” He unsheathed his sword, leaving a shining hiss for the listening audience. Just hearing it made Jason’s heart flutter.

 

“Put that toy away before I break your legs,” Sara said.

 

Telskal Serok, King Escar’s most trusted advisor, stood and yelled at Aelia from her skybox. “What are you doing? Get her!”

 

Aelia’s eyes widened, and she flew through the arena’s gates with a speed that suggested her life was on the line. Who knows, given the barbaric nature of this world, it could be.

 

She better be punished, Jason thought, imagining Sara getting hauled away in chains. If she isn’t….

 

Suddenly, the amplified sound of shuffling armor crackled through the airwaves. Then, everyone jumped as a deafening crack pierced their ears. It was doubtlessly a guard getting hit by something heavy, sending them flying. Next came cries of pain, followed by grinding shrills as blades grated against each other, clanging in rapid succession.

 

“She’s not normal! Don’t hold back!” the guard yelled, and the clanking and impacts sped up.

 

Excitement crackled through the stands like lightning, and the patrons lit up in an uproar of laughter and betting. The “heroes” did the same, exchanging glances and grins. Jason watched everyone with wide eyes. Were these people serious? Sara was attacking royal guards, royal~fucking~guards, a serious crime, and they were grinning? What was wrong with these people?

 

Suddenly, the sound of the outer gates flinging open caused people to cup their ears. “Yield!” Aelia yelled. “This is Lady Reece! We told you she was coming!”

 

“B-But ma’am! This woman isn’t with Sycount Sullsburg and isn’t wearing royal identification!”

 

There was a sudden pause, followed by the sound of Aelia’s voice wavering. “L-Lady Reece? What are you wearing?!” she asked. “You can’t go in like that! It’s… indecent.”

 

Passionate flares of anticipation spread through the audience, resulting in the students oohing like immature idiots, hoping for the worst. Knowing Sara, it was the worst. Just the thought roiled his blood and also caused his cock to stiffen in his pants.

 

“This is normal sportswear on Earth,” Sara replied, “Now let me through! The patrons have been waiting for ten minutes because these guards—shut up!” She cut off the sycounts, who tried to protest. “No one wants to hear your excuses!”

 

Aelia’s voice quavered as if genuinely unsure what to do. “Cut the array and come inside. We’ll deal with these guards later.”

 

Silence befell the amphitheater as they awaited her arrival, giving her a queen’s entrance. The anticipation was nerve-wracking, like a toy car that was wound up, ready to shoot forward when released. Gulps became audible. Shuffling sounded deafening.

 

Jason looked at the patrons' faces with contempt. Unbelievable…. They looked just like Daniel and Brandon and the other incels, playing pocket pool at the thought of seeing Sara “indecent.” Speaking of Daniel, he saw him looking stunned, slightly shaking. Sara had only said a few sentences to him, and the virgin had been acting like he had a chance ever since. It was tragic.

 

Time passed slowly, and Jason thought the anticipation would never end. Then the grinding of the steel gate’s chains sounded, making the whispers return with a vengeance. Then silence engulfed the audience when Sara walked into the sunlight. For a moment, it felt like no one would speak. Then, a single chuckle came from the “heroes,” and then they burst into uncontrollable laughter.

 

Sara was wearing white short shorts that exposed her lower thighs (the sexy ones with the black stripe on the side), hardly anything “indecent.” But they weren’t sexy today—they were fucking disgusting, tinted yellow with sweat that had collected dirt like a magnet. Her upper half was covered by a light blue tank top that was navy with sweat, and her knotted ponytail and lobster skin glistened in the sun as if she had just gotten out of a trash-filled ocean. Putting aside that she was supposed to be wearing her royal armor (you know, following the fucking dress code), she looked like the Coast Guard just saved her from an island shipwreck.

 

Sara strode past the “heroes” without shame or even a hint of a blush. She was bold-faced like a general as she reached the center and then kneeled before the king’s skybox.

 

“Can you explain why you have kept us waiting?” King Escar asked chillingly, standing by the open window of his box.

 

“Yes, My Liege. Though, I believe you will wish for those details alone. For now, I’ll tell you that Sycount Sullsburg is safe but running late. I would like to offer you and the honorable patrons who have taken their precious time to—“

 

“That’s enough. Show your sincerity through your performance. I trust that you will not disappoint me twice.”

 

“I will not, My Liege.” Sara strode past the other half of the students, not so much as glancing at Jason or Emma as she took the place at the end of the line. Aside from being disgusted by her stench, Jason was bitter at her location—since they were supposed to be ordered from weakest to strongest.

 

Aelia walked to the center nervously. “Please forgive the delay. Now that we’re all here, let’s begin. Welcome, honorable guests, patrons, and leaders of the Escaran Kingdom. As customary, we are holding the Golden Trial, allowing nobles and merchants to invest in aspiring Adventurers. Unlike the previous years, we have brought you a unique opportunity.” She shifted her glance to the students. “These are the heroes King Escar summoned from another world. Each one has a Golden Core and untainted mana channels that make their power potential unknown. We do not know how strong they are. However, we do know that one of these heroes has more mana than anyone else in the kingdom already, and he came here only three months ago.”

 

For the first time, every patron looked at Jason with wide eyes. The praise tempered his emotions and filled him with euphoria.

 

“We also have a hero that is famous amongst mages and sycounts for her talent in battle magic and swordplay,” Aelia continued. “While she was only wielding a dagger when fighting the royal guards, I believe you’ve noted that yourselves.”

 

Jason’s vision darkened when every person in the amphitheater turned to Sara with rapt attention. Swordplay? he mentally echoed. But she’s only done sword… swings…. He turned uneasily and saw that Sara only had a dagger in her belt. Then it finally caught up to him that she was fighting with multiple guards. That’s why the patrons were so excited. How didn’t he understand the nature of something so critical? That fight was staged… it had to be….

 

A chilling terror crept through Jason’s body like a deathly fog, making his bones ache. It manifested itself in a terrorizing question: what if it was true? He couldn’t fight with one Royal Guard on an equal footing unless he used his full strength, let alone with a dagger. It was inconceivable. Yet… he couldn’t shake the terrorizing anxiety shaking him, whispering grimly that it wasn’t a lie.

 

Jason wasn’t a fool. He recognized talent. Always did. That’s why he studied people, learning from their mastery. During the nights, he read biographies of famous people and watched sports commentary, studying what was important—learning how to do it. Jason was the best, but that’s because he earned it. He focused, practiced, and gave every ounce of his attention to what he was practicing. He dedicated his life to it. It wasn’t easy. He didn’t have talent or genius—it was hard work. Hard. Fucking. Work. Most people didn’t understand that, but he did. That’s why he fell for Sara Reece after watching her play tennis, captivated by it. That’s why they were together. But in the last three months, he never saw her do anything but swing swords and read books. She seldom ate with the other heroes and was always away, in her bedroom….

 

Her bedroom. Being away during training. Disappearing. Suddenly, it clicked. They were training her in the afternoons. That’s where she was! That fucking cunt sucked someone’s cock and got herself a parade of high-level tutors that trained her in the background! Trained her in secret so he couldn’t see her. So he couldn’t learn from her. Sara knew he was talented, so she kept in the shadows, learning with her advantages without giving him a chance to catch up. That sneaky bitch!

 

Jason’s body trembled, biting the inside of his cheek until he could taste the iron twang of blood. If he didn’t have something else to concentrate on, he would make a fool of himself. He would say some dumb shit, act like the best, and then be humiliated. Sara was trapping him—and he almost fell for it! God damn it! First, seeding distrust in him to the king, and now this? What the fuck did he ever do to make her hate him so much? Nothing! Sure, he planned to humiliate her today. But that was paying her back for ruining his relationship with the king. And even then, he hadn’t done that. There was no tit for tat. No back and forth. Sara just walked in the day they got summoned, humiliated him in front of a class, destroyed his relationships, and worked diligently to destroy him during this trial. That wasn’t conjecture. It was a stone-cold fact! Just the thought burrowed deep into his mind, making him tremble in anger, white flooding his vision.
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Sara’s heart pounded as she looked out at the patrons. She felt humiliated for showing up looking like a dirty, whorish beggar. King Escar was pissed, Edico was going to get flayed alive, and she felt terrible throwing the guards under the bus. While she implied they were arguing for a while, she actually activated her hand-drawn amplification array the moment she arrived. She’d see that they were compensated somehow, but the damage was already done. God, she was the worst. Still, too much was riding on today. Sara didn’t even need to glance at Jason to know she made the right decision. He was radiating bloodlust.

 

In her last life, Jason was a decent guy on the surface for many years. In fact, he always was slightly generous in his Jason Newborn type of way, so long as he was on the top. However, that slowly changed, and after he led Emma to her death… his generosity disappeared forever.

 

Suddenly, Sara’s vision blurred, and she tried to regain her composure. But she couldn’t stop it. One moment, she was in the middle of the arena. Then she blinked, and she could hear the sound of birds and reeta bugs, seeing light poking through trees.

 

Why are you guilt-tripping me? Jason snapped, wearing shining platinum armor. We all signed up to fight Agronus; this mission was a requirement!

 

Don’t you dare! Sara yelled involuntarily. Emma said we weren’t ready. I said we weren’t ready. Raul said we weren’t ready! Her voice picked up momentum, making the tone rise to a shrill. Hell! Even Mary tried to get you to reconsider. But we went because you made us go. And what did we get? A dead fucking friend. Enjoy your sword and stop talking to me.

 

Jason ran around her as she tried to walk away. Get away from me! she screamed.

 

No! You’re not in your right mind! he yelled back, grabbing her shoulder.

 

Back off, Jason, Raul said, pulling Jason’s hand away from her. Sara’s right. We all told you—

 

Get the fuck off me! Jason ripped his hand free. If you all want to regret your decision to fight Agronus, that’s on you. But don’t blame me!

 

Sara scoffed and walked away silently.

 

Get back here, Sara! If you walk away now, I’m not going to let you back into the party. I won’t let people rip us apart every time someone dies.

 

Sara trembled in anger, grabbed her Hero’s Party emblem that Jason had made for them, and threw it at him.

 

Jason caught it with a curled lip. Do you think I’m joking?

 

I don’t want to ever talk to you again. If Agronus attacks, make sure to swing your shiny sword. Leave me out of it.

 

Seriously? Seriously?! You’ll let the kingdom burn because you didn’t get your way? Fine, leave you selfish bitch! Don’t show your face around here again! If you come back, I’ll—

 

Stop, Jason! Raul yelled, stepping between them.

 

Do you want to fight, Raul? If not, get out of my face. I’m not in the mood for your bullshit.

 

I’m not moving, man.

 

Sara stopped, trembling and listening, waiting to see if she’d have to back up Raul.

 

Do you want to die? Jason asked. Because that’s what’ll happen if you try to fight me. You’re weak, Raul.

 

And whose fault is that? Raul asked.

 

Sara looked back to cast Jason with judgment on Raul’s behalf, and that’s when she saw it. That look of bloodlust. Primal. Furious. The way that his shoulders shifted as if they were disjointed, and he needed to snap them back to become comfortable. The way his eyes stared blankly. It was the look he developed in response to the scar he had on his reputation as “Hero” for convincing King Escar not to give everyone the Golden Core. It was always there, overshadowing his every action. Jason’s strong? Yeah, that’s because he fucked us. He took out the Scarlet Marauders? Yeah, we’d be able to do that if he didn’t destroy our cores. No matter what he did, all the other heroes would scoff. They hated him. And while they forgave him enough to speak to him when he was being “generous” and helpful, their resentment burned like smoldering coals. Everyone refused to see his hard work and effort, and that haunted him, causing his mind to twist until he cracked—and Cracked—and CRACKED, little by little—day after day—until he publicly humiliated Raul and asked the heroes if they had a problem. That was the look he had on his face, but this time, it was far more intense, malevolent even. And in the next moment, the Jason from Earth died, and the Tyrant of Reemada was born, forged from a single punch that sent Raul flying so fast that his body cracked Sara’s ribs when she caught him.

 

Sara opened her eyes and felt the heat of the summer sun bearing down on her sunburnt skin. She was back in the present. Yet when she turned to Jason, she still felt she was back in the past. He was wearing the same expression that he did that day. Nothing had changed.

 

Until that moment, she didn’t quite believe that he was a monster. Jason hadn’t done anything wrong in this life. Not yet. And part of her thought that maybe if she shone so brightly that he couldn’t catch up, he’d accept it in the same way he accepted that he’d never be Lebron James or Mozart. If that happened, it would haunt Sara that she was sabotaging him at every turn, purposely destroying his life and ambitions. That made Sara no different than he and Mary were. But that fear died the moment she saw that expression, and it was replaced completely—

 

—by unbridled fury.

 

Suddenly, the memory of Jason’s decree requiring heroes to join the military or face capital punishment entered her mind. The sight of the Hestiafern Tavern burning, killing Royal Guards to save Tiber from a hostage situation, having her and Kyritus’ faces posted up on every town in the Escaran Kingdom, fleeing the border, spending years fighting for their lives in shanty towns, starving, suffering…. Lastly, her mind locked onto the memory of him chasing her through the Eemel Forest, using the God Slayer to attack her mercilessly, screaming that he would torture her if she survived. She could never forget the moment he laughed on his deathbed, congratulating her for destroying humanity by killing him. He blamed her for defending herself. He claimed it was all her fault till the end. It was cruel.

 

Jason looked over when she started trembling with rage. She was sure he could feel her bloodlust, and she didn’t hide it. She came here to ensure that he never got the resources to repeat history. But now, feeling the emotions she felt toward him when he was alive, emotions that had tempered by personally killing him and having years to ingest what she had done, it became personal. So fucking personal.

 

“That’s the format of the Trial this year,” Aelia said, snapping her back into the present. Sara didn’t know how much time had passed since she entered her nightmarish reverie, and she had to collect herself. It was a simple format: the heroes would fight a single person to showcase their potential. So there was no need to pay attention. That said, having a PTSD episode in the middle of a trial would be a disaster. Such moments were rare, but that moment reminded her that it was a serious weakness, and she had to keep focused to prevent it from harming her.

 

“While it’s not a tournament, it will be exciting,” Aelia said. “Each one of the heroes has been paired up with a soldier around their estimated skill level, and they will engage in a real battle to showcase their potential.” She panned her gaze at the patrons with a pause. “None are expected to win. These heroes have only had two months of sword training. Still, their speed, dexterity, and mana are staggering, and each has the ability to overcome through wit, tactics, and raw strength. So judge them by their potential, not the outcome of the test. Each person here has more potential than any adventurer who has come before you. Are there any questions?”

 

There were. Some wanted to know if magic was allowed. The answer was yes, but the soldiers couldn’t use anything but defensive magic and only if an attack was a mortal threat. If they used defensive magic and it was determined that the attack wasn’t a mortal threat, the soldier would lose.

 

“Why can’t they kill each other?” one asked. It was customary for the Golden Trial to be a bloodbath.

 

Aelia’s body stiffened, and she took a deep breath. “Each one of these heroes is tasked with killing Agronus. We cannot afford to lose one. That said, accidental deaths are permitted. Aiming to kill is not.”

 

“Why aren’t they fighting each other?” another asked.

 

“For the same reason. The heroes aren’t in control of their power yet. It’s safer to have trained fighters test their performance. That way, they can prevent serious injury or stop the fight at once.”

 

The final question was from Jason Newborn: “Is it okay to fight others if we volunteer?” His question was a spark that threatened to ignite the powder keg that had built up between him and Sara, and the crowd desperately wanted it to explode.

            

    
        Chapter 11: Golden Trial

    
    
    
    
                Patrons cheered, screaming for blood when they heard Jason’s request to fight other heroes. Just listening to it made Sara sick. The Golden Trial was a savage event where adventurers maimed and killed each other for patrons’ money. It was an extravagant waste of talent where the second strongest, a valuable asset to the kingdom, would die needlessly in exchange for resources that they both could’ve used. It was a tragedy, spurred on by pugnacious men and women who wanted to be amused before they considered their own degree of benevolence. Now, these freakish people were proving that they would forsake their kingdom by killing its heroes just to revel in an epic spectacle of death and humiliation. 
Aelia turned to King Escar and then back to the patrons. “Once again, each one of these heroes is an invaluable asset. We cannot afford to let any of them get seriously injured so early in their training.” Her words dampened the enthusiasm like someone put a lid on a pan of bacon. But it was burning and starting to smoke. 
“At least ask who he wants to fight!” a patron yelled. 
Aelia looked at Sara and then back to King Escar, wearing a face that said, Don’t allow it. She knew better than anyone that Sara would break Jason. 
King Escar put up his hand to obtain silence. “While I do not plan to allow the heroes to injure each other, I am curious why he wishes to do so.” 
Aelia’s grim expression made Jason realize he had gone too far, and regret was etched on his face. He looked like an alcoholic who hit someone, only to wake up a moment later, realizing and regretting what they had done. 
Aelia turned to him. “You have an audience.” 
“I was just…” Jason swallowed hard, trembling from the humiliation, “… curious, but it seems that it was an unwise decision.” 
Patrons started snickering, and Aelia studied his expressions. “The question was why. Surely you had more reason than that.” 
He winced, turning to Sara to gauge his odds. She glared at him, and he quickly looked away. “I just thought some would like to prove themselves against their peers if they wished to.” 
“And you wish to do that?” 
“If there was someone else who wished to, then yes,” Jason said. “In a controlled manner, of course,” he added quickly. “As you and King Escar have noted, we don’t want serious injuries.” 
His cocktailing threw fuel on the fire, and the patrons exchanged grins. Aelia couldn’t help but join in, chuckling as she gazed at the other heroes. “Is there anyone who wishes to test their strength against Lord Newborn?” 
No one spoke up, making Jason’s eyes widen with hope. If no one challenged him, it would give the perception he was the best. Unfortunately for him, nothing would make Sara happier. Showcasing her true power against a real opponent would humiliate him more than a direct victory ever could. 
Aelia’s eyes landed on Sara. “Do you, Lady Reece?” 
Sara’s expression didn’t change. “I’m willing, so long as it’s no holds barred.” 
Jason gulped. 
“That’s out of the question,” Aelia said. 
“Then I don’t,” Sara replied. “I’d rather demonstrate my full potential, and I won’t be able to do that if I spend the whole fight handling Jason with kid gloves.” Her words detonated the crowd, making the patrons yell statements like, Now I have to see it happen, and, Make her back up her words! 
Jason’s nose scrunched in, and he dug his metal-tipped boot into the dirt, rubbing it back and forth until the dry earth cracked and gave way. “That’s a bold statement coming from someone without armor or a sword.” 
Sara snorted. “If you agree to no holds barred, I’ll fight you bare-handed and spell-less.” She turned to him with a chilling gaze. “Though, I’ll warn you, Jason. If you agree, you’ll be on bed rest for two months with broken legs. I’m being dead serious. I’ll break them so hard that even magic won’t set them correctly.” 
Sara wasn’t bluffing. If they fought, one of his legs would be permanently mangled from her first strike. The second one would follow if they didn’t stop her. 
Jason grimaced, listening to the howling patrons raging like a pack of wild mongrels. He could tell she was serious, but for a narcissist, reputation is everything, and if he backed down when someone offered to fight him without armor, weapons, or spells, it would haunt him forever. Sara found it tragic.


Jason opened his mouth hesitantly. “If you seriously think you can win without—“ 
Suddenly, the arena’s gates clanged open, and Edico Sullsburg rushed into view, sweat dripping from his face like melting icicles. “Don’t…. Those…. two….” His breaths were labored, proof of riding at full speed non-stop for hours on end, only to find that he couldn’t catch up to Sara no matter how hard he tried. “Those two are… this kingdom’s trump cards. We can’t…. We can’t let them fight amongst themselves.” 
A collective groan escaped the lips of every prominent member of the Escaran Kingdom, but King Escar put up his hand. “As I stated, I wouldn’t let them fight. I was merely curious about his reasoning. Though perhaps it would ease our guest’s minds if they knew who they would be tested against.” 
Aelia nodded. “Lord Newborn is slated to fight against Markine Vallas, a Rank 3 adventurer. He’s a skilled swordsman and has experience fighting fast beasts with raw force, making him a perfect counterforce for Lord Newborn.” 
“And Lady Reece?” King Escar asked. 
“Me….” Edico answered, taking deep, heavy breaths as he looked up. “Things have changed. Her opponent will be me.” 
2 
Edico’s announcement created a major stir. While he looked disgraceful, dry heaving on the ground, he was the ex-general of the Escaran Army and the head of the King’s Royal Guard. Hearing that Sara would be fighting him was a breath of adrenaline, quickening the pulse of everyone present. 
Sara was most excited of all. Edico became her teacher after she killed Jason and obtained Qualth, and she had never won a battle against him. By the time she had the skill to slay Agronus, Edico was long dead, laid to rest in the battle to dethrone Mary. Now, she had a serious chance to fight him again—to test whether she really improved or if her advantages as a hero were the only reason she could win. 
“I accept,” Sara said unprompted. 
The patrons went wild and demanded the Trial begin at once. After all, she was fighting last. 
3 
The excitement for Sara’s fight was a blessing for most of the heroes. The patrons were barely paying attention when Tara refused to do anything but block and were discussing share rights when Will got his ass handed to him by a low-ranking adventurer. It was a mercy. 
Despite having immense potential, the heroes were like freshmen joining the high school baseball team. The child athletes did better than the recent recruits, but they all ultimately sucked. The only difference was that the heroes were like protagonists in a dystopian novel where everyone suddenly got superpowers and went to school to learn how to control them. It wasn’t anything so grand. No one was running around shooting laser beams from their eyes or turning invisible. They were just normal kids with way, way too much power. But it was significant. 
During Jeb’s match, the delinquent struck an adventurer’s sword like it was a baseball, using his own sword as a bat. The adventurer’s blade was cut in two and got a large gash on his chest as the metal went flying. Jeb thought he did pretty well until the excess momentum sent him hurdling to the ground. He landed wrong and broke his arm. The patrons cheered. 
The same thing happened to half a dozen heroes who accidentally won from freakish strength, sending people flying, cutting through swords, or just releasing a bad attack. Aelia intervened with a few because they were going to hurt themselves. The remaining refused to fight. In short, it was a spectacle rather than a trial. 
Sara watched with boredom, waiting for the people who mattered. Emma was one of them, and she stole the show in Sara’s eyes. 
Like last time, Emma released barrier spells to ward off the adventurer, but this time, she accidentally released a tiny fireball into his right eye instead of his armor. She freaked out and dropped her staff, running to him. He said, What are you doing?! I’m your enemy! and she replied, No, you’re my test proctor, and you’re blind because I suck at magic! Now sit down. I’ll try to heal you! The man was so bewildered by the laughing crowd that he actually did, sitting down as she worked her healing magic! 
Healing magic wasn’t a miracle. It mended wounds, reattaching skin, muscles, and organs, but it didn’t replace them. However, Emma’s father was a doctor, and she knew what to do. So, while healing usually wouldn’t save someone’s eyes, she caught the wound fast, and the on-site medical mage said that he’d make a full recovery. 
The crowd went wild. 
Daniel was next, and he was unremarkable. His acne had disappeared, and he had a bit of muscle, demonstrating proficient use of swordplay. Sara watched him closely. There was a massive difference between the Daniel Winters from yesteryear and the one at present, but the swordplay was genuinely elementary, frustrated, and unpracticed. It was clear that he was fated to never use a sword. Still, his performance was significant, and she studied his minor changes until the end. He lost. 

By contrast, Brandon Torres had changed a lot—too much. He was a modern pariah forged by the dark side of technology, someone who hacked servers and traded cryptocurrency between Pornhub sessions. Exceptionally bright, he was famous for shutting down their middle school's internet system just to get out of writing essays. He was a menace, but he had a lucrative career in cyber security awaiting him. It didn't surprise Sara in the slightest that Brandon became a successful mage in her last life—


—but she was surprised now.


Brandon's body had slimmed down 30 pounds from a body constitution that he had been cultivating out of the blue, and she had seen him practicing arrays in secret. Contrary to Jason's open beliefs, Sara had been investigating Brandon thoroughly since his abrupt change, abusing her relationship with King Escar to keep tabs on his activities and questions. His core was also well settled, as strong as Raul’s. It wasn’t a coincidence.

Brandon walked into the ring, casting awkward smiles at some of the females, who immediately looked away. He frowned at that but then strutted to the center and started playing in the sand with his toe while he waited. He didn’t stop when Aelia introduced him or his opponent, a young adventurer named Tamond with sandy brown hair in yellow accented armor. 
“Hey, teach. Why’d you place me with the noob?” Brandon asked. “Sara’s got The General. This guy doesn’t even look like a ranker.” 
Tamond’s face flushed red with anger, and he grabbed his sword. 
“Yo. Calm down, guy. It’s not like it’s personal. I just want an opponent that can actually hit me. I could stand right here and defeat you.” Brandon pointed to where he was standing. 
“You understand I don’t have to hold back, right?” Tamond asked. 
Brandon snorted. “So he’s retarded, too. So much for showing off my potential.” 
“Start the countdown,” Tamond said to Aelia, getting into a running stance with his hand on his sword. 
Aelia shrugged. “You may begin in three…. Two… one…. Begin!” 

Tamond blitzed across the arena with impressive speed. Brandon was startled and tripped backward on his butt, making Tamond grin as he closed the distance. Just as he was going to swing the blunt edge of the sword into the cocky prick’s shoulder, a blinding flash came from below his feet, and Tamond’s body froze, leaving his arms in the air like someone froze time. 
Brandon laughed and got up, brushing dirt off his butt, cracking his neck as he casually meandered over to the adventurer. Sara’s classmates were stunned, whispering as excitement mounted in the stands. The patrons went wild.
“People like you are so predictable,” Brandon boasted, standing in front of the adventurer and touching his sword. “Take one swing at their fragile little egos, and they’ll fall apart like idiots.” 
“You set this up before the match!” Tamond yelled. “That’s against the rules!” 
Brandon put his hand up to his ear, listening for Aelia or anyone else to call him out. “Anyone? No, I didn’t think so. Do you want to know why I know it’s within the rules? I’ll tell you if you ask nicely.” He leaned forward, not caring if Tamond asked or anyone cared. “It’s because I listened to the rules. And you? You didn’t even notice me drawing an array in broad daylight. What were you doing? Thinking about how you were going to swing that like a virgin’s ‘sword?’” 
Tamond scoffed. “You’re a coward.” 
“No. I’m alive. You’re my enemy, and—“ Brandon punched him in the face with a sickening crack. “—you’re dead.” 
Tamond groaned, blood running between the cracks in his teeth. 
“Well, not actually dead.” Brandon hit him again, harder this time. “I can’t intentionally kill you. But unless you surrender like a little bitch, I’m going to bring you to the limit.” He hit him in the eye. 
The female heroes gasped. Emily started crying, and many started yelling of the sound of cheering patrons, Stop, you freak! 
Brandon stopped and turned to them. “This man’s my enemy, and I don’t spare my enemies.” He crunched his fist into Tamond’s nose. 
Sara felt a raging desire to break Brandon’s spine on the spot. There was a time and place for such beliefs. She didn’t spare people who tried to kill her. War was tragic. Everyone thought they were right, fighting for justice. And ultimately, neither side was just, they were just killing each other because they had physical, economic, and psychological incentives to do so. The moment someone picked up a sword, and you picked up yours, you needed to put that person down like a rabid dog. If you’re unwilling to do that, you shouldn’t have picked up a sword to begin with. That’s the cost of war. 
But this wasn’t war, and his opponent wasn’t an “enemy”—he was a proctor for a mock trial. Yet he applied that mentality to it as if he were slapping a cigarette cancer warning on a bottle of water. It made a mockery of her life’s tragedies.


The patrons cheered on.
Sara closed her eyes when Brandon broke the adventurer’s jaw, making it impossible for the man to concede. At that point, the outcry from the heroes was so severe that Brandon got pissed and hit the adventurer in the head, knocking him out. 
“Winner: Lord Torres,” Aelia said dryly. 
Brandon looked up and saw the patrons cheering for him. But the students were deathly quiet, like fog creeping out of a nighttime forest, and none would look at him. And at that moment, it looked like a knot popped in the back of his brain. “What is wrong with you all? This isn’t school. We’re fighting demons, for fuck’s sake! Grow up and adapt or die.” He strode back into his position. 
Raul didn’t look at him when he returned. 
“What?” Brandon asked sharply. 
“Nothing, man,” Raul said. “Nothing at all.” 
“You’re the worst of ‘em, you know that? You’re the nice guy. Finding the good in everyone. But your true viewpoints are clear as day.” 
“Have you considered that that’s the point? You don’t have to be an asshole to get your point across?” 
“Call me an asshole again, and you’ll regret it.” 
Raul turned to him. “I’m next. Do you want to ‘volunteer’ to be my enemy?” 
Brandon fell silent. 
“I thought so,” Raul said, picking up his axe and walking into the arena. Five minutes later, the match began, and he proved how badly Brandon would’ve gotten murdered if they were opponents. The first thing he did was slash the dirt with his axe, creating a thirty-foot gash from him to his opponent, and then side-swiped with a minor wind spell to create a dust storm. Arrays would’ve been worthless. 
The match was brief, a total of five minutes, and Raul lost. He was facing a stent, an elite troop of the Escaran Military, and his opponent was of a different caliber than the one Brandon had faced. Despite his loss, the entire amphitheater, from the heroes to the patrons, was cheering wildly at the good fight, and his opponent helped him up. 
Brandon wasn’t the only one bent out of shape by his reception. Jason, who had been trembling in rage like a water glass in a minor earthquake, finally snapped at the praise that Raul was getting. When Sara saw his jealousy, her anger flared up, too. After Jason hit Raul in their last life, the two permanently “broke up” as friends. When that happened, Jason, who was delusional due to his status and power, realized for the first time that Raul and Emma were the reason that people loved the Hero’s Party. Once they were gone, Jason’s popularity plummeted, and his jealousy eventually led him to execute Raul under the pretext of rooting out treason and betrayal. To his credit, Jason truly believed that Raul betrayed him. Not that such credit made anything better. In fact, it made it worse—so, so much worse. 
“Lord Newborn, please enter the arena,” Aelia said. 
Jason turned to Sara. “Watch.” 
“Oh, I will,” Sara replied. “I wish I had a video camera.” She said exactly what he wanted to hear, but with a twang that implied that his opponent was going to wear his lungs like a hat, and it would hit twenty million views on YouTube. 
Jason’s body spasmed as if it had prepared to hit her, but his mind took over at the last second. “Just watch,” he said coldly. “You’ll see.” With those words, he walked into the arena.


            

    
        Chapter 12: One Down

    
    
    
    
                Aelia led Sara and the heroes from the arena wall to the stands for Jason’s fight, building excitement from the patrons. “This could get ugly.” That’s what the action said.

 

Once Sara got in the stands, she eyed the “patrons.” They were decadent beasts, getting fanned by servants under parasols, drinking spirits, eating fruits in their personal skyboxes. Just seeing them made her eyes burn with contempt. Most were executed in her last life. Some during the scandals that sparked Jason’s coup and others during his reign. Mary rooted out and saved as many as she could when she took over, but it was a damn shame she couldn’t have more “good men” and “competent women” when she took the throne.

 

Sara didn’t want these people’s resources. She didn’t want to owe one a goddamn thing. Next year, they wouldn’t dare try to tell her what to do. But that was then—this was now. And now dictated that she smile and wave, so she ignored them as a compromise.

 

“Welcome Markine Vallas. He is a Rank 3 adventurer—one of fifty in the kingdom,” Aelia said, presenting a handsome red-haired adventurer. Sara’s classmates whispered excitedly when they saw him, making Jason’s face scrunch up. “As I previously mentioned, he’s suited for fighting opponents that are fast, strong, and unpredictable. In one mission, he and his party wiped out a granajax nest, making him more than qualified to counter Lord Newborn’s strengths.”

 

Sara raised her eyebrow. Granajaxs were somewhere between a worm and a modern war machine, burrowing under sand and then jutting out with high precision and speed, shooting raw mana strikes like a bullet train with mounted sentries. They were extremely erratic, making them difficult to overcome without large parties with well-defined roles. It was impressive. But Jason….

 

Sara swallowed, feeling saliva move to her stomach. Jason was a genius. If he weren’t, he wouldn’t have risen to great political heights, seizing a thousand-year-strong kingdom and ruling it with absolute control until his ego couldn’t stand Sara being away. He was like Adolf Hitler in her mind, someone whose monstrosities and delusional beliefs were so great that they overshadowed the profound skill that allowed him to make grand psychosis law. Still, Jason won his trial in her last life as a political gesture. His proctor fought with a cracked sword that Jason cut through, and the kingdom declared him the winner to ensure that his confidence would soar. This year, he’d have no such mercy. If he had that luxury before, it died the moment he opened his mouth. Now, he was as mentally unstable as he was when he hit Raul, and he was staring down a serious opponent. He would probably lose, but it could get ugly.

 

“His opponent will be Lord Newborn, a hero with unprecedented mana reserves,” Aelia said. “He has immense talent, excelling in both magic and swordplay.”

 

The heroes cheered ecstatically, especially the females.

 

“Are you two ready?” Aelia asked.

 

“I am,” Markine said, bowing to his opponent. “It will be an honor to fight you, Lord Newborn.” His humble attitude and flowing red hair made some of the women swoon.

 

Jason developed a forced smile, shifting his legs into a battle stance after unsheathing his sword. “I greatly look forward to it as well.” His voice was muffled as if he were trying to speak through a wall of water. Only the water was anger and a desire to rip the man to shreds to prove himself.

 

Aelia nodded. “Then I’ll start the count. Three… Two… One….” She paused, and the world turned silent. “Begin!”

 

Jason struck first, leveling a vicious side swipe at Markine. The latter blocked with his sword but was sent flying. The adventurer was surprised by the strength but unfazed. Using the momentum and trajectory, Markine did a backflip to land on his feet, triggering cheers as if he had hit a landmine.

 

Jason didn’t slow down. He swiped twice in rapid succession, cutting the air with flashing streaks of silver. Despite his incredible speed, Markine parried and moved with the momentum. Jason swung down like he was wielding a sledgehammer, creating a blinding streak of light and cutting the ground in half. Yet it was worthless. Markine swiftly moved to Jason’s flank, kicking him in the side and sending him crashing face-first into the ground.

 

The audience fell silent for a moment, processing what happened. Then, the moment passed, and the patrons burst into wild cheering and applause.

 

Markine watched Jason struggle to get up. “Do you need a minute?”

 

“Do I need….” Jason listened to the cheering patrons with a curled lip, his voice guttural and raw. “Don’t pity me. This isn’t over!”

 

A sudden pulse of mana emanated from Jason’s chest, and his sluggish movements disappeared. Mana acted as one part shield, one part extended limb. When it surrounded the body, it created a constant barrier that allowed someone to crash into walls and not die. And when wrapped around a person’s limbs, it reduced friction and the muscle requirements to move and lift. Jason had no control over his mana core, so he released mana in savage waves. The output would drain him, folding him like an empty toothpaste bottle in one minute—but that was all he needed.

 

Jason burst off the ground, hitting his feet with his sword raised. Markine’s eyes widened at the stunning display of speed, jumping just in time to avoid a massive strike in the area where he was standing a moment before. When the blinding arc of raw mana dissipated, Markine whistled, and the audience erupted in primal shrieks.

 

“Not bad,” Markine said, dodging another attack. The battle-junkie part of him came alive, exposed in his grin. “How about this?”

 

Jason stopped his assault when Markine slashed at him, and he stumbled backward. Then Markine was upon him, striking in quick, uniform slashes at high speed. Each strike grazed Jason’s shoulders and torso, proving that the battle was already over. Once Jason realized that Markine was toying with him, mana released from Jason’s body like a frag grenade, sending Markine stumbling backward. “Don’t play games with me!” Jason yelled, wrapping his sword with mana. “I don’t need your help to win!”

 

“Hey, calm down,” Markine said. “This is just a—“ His eyes widened when Jason disappeared, seemingly materializing from his left. Markine barely lifted his sword before the mana-infused strike touched down, bending his sword and sending metal shooting into his side. The adventurer hit the ground, rolling and coughing out blood.

 

A deafening roar of cheering shattered the sound waves, but Sara wasn’t contributing to it. That attack was illegal, she thought, turning to Aelia and Edico. The two were frowning, deep in discussion. They know it, too.

 

“Should we call the fight?” Aelia asked.

 

“If we do, the patrons will protest,” Edico said. “Let’s wait and see—“

 

Suddenly, Markine churned his mana core without holding back. He shot at Jason, slashing at him with pinpoint precision. The adventurer was on a ticking time clock, bleeding out from the illegal wound Jason had inflicted on him. Jason, tired from the last attack, could only dodge two attacks before Markine swung his blunt sword into Jason’s chest, sending him rolling backward.

 

“Yield!" Markine demanded. “If this were a real fight, you’d be dead!”

 

“Shut up!” Jason yelled. “That’s not true. I’m not—“

 

Markine burst forward, kicking Jason in his bent breastplate. Then he waited for Jason to recover, watching him cough blood on the ground. “You’re lucky you weren’t expelled for that! Now yield with dignity!”

 

The shocked heroes fell silent, exchanging glances before turning to Aelia and Edico—both were stiff.

 

Jason looked around, watching his reputation plummet in real-time. Then he turned to Markine. “Did you just call me a cheater?”

 

“It’s not about cheating,” Markine said. “It’s about rules. And you just tried to kill me.”

 

Some students covered their mouths, others exchanged confused murmurs. All of them turned to Aelia, looking for her to refute it. She didn’t. Then they turned their gazes back to Jason.

 

Jason saw the heroes staring at him like a deliberating jury, and he quickly tried to explain. “I didn’t try to kill you! I just didn’t realize you were so weak!”

 

“If it were about weakness, you wouldn’t be on the ground with a bent breastplate. You lost even after trying to kill me.” Markine looked at Aelia. “Aren’t you going to do anything?”

 

Aelia turned to Edico. “Should we—“

 

Markine scoffed, appalled that her answer wasn’t immediate. Then, he walked away. “I surrender.”

 

Jason’s eyes flitted from the horrified students to Aelia and Edico. He could see that the damage was permanent, and that made him unstable. “Stop! Get back here. Let’s fight again!”

 

“No,” Markine said coldly.

 

Between Jason’s damaged reputation and the cold refusal, Jason’s face developed that look—the look he had when he hit Raul that day—showcasing a complete disconnection between his mind and motor functions. “Don’t walk away from me!” Jason roared, lifting his sword high. Mana warped around the blade like a massive bubble, turning bright white—near radioactive.

 

Sara watched in slow motion as Edico jumped off of the bleachers, rushing to the scene. Markine turned at the same time, only for his shattered ribs to stab his lungs, forcing him to kneel. Neither would be able to stop the attack.

 

By reflex, Sara unsheathed her dagger and threw it across the arena, hitting Jason’s sword with pinpoint accuracy from 100 yards away. Then, the world sped up, all four actions converging as the sword touched down.

 

A domineering boom rocked the amphitheater as a twenty-foot arc of mana shot across the arena, turning the sand to glass. When it finished its course, it slammed into a limestone wall, making the bleachers shake as dust filled the air.

 

The audience fell silent, listening to the sound of debris falling as if it were hallowed rain.

 

Sara closed her eyes and took a deep breath, relieved by the outcome. The heroes followed suit when the dust settled, and two men came into focus. Jason was staring at his shattered sword, wondering what he had done, and Markine was on his knees, staring at a five-foot crevasse in the ground beside him. If a miracle didn’t veer the blade off course, he would’ve been vaporized.

 

Aelia and Edico turned to Sara, who just stared forward with a poker face, showing nothing—giving nothing—as they begged for answers. They wouldn’t get any. The aftermath spoke for itself.

 

Jason trembled on the ground, slowly comprehending what he had done. The patrons were deliberating, pointing out how he was strong but unstable—a risky investment. The students’ conversations were worse, with Jason’s haters quick to point out he almost murdered a man. It left him in shock, unable to break free until he saw something glimmering on the ground.

 

It was the dagger—the one that Aelia pointed out to everyone at the beginning of the trial. After picking it up, he looked up at Sara, finding her expression ice cold. “It was you! You did this!” Spittle dropped from his lips. “Don’t deny it, Sara!”

 

Sara met his gaze, “Yes. I saved Markine Vallas’s life.”

 

“That’s not what I mean, and you know it!” Jason screamed. “Don’t deny it! You ruined my reputation! You hid your training! You seeded doubt about me to the king! You—“

 

“I didn’t make you strike an undefended man who surrendered,” she interrupted. “There’s no excuse for murder, let alone reasons that petty.” Sara didn’t deny his other allegations. They were true. That said, handing a good kid Heroin didn’t make them shoot up. Good kids didn’t steal when no one was watching. And no matter how angry a normal person was, they wouldn’t attack someone who was unarmed, injured, and had surrendered—let alone try to kill them. This was on Jason and Jason alone.

 

“I didn’t try to ‘murder’ him, you cunt!” Jason yelled. “Don’t you dare put this on me!”

 

Sara grimaced. She hated the C word more than any other. But right then, if someone printed (“Hi, my name is Sara Reece, and I’m a vindictive cunt”) onto a name tag, she would’ve worn it to an interview. She was guilty of antagonizing, destabilizing, and destroying Jason. It was cruel, but it needed to be done. The scene that just played out proved that.

 

“Yes, you did try to murder him.” Sara pointed at the chasm in the ground. “And for what? Because I hid my training? Because I warned King Escar that you’d try to convince him not to let the rest of us get a Golden Core? You ruined your own reputation by doing that. Otherwise, it would’ve been my reputation on the line.”

 

Jason watched in horror as his supporters exchanged gasps, whispers spreading like wildfire. No one knew about what Sara warned King Escar about—but now they did. Jason saw their expressions and stuttered: “Y-You’re lying. I-I didn’t—“

 

“Enough!” Aelia yelled, preventing the confused heroes from comprehending the truth. If they did, it would turn nasty, and they were still in the trial. “I should’ve done this the minute you broke the rules. Lord Jason Newborn, you’ve been expelled from the Golden Trial for trying to strike a lethal blow and will not be eligible for investment or resources for a minimum of three months, perhaps longer, subject to extension upon your behavior.”

 

“What….” Jason stared at Aelia in disbelief. “What did you just—“

 

“Guards, please escort Lord Newborn to the other side of the bleachers and guard him until the end of the trial.”

 

Sycounts descended the amphitheater’s stairs, moving toward the arena.

 

“W-Wait. You can’t do this,” Jason said. “I’m the strongest you have. Don’t you want to fight the demon army? Don’t you—“

 

“That’s what we’re here to do,” King Escar boomed. “But it means nothing if our heroes pose a risk to our people.”

 

“T-Then what about Sara!” Jason yelled, stumbling backward as the sycounts entered the iron gates. “She set this up!”

 

“Lady Reece is not responsible for your actions. You broke the rules, and you will face the consequences,” King Escar said.

 

Sara felt vindicated, glad that other people saw what she did.

 

Jason stumbled to the ground, picking up her dagger. “But she broke the rules too! She intervened. She—“

 

“The match was over,” Sara said. “Markine surrendered.” The reminder made the students shiver.

 

Jason’s eyes trembled as the sycounts circled him like sharks, ready to start a feeding frenzy. Then he protested and yelled as they dragged him to the other side of the bleachers, where he’d have to watch the heroes judge him. It was a punishment no narcissist could endure.

 

Raul turned to Sara when Jason got dragged away. “Did you?”

 

“Train in secret? Yes. Did I warn the king? I did. But would either of those things affect anyone but Jason? No.”

 

“So you knew this would happen.”

 

Sara turned to Raul. “If I knew this would happen if I did things that petty….” She pointed at the destroyed amphitheater wall. “Exposing Jason would make me a hero, now wouldn’t it?”

 

Emma watched with tears in her eyes. Logic couldn’t reach emotions, so watching her friends destroy each other was doubtlessly heartbreaking. So, after only a few moments, she started to cry.

 

Each streaking tear stabbed at Sara’s chest, making her feel corrupted and evil. For the best, sure. But Emma didn’t see “the greater good.” She was genuinely good. She was the person who reminded everyone to remember their families and friends back home. The person who insisted everyone eat together, ensuring that they’d never forget they were people. The person who reminded them that a hero should genuinely reflect a desire to improve people’s lives. Without her, everyone would all seem the same to Sara—selfish beings who were often good but barbaric by nature. Emma was the exception, and the exception was looking at her with teary lenses, asking why she was working to destroy Jason—a person who was supposed to be her friend.

 

Sara felt a deep desire to confess and tell Emma everything. But anything she said would only be an excuse. Sara was destroying Jason because she wanted to. There was no right and wrong in her eyes anymore—just pragmatism and vengeful rage—and she wouldn’t stop until he wasn’t a threat. Acting like a good person would only be a lie.

 

Raul was silent after her rhetorical question, staring at the molten crevasse splitting the arena. Unlike Emma, he understood her logic and didn’t refute it. Still, he was also heartbroken.

 

Seeing the impasse, Sara walked away, letting them process the situation. One down, she thought coldly, two to go.
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Sara’s opponent was Edico Sullsburg—the man in charge of the heroes. Since he was deliberating on Jason’s fate, her fight was delayed. During that time, the hysteria shifted in stages. It started with confusion, followed by the realization that Jason honestly tried to kill a man. Then, Mary reframed the discussion, claiming that Sara destroyed his reputation and provoked Jason before the match, leading to his unstable behavior. The condemnation blurred in her direction until Markine thanked her for saving his life. After the reminder that she saved the person that Jason tried to kill, Mary’s argument that Sara was to blame played out like a cheap satire. In the end, Sara came out a tainted hero, subject to supervision.

 

A few heroes tried to approach Sara after Markine thanked her, but they lost their nerve. Only one person actually approached her.

 

“Hey,” Daniel said, sitting down beside her.

 

Sara stayed silent.

 

They shared a few minutes of silence before he took a breath and spoke:

 

“I hate Jason’s guts, so I’m thankful for what you did. That’s not really a good reason to thank you, but a lot of us feel that way.”

 

Sara gave him a sidelong glance. “Why do you hate him?”

 

“Well, he’s a douche, for one,” Daniel chuckled. “But that could just be my bias. People like me have always hated people like him. But….” He gripped the hot stone beneath him. “I think it’s because we hated him that we could see it. That megalomania.”

 

“So why didn’t you say anything?”

 

Daniel developed a wry smile.

 

“Because if you did, the girls would think you were jealous?” Sara asked, donning a sardonic smirk. “Don’t worry, I get it.”

 

“You do?”

 

“Yeah.”

 

Daniel leaned back, balancing his back on the next bleacher. “Look, Sara. We’re not blind. We know you’re from the future or have some special gift.”

 

Sara snorted. “What are you getting at?”

 

“I guess what I’m trying to say is that no one’s really surprised.” He turned his glance to the students. They weren’t gossiping; they were silently watching, guilt, nervousness, and confusion etched on their faces. “I think everyone knew what would happen once Jason got too much power but wanted to believe he was a hero or something. He was the leader, you know? But when you intervened, it made them realize that he wasn’t the Hero.”

 

“I see,” Sara replied curtly, seeing where things were going.

 

“Listen, Sara. We don’t know what’s up with you, but we want to help you. If you, me, and Emma—“

 

“No.” Sara turned to him. “I’m not starting a party.”

 

His eyes widened. “But why? It’s—“

 

“Listen, Daniel. If you all truly think I’m from the future, take my answer as a blessing. I will protect you. Just leave it at that.”

 

“Sara, please reconsider,” Daniel said. “We care about you. We only want—“

 

“It’s starting,” Sara said, watching Edico move down to the arena floor. Aelia gave her the signal for the start of her trial, and Sara stood up. “I have to go. I’ll deny you again later.”

 

Without further discussion, she walked to the arena, where she planned to show that she and she alone was enough to stop Agronus—that Emma and Raul didn’t need to fight. And she prayed—prayed—that Daniel would gain confidence, obtain a contented life, and wouldn’t get involved.

            

    
        Chapter 13: Edico Sullsburg

    
    
    
    
                The scorching sun seared Jason’s flesh, making his physical discomfort match his internal torment. His reputation was destroyed, the “heroes” were looking at him like a serial killer, and he was expelled from the trial. And, after reflecting on what happened for the last hour as they awaited the final fight, he determined that it was all Sara’s fault.

 

No, Jason wasn’t delusional. He understood that he struck Markine undefended, and he didn’t believe he was under a spell or that there was some grand kingdom-wide conspiracy to destroy him. Somehow, he became emotionally unstable and lashed out, not understanding the gravity of his actions. That was a fact, and everyone else would agree.

 

But that was the effect—not the cause. The cause was written on Sara’s face when she gazed at him from the bleachers with an expression that said: I knew this would happen. He couldn’t get that gaze out of his mind. It was like Sara had carved it into his head (as if it were a gnarled tree trunk), and she didn’t want the message to fade with the passage of time. It was haunting him, always bringing him back toward the truth….

 

She knew it would happen, Jason thought, chuckling as memories of the last few months flooded his mind. Actually knew it. She really is an oracle….

 

Everyone claimed she was an oracle since the day they arrived, but Jason never bought it. Oracle? Nonsense. If she knew, she wouldn’t have shown up to class that day, or she would’ve at least brought modern technology. That’s what he thought. But now, after learning about her secret training, it all made sense. Her relationship with King Escar, the reason that she was practicing sword swings, avoiding people… everything.

 

And she just let it happen, Jason chuckled, looking at the massive crack in the arena’s floor. She almost let me kill a man…. His twisted grin suddenly disappeared. No… she made it happen.

 

Jason still couldn’t comprehend what led up to him attacking Markine Vallas. It felt like Sara had wormed her way into his mind, driving him into insanity. Then he woke up from a dream, and he was staring at a crevasse next to the adventurer, listening to the damning judgment of the spectators. To him, it was an incomprehensible nightmare. But to Sara, it was expected. She must’ve seen it happen in one of her “dreams” and let him do it anyway. And he doubted that it was just a random vision. Oracles can change the future. That’s the point, right? So she must’ve known what would happen and why. She knew what buttons would drive the Hero to the breaking point—and she made sure to press them. The truth was written all over her face!

 

Jason’s neck hair bristled in waves as he considered what had happened. Then he slouched, placing his head into his hands, and chuckled bitterly. Sara framed him, and it was genuinely impossible to prove his innocence. It’s not like he could just say, ‘I know what she did seemed petty and inconsequential, but trust me, it was the perfect cocktail to drive me into insanity!’ He already did that, and look how it turned out.

 

It’s a perfect crime, Jason chuckled. A per~fect… fucking… crime. Congratulations. You won…. He gritted his teeth.

 

Suddenly, there was an outcry from the spectators, and Jason looked to the arena. Let’s see it, Sara, he thought. Let’s see how you stand up against….

 

Jason’s arms pimpled with goosebumps when he saw Sara striding into the arena, using the regal steps she used during the USTA Tennis Championships. That wasn’t the walk of someone who wanted to prove themselves against people who were stronger. No, Sara had the look of someone who aimed to win—against a peer. Something was wrong. Very, very wrong.
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Sara felt a deep sense of nostalgia as she took her place opposite Edico. How many times had she been in that position, preparing to spar against her master? It was hard to say. The man had taught her the sword twice: first, when she arrived as a hero; second, after she killed Jason and obtained the God Slayer sword. Not once had she ever beaten him.

 

Part of that was practice. When she obtained the sword, she could hardly use it. She was the archer wielding the Bow of Rymac they got at Sayon’s Crypt, which she used for five years. So, it was understandable. Yet Edico saw things differently.

 

Don’t make excuses, Edico had said during their second training, you chose archery because you couldn’t beat Jason with a sword. If you were rational, you wouldn’t have forgotten that bows are useless in close quarters.

 

Sara could still feel the wrenching feeling in her stomach when he said those words. She had been subconsciously training to win since they got to Reemada, unwilling to accept Jason’s strength as absolute. Later, she trained daily with the goal of killing Jason. And in the end, it was her mind—her traps, guile, and long-distance ambushes—that killed Jason, not her skill. She was the winner, and she wasn’t ashamed of it, but she knew Edico was right. Raw skill didn’t play much part in it.

 

Well, I’m here now, Sara said.

 

You are. So stop making excuses and practice, Edico replied.

 

Ever since that day, she had practiced daily, and her skill eventually contributed to Agronus’s death, but by then, Edico was long dead, killed in the uprising against Queen Mary Jansen. He never got to see Sara’s progress. So, she wanted to know, wanted to know whether she had improved in those three long years of practice. Wanted to know if it had been worth it. Whether he’d be proud.

 

“Can I have a sword?” Sara asked, staring at him without armor or weapons.

 

“You destroyed your sword in a fit,” Edico said, tone frigid, “Now you need one. That’s not how life works.”

 

Drunk patrons grinned, laughing and asking for more drinks. They had no idea what juicy drama was playing out, but they were in for the ride. The heroes were confused.

 

“If you want me to fight with my bare hands, I will,” Sara said. “But I’d rather prove myself with sword skill alone.”

 

Edico raised an eyebrow. “I thought you wanted to showcase your full potential.”

 

“Anyone with a strong core can wreak havoc. But few master the fundamentals.”

 

A strange electricity passed from one person to the next as she yet again defied their expectations. Beat ‘em with sword swings! Brandon snorted, making his small group of friends burst into laughter. You’re good at ‘em!

 

Edico studied Sara’s expressions and then turned to Aelia. “Get her a sword. But no armor. She destroyed that, too. She needs to understand the consequences of her actions.”

 

Aelia unsheathed her sword and presented it to Sara. “Treat it with respect.”

 

Sara took it with a look of reverence. The blade had white, acid-etched images of a legendary battle in it, and the micro gashes from real blades told a story that no art could. “I’ll protect it with my life.”

 

Aelia nodded and walked back to the bleachers. “You can begin on my count.”

 

Sara’s chest tightened with fear of failure for the first time since she arrived in Reemada. Her palms became sweaty. Her breaths shallow.

 

“Three….” Aelia said, pausing with deliberation. “Two… One… Begin!”

 

Then there was silence.

 

Neither of them moved, staring at each other with battle stances. Then they began, circling around each other carefully.

 

“Why aren’t they fighting?” a drunk patron yelled. “Oi! Girl! Fight!”

 

“Prove you’re not all talk!”

 

There was an uproar, but Sara ignored them, examining Edico’s movements as he circled her.

 

“You’re not leaving any openings,” Edico said. “Good.”

 

Sara smiled. “Neither are you.”

 

“Of course not,” Edico chuckled. Then his pace picked up, circling faster, stepping forward and retreating, trying to fake her out. She gave him nothing.

 

Just when the patrons became belligerent in their demands for battle, Edico shot forward, fast and hard, slashing down at her head with a high guard diagonal cut.

 

Sara parried the cut, stepping back and allowing Edico’s sword to continue toward the ground. Then she pivoted, aiming her sword at an upward slash to his face.

 

Edico played along, giving her an opening, baiting her to strike too soon. Sara accepted—but on her terms. When she slashed upward, he dodged and threw a punch at her face. But before the sneak attack could hit, Sara dodged, released her left hand from her blade, grabbed his extended arm at the wrist, and turned, ramming her right forearm into his elbow.

 

Edico broke free and jumped back with wide eyes, cold astonishment molded on his face. The fighting stopped.
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Jason watched the exchange in horror. The crowd had gotten riotous, and even from afar, he could hear them complaining about how the fighting stopped after a single exchange. But Jason knew they were idiots. Sara genuinely trapped Edico and would’ve snapped his elbow if they were equal in strength. The fact that she had just come to Reemada showed that they weren’t even remotely in the same league. No, he had a feeling that she wasn’t in the same league as anyone else. She was holding back her power, focusing purely on raw skill—skill he wouldn’t obtain for years.

 

She’s not an oracle, Jason shuddered. She’s from the future…. No matter how smart or talented a person is, they must learn and practice. Even Mozart was practicing piano 12 hours a day at age 3. Skill takes time. That meant that the person that Jason was speaking to wasn’t his girlfriend—

 

—it was someone from a different timeline entirely, and she was in another league compared to the rest of them.

 

That changed everything.
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Edico ignored the belligerent crowd, his eyes fixed on Sara. “I got overconfident.”

 

“You did,” Sara said, lifting her sword for a high guard cut. “I recommend you stop because I’m not holding back.” Her body was wrapped in mana so thin that it was barely visible. But she knew Edico could see it and understood that it was a sign of strength, not weakness. “Prepare yourself.”

 

“Show me what you got,” he said.

 

Sara rushed forward with ghostly speed, slashing down on Edico. He dodged, sending a snap cut to her right. She turned and accepted it full on, letting the blade push her back, dirt piling up under her boots.

 

The patrons forgot their grievances and started roaring, howling, and screaming like a pack of wild animals.

 

Edico came next with a horizontal slash. She blocked with a lower slash, using a shearing cut, grinding up his blade to strike at his head. He dodged, arching his back and then lifting up his leg and push-kicking her in the stomach. Sara flew backward, grabbing his foot on the way back, causing him to slip forward as they both crashed to the ground.

 

“Stop holding back!” a patron yelled. “The girl’s not even wearing armor!”

 

Edico got up immediately and jumped back, chuckling slightly. “I am,” he quietly replied. “That’s some armor you got there.”

 

Sara grinned, looking at the mana swirling around her stomach.

 

“Though I thought you weren’t going to use magic,” Edico said, lips curved in a mocking smile.

 

“This isn’t magic,” Sara said. “This is raw mana and common sense.”

 

“I’ll give you that.” He shrugged. “But if that’s how it’s going to be, I suppose you wouldn’t mind if I use raw mana and common sense?”

 

“Not at all.”

 

Edico’s body developed a thick suit of mana, and his sword sharpened with bright light. When the patrons saw it, they stuttered.

 

“H-He’s using aura? Is he crazy?”

 

“Shut up! Let’s just watch!”

 

“Quit your shit! She’s our investment, you fucking idiot!”

 

Sara grinned at the madness in the stands, releasing a protracted whistle. “It seems you’re doing something fancy, Edico.”

 

“I’m doing what you’re doing,” Edico said. “So why don’t you stop pretending and fight?”

 

“If that’s what you wish.” Sara’s sword sharpened, turning white hot, warping the air around it like butane in sunlight.

 

The crowd turned into a nightmarish riot as people pushed forward for a closer look.
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Jason couldn’t hear what the people on the other side of the amphitheater were calling the attack, but judging by their gasps and yells, it was extremely advanced. And even without their input, he somehow understood its power. He was able to wrap his sword in unbelievable amounts of mana. That much was true by the massive gash on the arena floor. But this? Jason somehow knew that if they crossed swords during his monstrous attack, hers would cut through his. This was beyond talent. This was… insurmountable.

 

It wasn’t that Sara was invincible. It was just that she had a thirty-year head start. How was he supposed to compete against someone like that? It wasn’t fair. It was pointless. There was no point in even trying.
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Sara grinned when she saw Edico’s expression after she sharpened her sword with aura. The technique allowed mages to use mana like clay, creating physical objects that they could shape and manipulate to their will. For hers, she created a blade sharp enough to shear through steel like butter and made it vibrate extremely fast, making it white hot and giving it surreal cutting efficiency. Without his aura, she’d cut through his sword and body without feeling any resistence.

 

“That’s better,” Edico said, taking a sharp breath. His nervousness was the best compliment that Sara could get. “Let’s begin!” He shot forward, giving a crosscut.

 

Sara blocked but she didn’t have time to parry. His strikes were fast and hard, pushing Sara to the limit of her current strength.

 

After the assault, she fought back, parrying and doing a circular slash at his side in a wide arc.

 

“Left yourself—” Edico prepared to say open as he slashed down at a diagonal, but Sara used the excess momentum to roll around her shoulder and do another slash at his thigh. He jumped immediately, but that exposed him to her sword thrust at his chest. Sara didn’t want to stab him, so she slowed down, allowing him to turn. As a result, her sword sheared through his breastplate—and he reflexively backhanded her and sent her flying.

 

Sara hit the ground in a roll, groaning and holding her cheek. The problem with holding back was that it exposed weaknesses. Edico couldn’t swing too fast without risking killing her, and her unwillingness to kill him resulted in a backhand. After years of fighting real battles—bouts of life and death—she found sparring with a talented partner frustrating.

 

“I wish you had armor,” Edico said.

 

“Me too,” Sara chuckled, pain shooting streaks in her jaw.

 

Still, it didn’t dampen their enthusiasm. Both were in the zone, ready to battle it out. It was a good fight, and she could tell that he was enjoying it as much as she was. They were communicating like old friends again. Master and student. Just like the old days. For the first time, she felt like someone remembered her, the original Sara Reece. It was thrilling.

 

Sara got up, brandishing her sword, lifting it high, and accumulating massive amounts of mana that was reminiscent of Jason’s. Yet it was far more controlled, making the sword look three times its size and twice as sharp, able to cut through anything without collateral damage. “I hope you’re willing to take risks,” she grinned.

 

“I’ll push the limits,” Edico said, gathering mana around his blade.

 

Somehow, she had convinced him to play a game of chicken, and he was all in.
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A thin layer of static clung to everything in the amphitheater. It buzzed on Sara’s hands—crawled on her skin. She could hear it in the voices of the patrons, screaming and yelling with excitement, and the heroes expressing thrill and worry. This was battle. Real battle. And oh, did Sara miss battle.

 

Suddenly, a booming voice cut them off as they were about to move. “Enough!”

 

Sara and Edico froze, turning to find King Escar standing in the window of his skybox. “Lady Reece is the prized jewel of my kingdom, and you will not ‘push the limits’ in regards to her life.”

 

Edico immediately dropped to one knee. “Yes, My Liege. Please forgive this one for his impertinence.”

 

The crowd turned still, and a heavy blanket of uncertainty washed over everyone as they awaited Escar’s next words.

 

“You have been forgiven,” King Escar declared. “Your role was to show Lady Reece’s potential, and you’ve done your job well. I’m sure everyone has appreciated it.” He turned to the other skyboxes, and the patrons awkwardly stumbled before responding, cheering and clapping with thunderous applause. Heroes followed, bringing the world back into focus.

 

The sharpness in Sara’s eyes faded, and her breathing returned to normal. In the heat of battle, she forgot that she was here to make herself known as The Hero. She didn’t make that mistake twice. The moment she remembered, she panned her gaze to King Escar, the patrons, and the other heroes. When she had their absolute attention, she lifted Aelia’s sword in triumph, and the amphitheater erupted in overwhelming applause.

            

    
        Chapter 14: Telskal Serok

    
    
    
    
                The Golden Trial ended in the way everyone expected. Brandon, Raul, Emma, Mary, and Daniel each got more resources than the rest of the heroes combined. Then, once the heroes’ investments were completed and Jason’s name was conspicuously omitted, it was her turn.

 

“Lady Reece, please come to the front,” King Escar said.

 

Sara bowed. “Yes, my liege.”

 

A palpable film of energy enveloped the stands as the time for investment began, making nobles, merchants, and elites turn to each other, competitiveness burning in their eyes. Just watching them silently threaten each other made Sara smile in morbid satisfaction.

 

“Your performance has pleased me,” King Escar said, “as I believe it pleased many.”

 

A bitter wave of chuckles spread through the stands. Pleased wasn’t the right word. The patrons were thrilled by her performance, but the fact that she was so overpowered ensured that everyone would try to invest, cranking up the price of investment and cutting the rewards to fractions. For investors, that wasn’t something to be pleased about.

 

“Now tell me, Lady Reece,” King Escar continued. “How much of your earnings are you willing to offer for investment?”

 

“30%,” Sara answered.

 

Patrons scoffed and sneered. Even Raul and Emma offered 50%. Now, their earnings potential for investing in her instantly turned from poor to bleak.

 

“Are you sure?” King Escar asked.

 

“It’s final.”

 

He nodded and turned to the advisor overseeing the investment proceedings. “Please take over.”

 

The advisor stood up. “Lady Reece is offering 30% of her earnings as a hero and adventurer in exchange for resources. As usual, your stake will be the percentage of the total amount of money invested. You will only be eligible for investment if your bid is more than 1% of the total. Once you offer an amount, you can increase it, but you cannot back out.”

 

Escaran elites groaned, looking at their wives and shaking their heads when they realized they wouldn’t be able to invest.

 

The investment system was straightforward. If people invested ten griffins, a person who invested seven would get 70%, a person who invested two would get 20%, and a person who invested one would get 10%. It was a simple system open to all—

 

—but the 1% rule changed that. The higher the total investments got, the larger the minimum investment price became—and it instantly skyrocketed.

 

“The investment bid starts at one hundred golden griffins,” the advisor said. “You may begin.”

 

“Ten thousand!” a drunken patron yelled. His words echoed in the stands, causing an instant uproar.

 

“Ten thousand?” another yelled. “Are you insane?” Sara had long ago estimated a griffin could roughly buy the same amount that a thousand dollars could in California. Therefore, the man started the bid at a cool ten million. Now, the minimum investment was one hundred gold, the equivalent of one hundred thousand dollars—

 

—and it was just beginning.

 

“Shut up. Starting with less would be a waste of time,” another noble said, backing up the first. “Ten thousand for me, too.”

 

Sara grinned when she saw the bleak expressions on the mid-level nobles’ faces. They realized that they wouldn’t get a chance to invest—and they were right. After the tenth investment offer, it was up to eighty-five thousand griffins. By the tenth, it was at one hundred and thirty-five. Just entering the investment pool required over a million in US dollar equivalents. Then it got worse—so much worse—and Sara instantly lost her grin.

 

“Two hundred and fifty thousand griffins.”

 

The amphitheater fell silent when a woman’s voice boomed through the airwaves.

 

Sara looked up and saw Telskal Serok, the king’s most trusted advisor, staring down at her. While magic equalized the playing field for power, allowing women into politics and prime positions, it was still uncommon for an unmarried woman to hold a top position—let alone the highest one below direct Royalty. Considering that she had enough money to invest the equivalent of two hundred and fifty million US dollars as a politician, it was clear that she was corrupt to the core.

 

Sara found nothing amusing about Telskal’s bid. It was a declaration that someone wanted to own her, and she didn’t appreciate it—especially when the person was Telskal Serok. If she could, she would forego her development just to turn the woman down—

 

—but she couldn’t. That’s not how politics worked. A trusted advisor of King Escar was her friend, and turning down Telskal’s money would be akin to suicide. So, Sara smiled a genuine smile, thinking about the sweet satisfaction she’d get when she watched the woman burn.

 

Pandemonium soon followed, with investors yelling and begging Telskal to reconsider. In an instant, the investment threshold nearly tripled, cutting out dozens of investors instantly. Yet she didn’t budge. Telskal just met Sara’s gaze, staring her down, eying her like prey.

 

Unfortunately for Telskal, the shrewd woman didn’t understand the gravity of Sara’s position.

 

Once the bidding concluded, King Escar stood, silencing the crowd. “Lady Reece. The nobles and merchants of this kingdom have entrusted you with unbelievable amounts of wealth. I trust you will repay them through your actions and efforts as a hero. Do you understand?”

 

“I do,” Sara said. “Though I believe they have nothing to worry about. I will pay back the sum many times over.”

 

King Escar raised an eyebrow. “You shouldn’t overpromise, Lady Reece. The amount they’ve invested could buy you 500,000 acres of prime land.”

 

The heroes gasped, exchanging glances, whispering, groaning, and laughing when they conceptualized just how much money the patrons invested in Sara.

 

“I do not believe I’m overpromising,” Sara said. “After all, I am the Hero. And by the time I finish my quest….” She panned the faces of the most powerful, wealthy, and prominent members of Escaran society. “I’m going to bring you Drantal—and Agronus’s castle.”

 

When the investors heard Sara’s declaration, the amphitheater devolved into a state of mass hysteria. The demons didn’t make treasures—they stole them. And after millennia of bloodshed, they had hoarded countless priceless artifacts and amassed immense wealth. As a result, even 0.3% (she only offered 30% of her shares) of the treasures she got in Drantal would earn an investor an insurmountable fortune. Once that reality sank in, those who decided against investing started whining, begging, and asking for another bidding session. They didn’t get one.

 

As for Telskal, her face turned grave as she comprehended Sara’s position. Sara wasn’t just an abstract “Hero”—she was a cash cow that nearly every member of the Escaran Kingdom’s top elite had an incentive to protect at all costs. Telskal’s notorious stranglehold over Escaran politics was challenged at last.

 

Sara inwardly grinned, but not the kind a person gets when they are winning at something. It was the fearless, bloodthirsty grin that people develop right before a battle. Because that’s what the situation was—a battle. Telskal’s decision to attempt to buy her was a declaration of war.
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King Escar and his advisors ushered Sara away to meet the patrons. She had mixed feelings about it. On the one hand, it saved her from getting swarmed by the heroes, getting their praise, absorbing their jealousy, and watching them break down over Jason Newborn’s shocking murderous display. On the other hand, she was now stuck in Reemada’s version of a corporate seminar, doing a meet-and-greet with men who suddenly felt it was okay to stare at her chest because they invested in her and women who worked overtime to drive in their status and social superiority.

 

Sara barely listened to them. Jason executed most of the elites she was talking to in her past life, and she would oversee the same—because they genuinely deserved it.

 

These nobles weren’t corrupt modern politicians engaging in insider trading—they were like the managers running Chicago’s 20th-century meat-packing industry, plundering and abusing their subjects. Each was disturbed in their own ways: building empires on slave labor, taxing subjects to the point of starvation, sleeping with their subjects’ wives on their wedding nights.

 

Yet there was one beautiful thing about selling a piece of herself to these people. Now, she didn’t have to be in politics to gain access to them—

 

—she could blackmail them mercilessly anytime she wished.

 

As Telskal would soon learn, she now had an army of elites that would protect her—their cash cow—with their lives, ensuring that Telskal’s power couldn’t easily touch her. And when Sara decided to sacrifice these corrupt nobles, it would come swiftly and mercilessly. They were all in the palm of her hand.

 

Sara knocked twice on the door to Telskal’s private room in the amphitheater. She was the last meet and greet of the day.

 

“Come in.”

 

“Okay.” Sara pushed open the door. “Thank you for waiting, Lady Serok.” She looked at the brunette sitting on an elaborately carved table, drinking a glass of helshma, leaving lipstick marks on her crystal glass. Her eyes were as sharp as ever.

 

“No need to thank me.” Telskal flashed her a picturesque smile, “I intentionally let everyone else go first so we could have a ni~ce lon~g cha~t.”

 

Sara’s brain glitched out when she saw the woman smile at her, and she suddenly found herself in a public courtyard, surrounded by townsfolk holding thick, unpolished stones they found by rivers, fields, and streams. Each of them had gnarled scowls, faces red as they stared at Telskal. The brunette was locked in the stocks, body welted with stone throws. Suddenly, the woman opened her quivering mouth to beg Sara for help, and Sara could see her shattered teeth, bleeding and jagged from stone throws. “Lady Reece…” she said in a raspy voice that matched her cracked lips. “Is there something wrong?”

 

Sara furrowed her brow, perplexed by her words. Was there something wrong? The wretched woman was locked in the stocks, broken, and battered with stones, and she wanted to know if something was wrong? How did that even make—

 

“Lady Reece?”

 

Sara snapped back into the present, looking at Telskal Serok in her prime condition, immaculate on the surface but twice as wretched from within. “My apologies. It’s… been a long day.”

 

“Of course. Would you like to begin?”

 

“Nothing would please me more,” Sara deadpanned.

 

Telskal placed her chin on her palm, leaning her elbow on the table as she studied Sara. “That’s a lie. Lucky for you, as long as you follow through, I couldn’t care less.”

 

“Then there will be no problem.”

 

“Good. Then let’s get started.” Telskal reached into her bag and slowly started putting resources on the table. A jar of red and gold leaves. A vial of black cleansing elixir. A bright yellow bottle that glowed as if it were radioactive. A small blue brick. Each costed thousands of griffins. Once Telskal pulled out an order note for Esan Melin’s Arraycraft services for custom array-reinforced armor, she paused. “Oh, before we do this, I think that we should develop an understanding.”

 

“About what?” Sara hadn’t looked at the resources once, making Telskal develop a thin smile.

 

“I hear that you’re a seer.”

 

Sara’s eyes narrowed at the concern laced in Telskal’s eyes. So she wasn’t trying to buy me after all, she thought. She’s trying to bribe me. Lena’s execution must’ve shaken her….

 

At first, Sara thought that Telskal’s lust for power made her wish to use Sara as a tool. Yet the woman’s brazenness in addressing something that was confidential proved that she saw Sara as a threat and wanted to gain immunity from Sara’s “power.” That was a wise move because Sara could have 300 dreams and find 300 scandals worthy of Telskal’s execution. She was that bad.

 

Telskal wasn’t a sadist; she was an apathetic hedonist—and that was worse. As the kingdom’s top economic advisor, she made it impossible to start a business without her personal approval. The way that people earned her approval was always different, but it was almost always terrible. High-interest rates, forcing someone to launder money, political favors, forced criminal dealings, sexual favors. It was always based on her current goals, the political nature of a business, and her personal desires on the day she talked to a person. Telskal forced Sara’s friend Lilli’s husband to launder money for her. When King Escar learned of the money laundering operation, Telskal pinned it on the husband and watched him hang. If the event hadn’t happened years before Sara arrived in Reemada, she’d have recommended Telskal hang instead of Lena. It was personal. Now, Telskal wanted to gain an understanding regarding Sara’s oracle capabilities because she knew that Sara would expose her. Wise—

 

—but in vain.

 

“Before we continue this conversation, I should warn you,” Sara said, leaning forward and staring into the woman’s eyes. “If I were a seer, King Escar would order me to keep that fact secret. And if he were to learn one of his advisors wished to use that power for their own gain or protection….”

 

Telskal’s eyes widened.

 

“… I’m sure he would act immediately. Now, wouldn’t he?”

 

The advisor wiped her face with her palm, taking a deep breath to regain her composure. “Are you threatening me, Lady Reece?”

 

“Of course not,” Sara said, flashing her a smile. “Now, what was that ‘understanding’ you said we should develop?”

 

Telskal’s lips inverted into a deep frown. “Nothing.”

 

“I see.” Sara looked at the resources. “Are there any specific sites or spots you wish for me to investigate?”

 

The advisor checked her pocket watch and stood. “No, I’ll send you requests as they arrive. I need to leave. I forgot about a report for the king.”

 

Sara didn’t flinch at the reminder of the woman’s position.

 

Telskal narrowed her eyes. “I recommend that you don’t do or say anything that would threaten our relationship. Unless, of course, it comes from the king.”

 

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Sara said.

 

Telskal’s lips curved into a twisted smile. “Good. Enjoy the resources. Let me know when you need more.” Grabbing her purse, she left the room, leaving 20,000 gold worth of unnamed resources in the hands of an “ignorant” teenager.

 

Sara sighed. I probably should’ve played along. Smile until you strike, or whatever. But…. She grabbed the bag and opened the private room’s door. I have standards. With that declaration, she permanently closed the door to their relationship. It was unwise to make powerful enemies but equally foolish to let a manipulator use Sara’s power for their gain. Either way, it was always going to be a showdown, and while Telskal Serok was a genius politician forged from the pits of countless crimes, Reemada had yet to experience the true horror of a “vindictive cunt” with a window into the future. Because unlike with Jason, Emma and Raul weren’t Telskal’s friends, and they wouldn’t need time to process the gravity of the woman’s corruption. There was nothing barring Sara mentally from destroying Telskal for killing Lilli’s husband, and this time—

 

—she’d be the one throwing the stones.
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The only thing more painful than accepting body-tempering resources from her enemy was the process of taking them. She was certain of it.

 

The moment she uncorked a jar containing Red Tramas and smelled the heinous stench of arsenic and powdered medicine, her mind froze, remembering the countless times she had tempered it in the past. Just the sight of the leaves filled her with terror. Each was the color of flames, sporting yellow veins that waved instead of branched on the way to the tip and were twice as deadly. If she inhaled the powder directly—she could die. Its lethality, combined with its notorious ability to generate heat, led the plant to be named after Tramula—Reemada’s version of Hell.

 

Sara took a deep breath and carefully placed all the dried crimson leaves into a mortar and pestle, wearing a mask and gloves. As she crushed them, the red leaves turned into glimmering red dust that looked like gold mined from Mars.

 

Once she finished, she walked to the tub and carefully tapped it into the water. The moment the crimson powder touched down, the bathtub erupted as the water started boiling. It was like she had dumped a bucket of lye into it.

 

Fuck me…. she thought. I shouldn’t have used so much….

 

Swallowing hard, she closed her eyes and summoned a wind spell, mixing it evenly in the tub. Then, she followed up with an ice spell, turning the bath into an Arctic hellscape. It was surreal to watch the water boil under the ice without melting it. Yet that’s what made Trama special. It repelled magic like waterproofing, creating a shield. Once it was fused into Sara’s skin, she would gain immense resistance to any elemental attack that used mana as a catalyst or fuel. It was a miracle substance—so long as someone had the willpower to temper it.

 

Sara grimaced as she stared at the boiling blood under the ice. I really should’ve asked for painkillers, she thought. Not that it would matter…. She shivered.

 

Thinking better of her situation, she went back to her room and returned with a brush and a vial of Tebana Ink, made from a special conduit that allowed the fusion and expulsion of mana without eroding. Then she used it to show off her improvements in arraycraft, creating a two-layer privacy circle. So satisfying, she thought when it was finished, nodding at her work. Now they can’t hear me scream.

 

Sara’s smile disappeared as she stripped, walking to the water with her developing body constitution like a Greek goddess. You only have to do this once, she rationalized. Then you can go back to the blissful land of fried pain receptors and elemental resistance…. Fuck it.

 

As if to rip off a Band-Aid, Sara stomped through the ice, submerging her whole leg into the water. Once her foot touched the bottom of the tub, her eyes widened when she didn’t feel any pain. But then she realized that she couldn’t feel because her body was in a state of psychogenic shock, and once it wore off—

 

—she started screaming in agonizing pain.

 

“Pyriná trápeza lékountai sto éxo tis aionikás…!” Sara screamed, taking rapid breaths. The skin on her shins was peeling off, and she could smell her flesh cooking. Peripéteias, laspízontas epóchis anagnórisis!

 

Suddenly, blue light erupted from her body, turning the tub purple as the blue light and red liquid blended together. Her skin instantly healed as she harnessed the raw might of the Sayon Twilight Core with an intermediate mending spell. And for a moment, she could breathe—but it didn’t last long. The moment the spell wore off, her skin started boiling again, and she yanked her leg out of the water, healing it in the open air.

 

This…. Sara’s body shook as if she were suffering from stage three hypothermia. Is going to take… a long time…. Taking rapid breaths, she healed herself and set to work again, dipping her leg and healing it.

 

The process of tempering and healing went by many names. In the slums, it was called wealth buffing (since only wealthy people could afford healers to help them temper with expensive substances); in the upper echelons, it was called mana melding because healing magic melds the essence of the tempering substance directly into a person’s skin.

 

Sara just called it cheating.

 

Yet Sara wasn’t just mana melding—she was mana melding herself. Healers called that something else: impossible.

 

It took a normal mage’s entire mana reserve to fuse with body-tempering substances, and circulating mana (the process of inhaling mana and efficiently directing it through the body) was impossible to do while in agonizing pain. Chanting spells in between mana circulation while submerged in body-tempering substances was unthinkable. That’s why healers didn’t wealth buff themselves, and they considered it impossible.

 

Yet it was possible, and Sara still called the process cheating—and she believed it.

 

To Sara Reece, a woman who had survived multiple wars and hundreds of battles with beasts and demons—a woman who fought and killed Agronus himself—obtaining years’ worth of power gains in a single night while only exchanging temporary pain was cheating—and she would never complain about it.

 

So, over the next six hours, she gritted her teeth and bore it, stepping into the tub and healing herself. She did it over and over and over again until she had both legs in the water, followed by her thighs, ass, torso, and breasts. Each time she repeated the ritual, her body absorbed the Trama powder, gaining resistance until the boiling water didn’t peel off her skin. Little by little, she gained her mental faculties until she was circulating in the water and healing herself in a set rhythm.

 

Six hours passed in a flash, and by the end, once she finished the excruciating section where she carefully washed her face, being careful not to touch her eyes (something she couldn’t heal with her macro healing spells), she finally emerged and healed herself one final time. Then, she stumbled to her bed and collapsed, soaking wet and victorious.

 

One resource down—

 

—hundreds more to go.

            

    
        Chapter 15: Six Rings

    
    
    
    
                Sara’s eyes shot open when a sharp sensation dug into her face. By reflex, her hand thrust outward, grabbing her assailant and preparing to kill it.

 

Reeah!

 

A soft creature wriggled in her arms, and another screeched into her ear from the side. It was Tilly and Reck—her and Tamon’s leetas. She exhaled and dropped Reck onto the bed, watching him lick the white-striped fur where she grabbed him. “That wasn’t very nice.”

 

Reck growled and hopped onto her stomach, sassily clawing at the sheets that magically appeared over her when she slept.

 

“I know, I know,” Sara groaned. “It’s embarrassing.”

 

Reck’s purple eyes said her acknowledgment wasn’t enough. By request, Tamon brought the leetas every other morning to let Sara cuddle and wake up to fluffy, sassy creatures. She forgot, so if Tamon hadn’t insisted that a female servant always check to make sure she was decent before he entered her chambers in the morning, he would’ve found her passed out naked on her bed. And to Reck, that was an unforgivable sin. His eyes said that he loved Tamon dearly and deeply resented Sara putting him in a position where he might’ve had to kill the man.

 

Or maybe Reck’s defensiveness was all in her head, and Reck was just chastising her and calling her a whore.

 

Sara looked at Tilly for clues and immediately laughed. Tamon’s leeta was huffing at Reck, annoyed that the little guy was acting hard, all while preparing to lay down on her stomach for ultimate snuggles.

 

“Come here, you two,” Sara said, grabbing them and hugging them. They both screeched but didn’t actually fight back. They begrudgingly laid beside her, curling up tight and falling asleep.

 

She took her morning training off.

 

A couple of hours later, ignoring the leetas’ sassy hisses that said We won’t forgive you if you don’t cuddle for another 15 minutes, Sara went through the arduous process of cleaning her bathtub. Servants couldn’t do it safely, and it wasn’t that difficult with magic. She began by sucking all the water out of the bathtub with a water spell, leaving nothing but Trama powder, burnt flesh, and grime. After dissipating the water, she scraped the contents into a special bag and thoroughly cleaned the tub.

 

The process was disgusting, but it paled in comparison to taking a cleansing elixir. Once she did that, dirt, oils, harmful bacteria, and every other thing in her body that was deemed unhealthy would get flushed in a few hours. Then it caked up in a thick sludge of toxic materials that smelled like rotted flesh. It was so bad she determined to do it in a river later.

 

After Sara finished cleaning, she walked downstairs for breakfast. It was 9 am, and she hoped that the heroes wouldn’t be there. But the moment she walked into the dining room, she was swarmed with heroes like they were paparazzi, each of them asking her a flurry of questions.

 

Yes, no, yes, yes, no, no, no, yes, yes, no.

 

Sara only answered in the positive or negative, even to questions like, How did you fight like that? People got the message immediately—but didn’t let it go. Her eyes slowly drooped, and her will to continue on had to reach up to hit rock bottom.

 

“In case you’re wondering,” Sara finally said, preparing to address the real question on people’s minds, “—yes, I will be sharing my resources. Now, if you’ll excuse—“ She tried to push past the students, but Mary and her friend Tara stopped her.

 

“You’ll be sharing?” Mary mused. “That’s kind of you. When?”

 

“For you, never,” Sara said.

 

Mary smirked. “So it’s nepotism? You’ll share so long as—“

 

“Someone’s not a total bitch to me? Yes. I don’t owe you or anyone else anything, and I don’t feel obligated to share. Now move aside, Mary.”

 

“Or what? You’ll hurt me? I’m sure you can get away with it.”

 

Sara wanted to rip out Mary’s ribcage and use it as a xylophone, but that’s what Mary wanted. She wanted to prove that violence was okay in this world or, at least, that Sara was just as bad as Jason. The pro-Jason, anti-Sara faction was all watching, using their eyes like cameras.

 

“Do you know what they call this behavior, Mary?” Sara asked, “Pressuring people? Getting in their way and refusing to move? Taunting them?”

 

Mary frowned. “What?”

 

“Bullying. Just because I have the power to destroy you doesn’t change the nature of what you’re doing.”

 

“Bullying?” Mary laughed. “You’re saying that I’m bullying you?”

 

“I haven’t said a word to or about you. You were the one that approached me. This conflict is purely one-sided.”

 

Her words dampened the environment. It was true that Sara didn’t approach her—she didn’t approach any of them. Her self-imposed isolation was famous, so trying to paint her as a conflict starter was offensively off base.

 

Mary glanced at her friends and found them looking away, uncomfortable by the judgment from the other heroes. Sara made a lot of friends by promising to share resources, magnifying the backlash toward Mary and her group. Just seeing it made Mary’s eyebrow twitch.

 

“You’re from the future, Sara,” Mary said. “If you knew Jason would tell Escar about the cores, you could’ve also prevented this tragedy, couldn’t you have?”

 

A creeping pressure entered the room, causing all the students to freeze and look at Sara.

 

“If I were from the future, and I was trying to destroy Jason, why wouldn’t I have just left him on Earth?” Sara asked dryly. It was a logical question with a disturbing answer: she was afraid that if even one person was missing from the classroom, the summoning spell might target another group instead. The truth was ugly, but she had priorities. After everything she went through, she wasn’t going to sacrifice Tiber’s life for the greater good of her classmates, especially knowing that another group would be summoned instead. Mary didn’t know that, however, so the retort left her flustered.

 

“You’re avoiding the question,” Mary said.

 

Sara scoffed. “Your question’s delusional. Jason tried to kill a man in broad daylight. Even if I had foreknowledge of the event, it wouldn’t change the fact that he’s an unstable criminal. If we were in California, he’d be in prison. Now stop blaming me for your problems and his behavior, and get out of my way.”

 

Tara, who clearly had feelings for Jason, bit her lip and looked away. She, like many, revered Jason just yesterday. It was hard to comprehend that he was an attempted murderer, especially for a young adult. It would take time to process, and Sara didn’t hold that against her. Still, they had to process on their own time.

 

“Whatever, psycho,” Mary sneered as she moved aside. She could tell that she had lost and wanted to make one final jab. Sara didn’t bite, she just strode right past them and out the door. She had a long way to go before she could gain enough power to ensure that no one could touch her or her family, and she didn’t have time for Mary’s petty bullshit. The stakes were far too high.
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Life hit a full stride after the hysteria surrounding the trial ended. Sara practiced the sword with Edico in the morning, and arraycraft and battle magic with Roman in the early afternoon. After lunch, Sara mentored the heroes, distributing resources via incentives and reward systems to help them grow. Doing that helped her to build strong supporters and win favor with the pro-Jason sideliners. Still, Sara could feel the tension building—and she had to act carefully.

 

Once she finished practice, she tutored Alecov Escar, King Escar’s youngest prince, in mathematics. Sara told King Escar that he would be a critical war hero and had to have a firm grasp of numbers so that he could handle supply chains and estimate enemy forces. In reality, she was forging a relationship with the young prince, as he would become a critical figure later on.

 

Once she got home, she practiced arraycraft until it was nighttime, and then she got into the bathtub for five hours of hellish tempering and cleansing.

 

Life continued on that path until the leaves fell and the skies turned gray and rainy. By that point, the heroes could all speak survival Trellen, and they started to specialize. Daniel had become a staple of the heroes, building strong friendships and becoming quite popular. He was still socially awkward, but it became one of his charms. Sara watched carefully, glad he was getting recognition—hoping that he would develop a content life.

 

Unfortunately, Brandon spoiled the positive developments. The teen was accelerating at a rapid pace in both arraycraft and battle magic, and he started presenting himself as a savior figure, speaking enigmatically and declaring that he would save everyone. He also took a fanatical, non-sexual interest in Emma, elevating her to the position of a goddess that needed absolute protection. His shifts in behavior weren’t developments—

 

—they were symptoms of brainwashing.

 

The only thing Sara couldn’t understand was what the time traveler wanted with Brandon. It wasn’t to trick Sara into believing they were someone else. Both time travelers were nearing thirty and were respected masters in their fields. Neither of them could imitate Brandon’s blusterous, insecure teenage behavior—they were too old for that shit.

 

No, Brandon served a practical purpose—

 

—and that left Sara depressed.

 

After months of reflection, she was convinced that the array on Agronus’s ballroom floor wasn’t meant to harm her. It likely saved her life, and it resulted in a world where Tiber could make a full recovery and Emma, Edico, and Raul were alive. For that reason, Sara wished that she could write off the pain as a sacrifice and let the time travelers both coexist in the new timeline, but Brandon proved that the time traveler had an agenda and that he was a threat. She had to keep alert.

 

Thankfully, Sara didn’t have to worry as much about Jason. He was still talented, but his eyes were vacant, and he spent most of his time in his bedroom using Mary’s crotch as a punching bag. With any luck, he’d remain a broken puppet for the rest of his life. She felt like a bitch for saying that, but Jason ordered his soldiers to hold Tiber hostage in her last life and then charged Sara with murder when she saved her. He chased Sara and her family through multiple kingdoms and personally tried to kill her in the confrontation that led to his death. She didn’t have mercy for him—

 

—in this life or the next.

 

So, in the best-case scenario, he would remain a broken puppet. If he started causing her serious trouble, she’d put him down. Within the context of her life, it was rational and personal. Morality had nothing to do with it.

 

Raul was the mediator of the group, so he naturally acted as the bridge between her and the heroes, putting them in constant contact. Since fate willed it, they became friendly again, and there was nowhere to run. As for Emma, she somehow wormed her way into Sara’s life again.

 

It started in the winter. The scaros had just flown north, and the bare canopies of jalmina trees accumulated crystalline snow. Escaran winters were cold—real cold—and the snow packed up like rooftops in northern New York. There were no plows, and salt was too expensive to throw around by two pounds at a time. So the serfs boarded indoors with their meager rations of dried vegetables and ground grains, and the heroes did the same. With the training courtyard shut down, the heroes only practiced non-destructive teachings, and Sara started training alone in an empty room. It was there that Emma found her, and their relationship began again.

 

Brrr. It’s chilly in here! Emma had said, rubbing her arms as she entered the space Sara was sitting cross-legged in.

 

Then leave, Sara replied.

 

No, it’s okay, Emma said absentmindedly, sitting next to her uninvited. I was just surprised. Is this where you’ve been going?

 

Yeah.

 

What are you doing?

 

I’m practicing mana circulation.

 

Emma’s ears perked up, and her eyes begged Sara to continue. Sara sighed, bracing herself for an hour together.

 

When you’re using magic, you need to move mana around your body to the point it needs it. It’s not too important when you’re attacking with a staff, but…. Sara flicked her arm in multiple places, then her neck. Each time, her finger hit a warping barrier of mana that followed up her body, making Emma’s eyes widen.

 

Amazing…. I know you’re busy, but can you show me how to do that?

 

Sara smiled wryly, feeling somewhere between annoyed and relieved to be alone with Emma again. Sure.

 

Over the next hour, she showed Emma the basics, teaching her mana circulation patterns that moved mana in multiple directions without colliding, much like being a railroad conductor. When they were done, Emma was ecstatic. She was a genius with magic, the mage from the party, and her eyes were sparkling as she said, Thank you! I’ll see you tomorrow! once again uninvited, and left. Despite that, Sara felt good seeing her smile—

 

—and then regretted it.

 

The traitorous bitch made it a grand total of three sessions before another person joined. Then, suddenly, the small room had twenty people like Hippies squatting at an LSD party, and the body heat made the tiny frozen room a goddamn furnace.

 

Sara didn’t actually think Emma was a bitch. She viewed her as the opposite, a shining beacon for all in the half-medieval hellscape known as Reemada. And, while some days Sara refused to admit it (the days that the constant questions and chatter prevented her from even practicing), she was glad to meet everyone again and become part of the group. These heroes… they weren’t who they were before. And even some of the dickheads that proved quite terrible in her past life had changed, influenced by positive hope in this cycle instead of the corruption of power in her last life. Perhaps there was something inherently wrong with Jason and Mary, and everyone else would turn out okay. If it weren’t for the time traveler’s unknown motivations, she might’ve believed that everything could end with a happy ending.
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Life naturally changed after the snow began melting, and the brown grass that dotted the Escaran Kingdom’s courtyard turned green. Her defacto group broke up as they resumed training in the courtyard, and people went on with their lives. Yet the relationships didn’t die. Sara realized that when she went into Lemora to do shopping for her upcoming plans and found herself staring in a jeweler’s shop, wondering about the ring-size of some of the female heroes. She only knew her and Emma’s.

 

Sara brushed her finger over a ring with a pink jewel. “Can you resize these rings?” she asked the jeweler.

 

“If you get it larger, then yeah,” he said.

 

“I see…” she whispered, walking through the store. “Then I want this one, this one, this one, and this one,” she said, pointing to the pink ring and three with different colored gems. “I also need plain bands etched in this style, and… this one.”

 

The jeweler smiled. “Alright, that will be—“

 

“But I’ll need all of them using this band.” Sara pointed at the cheapest ring in the shop. It had a thick band that looked like it would be better suited for brass knuckles than jewelry.

 

His entire face twitched. “That? Anything on that band is gonna look hideous.”

 

“Well that won’t do.” Sara put six golden griffins on the countertop, slowly and methodically, leaving a haunting rhythm as they clicked against the glass. “These rings aren’t for show, but the girls won’t wear them if they’re hideous.”

 

“Well, they won’t necessarily be hideous if you get the right work done.” The jeweler swallowed. “They just ain’t gonna be cheap.”

 

“I can live with that,” Sara said. “Anyway, I need the bands ahead of time. I’ll return in a week—“

 

“Hold up, little lady.” The man’s eyes narrowed, and he backed away, closing his arms. “I don’t want no trouble. If you’re lookin’ to mana lock a ring, you gotta do it by the book.”

 

Sara flashed him her royal insignia, making his eyes widen. “Wait, are you—“

 

“Yes,” she said. “Now, are you aware of the term discreet arrangements? Or should I take my business elsewh—”

 

“I’ll do it!” he said, panicking more out of fear of her status rather than the thought of losing the money.

 

“Okay. Bands.” Sara presented her open palm. He gave them to her. “I’ll be back in a week.”
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Sara lit a mana crystal at her desk and pulled out a notebook, flipping it to a section with a two-layer array on both pages. She ran her fingers over them with a slight smile.

 

Thank you, Roman, Sara smiled. Propping the book into a stand, she cleared off the desk and locked one of the bands into a small vice grip. Then she lifted an etching pen and started chanting. A thin halo of light developed around the tip of the pen, illuminating energy like a flashlight. As she chanted, the small light ring modified in size, shrinking it until it was the size of the band.

 

Sara pointed the halo at the band, lining it up where she wanted the circle. Then she chanted a third spell, and suddenly, the band started burning, etching the circle into the metal. Well, the easy part is done.

 

Grabbing the notebook, she used the pen to lightly trace one of the runes on the array. Once she completed it, she began chanting, and a similar ball of light came from the pen, this time in the perfect shape she had just traced. As before, she shrunk it until it was the size of the ring and then carefully burned it into the metal. For the next four hours, she followed the process until she had the array perfectly etched into the band.

 

Lifting it to the light, Sara grinned in satisfaction. I wonder what Roman would think if he knew I could light etch? she thought. Sara had been using arrays most of her life in Reemada for basic reinforcements and creating military spatial rings. But it was strictly practical, not an art form. Now that she had been studying, a whole new world was opening up to her.

 

Let’s test it, Sara thought. She activated the ring. It worked. Okay, now onto Emma’s.

 

Sara flipped through the notebook and grimaced. The array she planned for Emma’s ring was a complex three-layer array with two dozen runes. Well, I have two chances to fail, she thought, disregarding her other friends. Let’s give it a try.

 

That started off the next four nights until she finally finished the band. When it worked on the first try, Sara’s face developed into a wide smile. I hope she loves it…. After a warm feeling of satisfaction, she turned back to the remaining three bands. Now, onto my toys.

 

Sara reached under her bed and pulled out another notebook, this one far more tattered and unofficial. Flipping through the pages, she stopped on a complex two-layer array that she drew herself. It was a spatial array capable of connecting two places in space. There was nothing particularly difficult about recreating the array, but it had a key—a secondary circle that activated it, connecting it to the other location. That array also wasn’t difficult to create, but it was illegal to do so without a royal permit, and arraycraft guilds monopolized the information. However, in times of war and desperation, information flows freely, and she and everyone else with arraycraft knowledge found themselves making spatial rings in between battles during the Grand War that led to Agronus’s death.

 

The reason why was simple: spatial rings allowed individuals to access supplies in locations up to 300 miles apart through a wormhole. It did this by establishing a connection between the array on the ring and the key array located in a real storage vault. Once they activate, a person can reach their hand into the vault whenever they want. Since it’s a physical location, soldiers can fill the vault with supplies, and the wearer can pull them out and distribute them or vice versa. The only limitation was the window of what could pass through the vault, which was usually very narrow. Otherwise, it was limitless.

 

Unfortunately, if an enemy got access to the ring, they could throw explosives through it or steal the items inside. Therefore, every time a soldier died, the ring was reported and the vault was destroyed, ensuring that new rings had to continuously be made. Since Sara had a novice understanding of arraycraft from her time training as a hero, the role fell onto her. Now, she was able to make them, allowing her to circumvent the same weaknesses. At present, if she were to put Qualth or other treasures into a storage ring provided by one of her investors—

 

—it would be instantly deposited in their personal vault.

 

Sara couldn’t let that happen, so she created her own rings and planned to flip the script on them.

 

Three days later, Sara finished two spatial rings and their corresponding keys, three rings with intermediate spells for her friends, and one three-layer ring for Emma before returning back to the jeweler.

 

“The three-layer goes with the pink stone, and the spatial arrays are just decorated bands,” Sara said, handing him the bands. “Choose beautiful gems for the other three.”

 

The jeweler’s eyes bulged when he saw the arrays. Then he looked up in a daze. “Who are you?”

 

Sara pulled out a small pouch of gold and put it on his countertop with a thud. “Discreet arrangement.”

 

“Right…. I need one week.”

 

“Then I’ll be back then,” Sara said. She got halfway out the door before turning back. “Oh, and the pink one?”

 

He swallowed. “Yeah?”

 

“Make it beautiful.” Sara closed the door and returned to the castle. Once she had her spatial rings, she could set her plan into motion. But first, she had to make her move and introduce Sara Reece—the real Sara Reece—to Lemora’s nobles.

 

            

    
        Chapter 16: Mary Jansen

    
    
    
    
                The Escaran Kingdom’s nobility was broken into two groups: the landholders and Lemora’s politicians. Most of her investors were landholders, the feudal equivalents of dukes, margraves, and barons. They were rich, powerful figures who were like kings in their own territories. Then there were capital city politicians like Telskal who became nobles through political service.

In the event that King Escar turned against Sara, she needed to skull fuck both of these groups with so many scandals that the government collapsed, and her friends—the ones she’d ensure would survive the political rapture—came out on top. In short, she needed a coup in a box, gift-wrapped with love, and topped with a huge sticker that said, “Don’t fuck with me.” Or… perhaps need wasn’t the best word. She wanted to be able to overthrow Escar at a moment’s notice if he turned on her, and Escar gave her the green light to do so. So that’s what she did.

It started in the late winter. By then, Sara had proven that her visions were invaluable and had experienced many hazy dreams that couldn’t be resolved because she didn’t know who she was dreaming about. As a result, King Escar was forced to let her enter Lemora’s political circles just to let her meet the people who she was having dreams about.

It was King Escar’s greatest mistake.

Within mere weeks of Sara being released into the political wild, she spread a virus throughout the nobility. She called it “Sara Sickness” on account of the distinct symptoms the subjects experienced after meeting with her alone: shortness of breath, shaking, stuttering, snapping at her, apologizing for snapping at her, swallowing, pleading, experiencing the five stages of grief, and finally, after failing to negotiate, blank stares of acceptance.

Tonight, as Sara walked through a luxurious mansion wearing a purple Versace wrap dress, drawing stares and whispers as she unveiled Earthian high fashion to Reemada, she was on a mission to infect another noble with Sara Sickness—this time a big fish.

Her target was Tyran Grollis, a famous apothecary who made life-changing medicines. He was prestigious, revered, and a well-known socialite. He stood in a corner speaking to three females, swirling a pink glass of gremina, a naturally carbonated wine made of fermented grema berries from the temperate climates of Yorr. For one griffin a bottle, he could prove he was rich, and he was too eager to prove how rich he was to these women and the others, behavior that raised questions in her last life and hastily spurred his downfall.

“Oh, you didn’t,” a blonde in a cocktail dress giggled as she talked to Tyran.

Tyran flashed her charming smile while subtly glancing at a part of her body she didn’t like (ensuring she’d be a bit self-conscious and more motivated to please). “Oh, I did,” he said. “And I don’t regret it. Unless someone asked me if I did it. Then I’d deny it completely.” He flashed another wide smile.

All three women giggled together.

“You’re going to get in trouble for saying such things,” a brunette said. “It’s indecent.”

“Ah, yes. I’m aware. But you see, parties are the best place to keep secrets. Because no one seems to remember what happened.” He paused for dramatic effect. “Speaking of which, can I get you ladies some more drinks?”

They burst into laughter, and Sara joined in as she walked up. “Hello, Lord Grollis.”

Tyran’s eyes widened in wonder when he noticed her and saw her elegant curtsy. “Well, hell~lo. I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure of meeting you before,” he said, flashing a charming smile. The internet didn’t exist in Reemada, so while high nobles like Tyran knew of her existence, they didn’t know what she looked like. So he casually offered his hand as if she were yet another stranger. Sara accepted his hand. He kissed it. She resisted the urge for amputation. “May I know your name?” he asked.

Sara smiled and looked at the women who were looking at her like lions stalking prey. “My name is Lady Sara Reece, undeservingly given the title of Hero.” The women’s faces paled, and their vicious smiles curved upward until they looked like cartoonish caricatures.

“Oh, my,” Tyran said, “forgive me for not recognizing you. It’s a pleasure to finally meet.”

“Likewise. I’ve heard a great many things about your deeds, Tyran. Actually, that’s why I’m here. I’d like to learn elixology. Do you have time for a few private lessons?”

Tyran bit his lip and puffed out his chest. “I’d love to.”

“Wonderful,” Sara said, covering her mouth with her fist while blushing slightly. “Do you have a moment to discuss the details?”

“Of course,” he said, donning a shameless smile. “Please forgive me, ladies. The Hero is the prized jewel of our kingdom. I cannot refuse her summons.”

They smiled and nodded, saying a few It was great to meet yous as they held back their contempt. Sara saw through it and smiled murderously. Their faces paled again.

Tyran led them to a back bedroom. It was his house, and there were no shortages of locked rooms to sleep in. When he shut the door, he took a few fast-paced steps toward her, but she held him back at arm’s length. “What? Have I misunderstood?”

"Actually, yes," Sara said. "I just wanted to get you alone so we could have a little chat." She unrolled parchment with privacy arrays to prevent noise from leaking out and taped them to the wall. Then, she activated them.

Tyran's face turned stern as he stared at her. "About what?"

"About how flimsy your blackmail ring is," Sara said. Tyran Grollis had a clean-up business, meaning that he made problems go away. In exchange, he earned money—and blackmail on the people whose messes he cleaned up.

Tyran chuckled, clenching his jaw with a grin. "Oh, little girl. You don't understand what you're dealing with."

"I do," Sara said. "I already know about Lord Regus and Viscount Troma. Those are your greatest chips, right?" Those were two nobles who had killed minor noble women after a ball one night, and Tyran helped them clean it up.

Tyran's face stiffened.

"But here's the thing, Tyran. It works both ways." Her eyes sharpened. "If Marloff and Leemer learn that you covered up their wives' deaths, they'll be demanding your head."

He paled.

Sara took a step forward. "Beyond that... you only know scandals you've cleaned up. I have the power of foresight. I know scandals on high dukes and margraves, and I have unlimited value to King Escar. Compared to what I know, and what I do, your petty politics are insignificant. If you chase me—you will burn."

Blood drained from Tyran’s handsome face, making him look pale and sickly. He took deep breaths, eyes trembling, shaking in place. Sara Sickness. “W-What do you want?”

“I need you to do a few things for me in secret," she said. "Do them correctly, and you'll survive the hell that's coming to Lemora. Deny me, and I’ll destroy you. By the time I finish raking you through Tramula by your testicles, you’ll be a discredited eunuch awaiting execution. Do you understand?”

Tyran stared at her, lips quivering, eyes blank and vacant. “I-I’ll do it.”

Sara grinned. “Good. Now, listen carefully because your instructions are simple, but the stakes are… well… permanent.”

At that moment, staring into her tyrannical gaze, Tyran Grollis experienced the five stages of grief before his eyes became vacant, and he nodded in harrowed acceptance. But she wasn't done with him. By the time she finished explaining what she needed, he had slumped onto a chair with dead eyes. Things were about to blow sky high—and he didn't have a choice but to follow her. Not just him—all of them.
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Mary got out of her bed and pulled her panties on. She couldn’t stand to be near Jason after sex these days. He was good in bed (not as good as she hoped, but better than the rest), but the moment the euphoria faded from his expression, his eyes turned vacant, and he went back to feeling sorry for himself. At this point, Jason was a glorified sex toy if she escaped the room fast enough and an emotionally exhausting investment if she wasn’t out before his breathing calmed. She wished she had a cigarette.

“Mary.”

God, she needed a cigarette.

“What?” she asked.

“Thank you.”

“For what?”

“Putting up with me.”

Mary took a deep breath, rolling her eyes. That was the type of shit that abusive boyfriends said after they beat their girl. Thanks for putting up with me. Hah. At the very least, it was cheap. Thanks. Now pity me again. Pathetic. What happened to Jason? She wanted him because he was a man with absolute ambition. Now? Even Daniel was looking better. She considered fucking the budding teenager just to see if taking his virginity would complete his metamorphosis. But she couldn’t. Not because Sara would care. Sara didn’t actually care about anyone but herself. Mary didn’t because there was no future in Daniel. A girl has needs, and Mary had a lot of them. But Daniel seemed like the type of guy who’d ask her to wear an extra pair of underwear and spend time toiling the fields with the serfs to remind her to be humble. He wouldn’t give her shit. So, she continued working on her investment. “You’re welcome,” she said.

Jason chuckled. “You’re not even pretending anymore.”

Mary clasped her lace bra, something that was easier to do than she wanted. She needed a body constitution. “I think part of me hopes you’ll get angry and make me regret it,” she said, pulling on her trousers, which she appreciated were easy to put on. Jeggings took three minutes to pull up and made her ass feel like a half-squeezed balloon. “Do something. You’re better than this.”

Jason rolled onto his side. “What’s the point? Sara has a thirty-year head start. How the hell am I supposed to compete with that?”

Mary rolled her eyes. Jason had come to the conclusion that Sara was a fifty-year-old mage before she returned to the past. How did he get that number? His ego. He honestly believed that someone needed a thirty-year head start to beat him, and Mary found it pathetic. He was talented, but not that talented.

“By getting off your ass and putting in hard work,” Mary answered dryly. “That’s how people win. Or have you forgotten that?”

“There are some things that hard work can’t overcome,” Jason said. “A mentally challenged kid’s never going to be Einstein. That’s genetics.”

“You didn’t have that mindset before.”

“That’s because I have the best genes. But genes don’t tell you the future.”

“This is getting ridiculous.” Mary yanked on her shirt. “Look, Jason. Say you’re right. Say that Sara came from the future and destroyed you to prevent you from achieving your destiny or whatever the fuck you believe.”

“Don’t mock me,” Jason took a deep breath, his body trembling.

“Once she destroyed you, she destroyed the future. A lot of shit happened, and it won’t happen now. She just has an advantage. Stop treating her like a fucking God and get over her already!”

Jason threw off the covers and got out of bed, striding to her as she pulled on a heel. Her heart was pounding in fear and anger and excitement, praying that he’d back off—yearning for him to act on his anger. “I’m over Sara. Do you think that I’d like that whore after what she did to me?”

“I don’t know,” Mary sassed. “The way you’re acting makes me wonder if you actually like it.”

Jason lifted his hand. Her blood boiled. “Do it. Fucking do it, Jason. Prove her right. Prove everyone right!“

Jason picked up a lamp and threw it into a wall with a crash. “Why is everyone testing me?”

“Because you’re The Hero, you fucking idiot. Did you think it was supposed to be easy?”

“No, I’m not the fucking Hero!” He grabbed her by the shirt and pulled her up, causing her heels to drop to the floor.

“Not a good one anyway.” Mary leveled her declaration with a grin. "Now I got to go. So can you...?"

Jason snapped out of his ire-fueled haze and dropped her, eyes flitting in panic. "Mary, you know I wouldn't actually—"

"Fight back? I know." Mary smirked and pulled on her other heels. "That's why I'm going to do it for you."

Jason furrowed his brows, obviously surprised by her switch. “Wait. Against Sara? What are you going to do?”

“I'm going to destroy her, obviously."

“I got that. I want to know how."

Mary turned to him with a malevolent smile. “I’m going to turn her strength against her, just like she did you. Just sit back and watch. Or keep wallowing in your misery. Whatever you do, take a bath. You stink.” With a snort, she adjusted her shirt and walked out the door.
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King Escar looked at Mary with a twinge of disgust. She was Lord Newborn’s girlfriend and was near-universally disliked for her abrasive disregard of the kingdom’s practices and customs. It wasn’t so much she disagreed with them but that she opposed everything that Sara did and Sara represented him. She was always sowing distrust, and that’s what she was planning to do today. “What brings you here today, Lady Jansen?”

“I’m here to give you a simple warning,” Mary said. “What you do with it is up to you.”

“I’ll allow it,” he said.

Mary nodded. “While I think that everyone agrees that it was necessary, there’s no denying that Lady Reece pushed Lord Newborn to self-destruction.”

“Get to your point,” he said, looking away and seething. It seems she was a waste of time, after all.

“And she did that using her foresight,” Mary said. “Wouldn’t you agree she’s shrewd and capable?”

King Escar smiled. “I’ve had enough of this. Guards.”

The guards in the audience chamber surrounded her.

“Let’s go,” one said, walking up.

“She can use her foresight to destroy you, King Escar,” Mary yelled as they dragged her out. “So keep a leash on her! Don’t let her act without your permission! She’s getting stronger! You won’t be able to hold onto her long! If you don’t act now, she’ll—“ The door slammed shut.

King Escar sat in silence for a moment after she left, tapping his fingers on the throne’s armrest. Suddenly, he wished that he denied Mary’s audience or killed her. He made it about five minutes before he turned to a guard. “Summon Lady Serok.”

“Yes, My Liege.”

Once Telskal arrived, he recounted what had happened. Once he finished, his trusted advisor looked him dead in the eye:

“I think you should take Lady Jansen’s words seriously, My Liege. Even though I am heavily invested in Lady Reece’s progress, I believe that she has become too powerful, and her behavior has seemed too self-motivated. You should err on the side of caution when dealing with her and strip her of her political power. She’s already learned your officials’ faces. That’s enough.”

King Escar’s expression turned grave. His trusted advisor had already invested over 50,000 griffins for resources for Lady Reece. If Sara’s progress was stifled, or if she was jailed or executed in the future, Telskal would experience a staggering loss. Yet she was faithful and loyal even at the cost of her own wealth and reputation. That was the quality that made her his most trusted advisor. So, if she was indicating there was a problem, it meant that it was serious.

That said, Lady Reece had saved him from crippling scandals and humiliation, as well as helped him to build power. She was an invaluable resource. Yet….

King Escar nodded. “At the very least, I’ll do that.” Telskal was right. Sara had met most of Lemora’s elites. There was no reason to allow her to stay in contact with them now that she could identify them in her dreams. Stripping her of power was the best option, even at the cost of offending her.

And yet… would it be enough? Mary’s warnings were true. Lady Reece was a shrewd individual who used her power for her gain. The night she told him that she’d lose her powers if she was sexually defiled proved that. That night bothered him. Not because he couldn’t sleep with her afterward but because she had the audacity to imply he would. The fact that she would imply he would ever be an adulterer like his wife struck a deep nerve, and he had never quite recovered from it.

Mary’s claim about Lady Reece’s strength was also obvious. She had the power to destroy General Sullsburg within three months of being summoned, and she had never shown her full power. How long would it be before no one would be able to stop her? Could he prevent her from destroying a large portion of his army? It was harrowing, and the fact that she had masterfully hidden the full extent of her magical knowledge and power showed—once again—how cunning she was.

Lastly, and most importantly, eight of Lady Jansen’s words haunted him:

Sara can use her foresight to destroy you.

That was a fact that King Escar knew from the very beginning. Lady Reece couldn’t just rake his reputation through the muck. His greatest secret—the secret he shared with his whore wife—could threaten his entire kingdom’s legitimacy. With his title as king at stake, Sara wasn’t a potential enemy—she was an existential threat. Suppressing her wasn’t enough. His only options were to trust her with his kingdom or execute her, and the latter was something that he didn’t even want to consider.
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Sara laced her fingers behind her head, laying in bed next to Tilly and Reck, contemplating whether to accept prison time or not. King Escar's paranoia led him to imprison Jason in his last life despite Jason being a good puppet—and Sara was already stronger than Jason was. King Escar's paranoia was already starting to show, and one leak of her dealings would take him over the line—but it was too late for him. The moment he attacked, it would have serious ramifications. The only question was how she would deal with the situation.

The easy thing to do would be to let him attack her, nuke his government with scandals, and then return to seize the throne with a coup. But not only would that make her exactly the same as Jason, it would also solidify her placement as Queen—a role she would never be able to leave. Yet there was another alternative—martyrdom.

As Sara lay there, she thought about Gandhi's salt march and how he led countless people 240 miles to the sea to make salt in violation of the British salt tax. She thought of the way Gandhi was arrested—and how his imprisonment and hunger strikes sparked violent riots that burned British buildings to the ground. She thought about how violent his protests were and how many people died in massacres, but how the British couldn't attack him without looking like demons because he himself was non-violent. She thought about how his protests fueled the flames of rebellion, ultimately leading to Indian independence and the slaughter of almost two million people as India and Pakistan were formed.

—then she thought about how she was actively recreating it.

Expose noble crimes. Be sent to prison. Break out during the public trial that proceeded all political executions. The only question was whether she had the iron stomach to temporarily give up her control and lay in a prison cell. Only time would tell.

But first, she had to secure her family's protection.

            

    
        Chapter 17: First Move

    
    
    
    
                Almost a year had passed since Sara met Kyritus and planted the prophecy that would conveniently lead her to Qualth—the Godslayer sword—in King Escar's mind. She had said the quest to the north would happen the following summer. That way, she could build power to defeat Haligara—the legendary basilisk guarding the sword—and smuggle Kyritus and Tiber out of the country before she was arrested. It was a good plan that gave King Escar something to look forward to and ensured he wouldn't arrest her because he needed her. It had mostly worked out—

—but getting Kyritus and Tiber out was taking a lot more time than expected, and she didn't have time to build a relationship with the person that she wanted to take them to a safe house in Telsenlore. Now, the time was approaching, King Escar's paranoia was taking over, and hell was breaking loose. She had no choice but to confront him.

Sara met Rokus Jomther in the cloak of darkness. He was a massive man with a beard, a war buddy from the Great War in her last life, and a close friend. He was also someone she was about to betray—in an emotional sense—because she was desperate to protect Kyritus and Tiber. She only wanted one person to know of them and where they were going. That way, there would only be one person who could betray her. Mercenaries wouldn't do. After all, the minute Sara got arrested, anyone who helped her would be quick to sell out her weakness to King Escar. That's why she needed someone she could absolutely trust. That person was the man she was approaching.

"Oh, so you're the General's mistress," Rokus said when he saw her. "At least you're a looker."

"Edico would never cheat on Rebe," Sara said coldly.

"Oh, so he's even told you about Rebe. You are close." He folded his arms with narrowed eyes.

"No, he hasn't," Sara said. "I know because I have visions of people—past, present, and future."

"Oh, so that's what's different about ya. Why're you tellin' me this lady?"

"Because I need your help."

"To do what?"

"Smuggle two people out of the Escaran Kingdom."

Rokus scoffed. "No."

"You're going to do it."

"Well that's fuckin' brazen."

"It's true."

"Okay. Say I risk my life to help ya smuggle some criminals out of here. Why?"

"For your family's safety."

Rokus's eyes turned murderous. "What'd you just say?"

Sara stood calmly. "Listen, Rokus. Hell's coming, and when it happens, no one will be safe. That's why I need you to smuggle my family out of here. I can protect yours."

"Protect yours, I'll protect mine."

"I can't leave, or I would. You can."

"Find someone else."

"I don't trust anyone else."

"What the fuck makes you think you can trust me? Your visions?"

"Yeah. That, and you're a good man." Sara looked him in the eyes.

"The fuck I am."

Sara bit her lip, looking away. She wasn't good with people, and Rokus wouldn't help her family willingly. Not like this. She had no choice. "Listen, Rokus. I know you think that I don't know you, but I do. I know more about you than your wife. I even know what you did in Jokalamore, and how it's torn a rift between you two."

Rokus's eyes turned bloodthirsty, and his veins bulged. He hadn't told anyone what he did there—except Sara in their last life. That made things crystal clear that she wasn't normal—at the expense of betraying the emotions of one of her confidants. She felt cruel and raw doing it, but time was running out, and her family was in danger. Choosing between Kyritus and Tiber getting captured and a situation where both her and Rokus's families were protected during the impending political fallout, she chose protecting families. It was cruel and wrong, but she had to do what she needed to do.

"Why the fuck would you see that?" Rokus seethed.

"Because my vision instructed me to use it against you," Sara said, looking away. Despite her best intentions to look forward, she couldn't. What she was doing haunted her, and the pain was too much to bear. "It's just a nudge. Hell's coming, and your family's not safe. But do this, and I’ll ensure your family is never left unprotected again."

Rokus's attitude shifted with her change. Instead, he laughed and looked away. "Yeah. That's all believable enough, givin' I haven't told anyone that shit. But here's what I want to know: You just tried to blackmail me. Why would I ever trust you?"

Sara winced and looked him in the eyes. "Because I’m trusting you with my family. You’re the only person that will know their location. You’ll hold that over me forever."

Rokus thought about it for a moment before biting his lip and laughing. "Tell 'er if you want," he said, speaking about his wife. "She deserves to know anyway. As for this vision shit... I'll wait until 'hell comes' and decide then." He turned around.

"I'll have someone find you if shit gets bad," Sara said. "He'll have the papers and 1,000 in gold for you and them. People will take your family to a safe house on a dime." 

Rokus didn't answer. He just walked away, making Sara feel like a monster in human flesh. She felt broken inside, and even worse that Kyritus and Tiber wouldn't be safe before the quest prophecy she set on Helscope played out. Time had run out. Still.... Sara hadn't told anyone about Kyritus and Tiber. She was in Alexbrook, and while she made a scene in Hestiafern Tavern, that was over a year ago. There was no investigation because there was no need to. Times changed, and the people in Hestiafern Tavern were adventurers. They were long gone. At most, Sara would only be a ghost story—someone who showed up and then disappeared in two places at the same time. There was nothing that connected Sara to Kyritus and Tiber—nothing that Sara knew of. Still....

The whole situation sucked. Either way, time had to move on. Sara would make contact with Rokus when she got back to Lemora after her quest. If she died fighting Haligara, it wouldn't even matter.
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Just as the purple leaves sprouted on the jalmina trees in the Royal Garden, things had taken a sharp turn for the worst. King Escar told Sara that he wanted her to focus on her studies in preparation for fulfilling her prophecy to chase the beast in the north, which she and Edico got from the beggar in Helscope almost a year ago. However, his actions disagreed. For her “protection,” King Escar posted guards around her room and gave her a personal guard and servant. On the outside, it looked like she was more important, making Mary jealous, but in reality, she was under constant surveillance. Sara was glad that she moved quickly. King Escar’s paranoia was beginning to take root a couple of years early, and she needed to prepare.

The situation wasn’t untenable. Sara had corrupted dozens of nobles and a third of her investors. She was savage beyond belief, using blackmail to extract information and gain proof of illicit activities to blackmail more powerful people. Soon, she was a scandal factory that started riddling off illicit dealings of patrons’ close friends and allies, in addition to their own, and pointing out examples of nobles she watched hang. Slowly yet surely, the nobles started taking her seriously. Now, while she didn’t have her prized coup in a box, she had a nuclear bomb that would take King Escar with her.

—It was time to act.

Suddenly, there was a knock on Sara’s door, making her take a moment from brushing Reck’s fur. The leeta turned and hissed. “Don’t be rude,” Sara chastised, dropping him on the floor. The visitor was Emma, standing there with nervous green eyes, looking at the guards in the hallway. “Ignore them,” Sara said. “They’d be horrible spies if they did anything but protect me.”

The guards shifted uneasily as Emma walked through the room. “Okay…” Emma said. “Um… why do you want to speak to me?”

“Is it strange for a friend to want to hang out with another?” Sara asked.

Emma looked at her like a doe in the headlights.

Sara chuckled. “Just kidding. I’m sure it’s strange as hell. Here, I have something for you.” She pulled out a box and presented it to her.

The redhead looked at the bow-wrapped box with astonishment. “For me?”

Sara’s eyebrow twitched. She didn’t know when rhetorical questions (no matter how emotionally driven they were) started annoying her like loitering teenagers, but it was just a fact. Still, she smiled. “Don’t get your hopes up,” she said.

Emma swallowed and opened up the package. When she saw what was inside, she gasped. Inside was a ring with a silver engraved band and a beautiful pink rikastone gemstone. The band was clunky, but the elaborate work around the gemstone was very artistic, making it look like genuine jewelry. It made her eyes sparkle.

Sara watched nervously. “It’s probably weird to get a ring from a girl, but it’s practical. And the band’s thick because thin bands get stuck on equipment and will easily—“

Suddenly, Emma flew into Sara’s chest, gripping her tight. “Thank you!”

“Uh, yeah. Sure. Whatever. Can you please….” Sara’s entire body clammed up, and she looked away, uncomfortable from Emma crying into her bosom.

“I love it!” Emma said, ignoring Sara’s plea for personal space.

“It’s not a big deal,” Sara said, trying to wiggle free. Eventually, Emma got the message and let go. After a moment of awkward silence, Sara looked at her. “Please wear that always.”

Emma blinked twice and looked at the ring. There was nothing special looking about it—on the outside or the inside. Sara had mana locked it, meaning that she created a protective layer of mana over the array and then had the jeweler cover up the array with molten metal before buffing it down. That was standard practice; otherwise, everyone could simply trace un-keyed arrays without practice or skill. Still, the ring was unlicensed, making it illegal. At the same time, a mage’s jewelry gets charged with mana, and the ring was impossible to differentiate from a normal ring. And if someone tried to break into it, the mana layer would burst into flames, burning it on contact. Arraycraft specialists had aggressively perfected copyright in Reemada.

“Even during practice?” Emma asked.

“Even during practice,” Sara said.

Emma blinked twice. “I plan to, but why? It seems important.”

“I bought this in a magic artifice shop,” Sara said. “Rikastone absorbs the wearer’s mana. The more you wear it, the more intimate you get with it because it shares your mana. Eventually, you can use it like a battery.”

That was true, but she left out something critical: since Sara mana-locked the array into the ring, the mana it absorbed would work like a battery, activating the spell under the condition the array called for. Sara wanted to explain that, but the ring was, after all, illegal. Telling her that was out of the question.

“Wow…” Emma said, her eyes sparkling and wet with tears.

“Please don’t cry,” Sara sighed. “It’ll ruin it.”

Emma giggled, wiping tears from her eyes. “I can’t help it.”

“I know you can’t.”

“Then don’t complain.”

“That’s all I do these days.” Sara chuckled bitterly. “Tea?”

“Sure,” Emma said.

Sara activated an array on the wall that acted as a servant bell, and Tamon knocked on the door. “Yes, Mistress?”

“Tea, please,” Sara said.

“It would be my pleasure,” Tamon said, waving at Tilly and then at Reck, who huffed. Even though they shared the little leetas like divorced parents, swapping off every other night, it’s hard not to love the one that’s yours first. Human nature. He then left and returned with tea.

“These little guys are soooooo cute!” Emma said, cuddling with Tilly in her lap. She hugged them. Reck reeahed, the leeta equivalent of a meow, and Emma picked him up, too. She looked like she was in heaven.

“One of these days, I’ll get you a zerco,” Sara said.

“What’s that?”

“I’ll surprise you.”

“Okay….”

After a few minutes of silence, Sara opened her mouth. “So… how have you been?”

Emma giggled. “I’m good. Oh my God, did I tell you what Emily did?”

Sara smiled with warm hollowness. It felt good to be talked to like a friend, but she felt like Emma was talking to Sara Reece—her Sara Reece—instead of her. Still, she shrugged. “What did she say?”

Suddenly, Emma went into a tirade of funny stories that made Sara chuckle. It was a strange experience, but it felt like Emma just ignored Sara’s change in personality, all the hell that had happened, and all the drama and went right back into being her friend. At the end of the night, Sara hugged her.

“Thanks for coming, Emma.”

“No, thank you,” Emma said, rolling her ring around her index. “I’ll cherish this.”

“I hope so,” Sara said. They parted ways, and then Sara lay on her bed, staring at the ceiling. “That was nice….” The warm feelings soon ended, however. Once she checked her watch and saw that it was nearing ten, she got up. “It’s almost time.”

Sara pulled out a box from under her bed and retrieved her two spatial rings. “It’s time to get started.”

Anxiety ground at her bones, and she could feel her ribs from the tension, but she was grinning. It was time to move.

After checking to make sure that the door was locked, activating a mana ward that would tell her if someone used a divination pulse, and double-checking that her privacy circles were active, she silently chanted her invisibility spell. Then she looked out her window, checked the position of the guards, and then jumped fifty feet to the ground below. Right before she hit, she used a spell to lower gravity, making the fall gentle and quiet. Then she burst through the Royal Garden at a speed that would stun Edico senseless. She had a meeting to make, and she was under surveillance. The stakes were high, and the clock was ticking.
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Sara passed by open taverns in the southern commercial district, wafting the scent of booze and fire-baked bread. Citizens were rowdy over the night before Drenda, a holiday that celebrated the mortal death and ascension of Trolsa, a famous Goddess in the Escaran Kingdom. Sara chose this day because it was packed with traffic moving in and out of the kingdom, thinking that it would act as a smoke screen. Unfortunately, King Escar had placed a ban on the heroes leaving Lemora, and surveillance on her had only increased.

Once she made it to the edge of the district, she found a merchant and his companion in a merchant wagon, two montas already tied to it. One of the men was black-out drunk, groaning beside the driver’s seat of a wagon. “Why is he drunk?” Sara asked sternly, materializing.

Stalm, a merchant with sober eyes, panicked, putting his index to his lips. “Be quiet. We’re not risking our hides for a round of drinks. Now stop questioning my competence and get the fuck in the wagon.”

Sara narrowed her eyes, but he met her gaze. His eyes didn’t betray his confidence or self-righteous anger. “We’ll see about that.” Sara jumped into the back of the wagon through the driver’s section and sat on a dusty box that smelled of potatoes before reactivating her invisibility.

“That’s one fucked up skill, lady,” Stalm scoffed, jumping off the wagon and untying the montas. Then he led them back into the street and started down the cobblestone road in a slow trot. When they got up to the gates, a guard stopped them with stola crystals, lumination crystals that acted like flashlights when activated with mana. “What’s your business?”

“I’m taking my business partner home,” Stalm said.

The guard eyed the groaning man, rolling over and gagging slightly in his chair. “That man needs to be in an inn.”

Sara’s heart pounded, ready to run the merchant through for his incompetence if necessary. She gripped her sword. If things needed to get violent with the guards, she had to be ready. If she didn’t play her cards right, the guards would raise the signal, and King Escar’s guards would pound on Sara’s door, demanding she get ready for battle if necessary (his latest trick to make sure she was in her room.) She swallowed hard.

“This man needs to be with his wife,” Stalm said. “His wife’s with child, and she’s broiled stiff. I was sent to get him, and she’s still gonna flay my ass and fry it when I get there.” He scoffed. “Women.”

The guard cracked a smile. “Yeah. My Missus almost whooped my ass with a fire rod when I tied one off last night….” He looked at the drunken man and chuckled. “He’ll be lucky to get off with a dry spell.”

Stalm chuckled. “He’s already on a dry spell. Are we good to pass?”

Sara held her breath.

“Sure. Let’s just check your gear, and you’ll be good to go…. Is everything alright?” The guard’s vocal pitch bent unnaturally.

Stalm gave him a helpless smile. “A merchant’s goods are his life. You seem good enough, but some of the guards I’ve met….”

The guard relaxed. “Look, man. I get it. These people….” He leaned in until Sara could see his face and straggly three-day beard and whispered, “They’re a bunch of fucks. Corrupt as hell. So I get it. I do. But if I don’t, the king’s going to do to me what his missus is going to do to him. So just let me open it. I won’t snoop.”

Stalm took a sharp breath and put on a smile. “Sure….”

“Good stuff.”

The merchant jumped off the driver’s seat and walked around back.

Sara could hear every step as he got closer, followed closely by the clank of armor like the sound of percussions following minor trumpets. She could hear them breathing as she gripped her sword, holding her breath and wondering how to cleanly kill everyone if necessary and get back to the castle before lockdown. Then she could hear the key turning in the lock, clanging with the sound of moving chains. Three seconds…. The chains clanked down as the drop locked, and Stalm’s hands grabbed the rusted handles, making the wood groan. Two seconds.

“Make it quick,” Stalm said.

The door yanked open, and the light from the dim mana-lit streetlamps flooded in, allowing her to see the shadowed figure of Stalm and the guard.

“Alright. Who knows, I might find something to buy for the missus.”

The guard lifted his mana torch. Before it reached her corner, the man in the front seat gagged and puked off the side of the wagon.

“Oh, come on!” the guard yelled, turning his light away. “I have to clean this shit!”

“My apologies. Here, I’ll compensate—“

“Just forget it. Drop me a few gliders when you get back. I hate the smell of puke.”

“My apologies. We’ll leave right away.” Stalm slammed the door shut, making Sara take a deep breath. She was holding as still as possible to keep the illusion at maximum efficiency, and once she breathed, her body rippled, making her tense shoulders spasm.

The guard whistled, and Lemora’s hundred-foot gates opened with a groan. Then the cart started moving, and she found herself going through the gate.
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Sara jumped out of the wagon a few miles from the capital’s gates, leaving Stalm and Grech (the “drunk” man who was actually sober and pretending to be intoxicated before he ate poison berries and regurgitated at the gates).

“Sorry for questioning you.” She tossed Stalm a bag of gold. He threw it back.

“I didn’t do this for you. Tyran and I are even. Now go.”

Sara nodded and reactivated her invisibility, rushing through grain fields to get out of sight. Then she continued for two hours, entering the forest and weaving through the trees from memory.

Her destination was a rock bluff. It was very inconspicuous, but it had a powerful secret.

Squeezing into a thin crack and using mana to break through rocks that had collapsed on it, she entered an enclave with a stone platform. On it was a three-foot magical array that was intricate and had many of the same markings as a spatial ring.

“It’s been too long,” Sara said, dropping to her hands and knees, closing her eyes, and started chanting. When she finished, her body radiated with golden light, and then she walked forward, entering another side of the world as if she had opened a simple door.
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A cloaked figure watched Sara use Sayon’s ancient teleportation network to teleport toward Lemca. First Mary, now Sara. The pieces had fallen into place. It was time for him to make his move.
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Teleporting was no different than reaching through a spatial ring. The only difference was that it required a six-layer array, an inhuman amount of mana, and a lost ancient spell located in Telia Sayon’s crypt (a location that had withstood aspiring adventurers for centuries before the Hero’s Party successfully completed its trials years ago). In short, there was a massive difference—but the end result was the same. Sara was in one place, and when she moved a few inches, she was just in another.

The portal exited in the Kent Forest, immersing her with the smell of lycom, a nutty moss that smelled vaguely of almonds and apricots. I need to move, Sara thought, looking at her pocket watch. She only had a few hours before she had to be back, and most of that time was spent traveling.

Rushing through the forest, she traveled thirty minutes before spotting a quaint city over the horizon. Closing her eyes, she smiled wryly. Time to play the villain. Then she started chanting, and a massive fireball developed in the sky like a sun, lighting up the entire city as if it were daytime.

Town folk came out of the houses and businesses, screaming and sounding the alarm. Lemca’s town bell sounded, and montas started neighing.

Sara watched the panic with grim satisfaction. Not because she enjoyed watching people suffer or reveled in the thought of the city’s property damage (she would ensure that Lemca was compensated and then some). It was just because it was working, and the Twilight Core made creating a fire into an existential threat possible. Once her Divine Eyes divination spell confirmed there were no people in her target area, she grimaced. It’s necessary….

Without further self-encouragement, she launched the massive fireball at Lemca, incinerating the outer edge of the city in a blaze of flames and fury.
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King Escar awoke to a knock on his door at 3 am in the morning. Last year, if he awoke in such a way, his blood would boil in rage. But that night, he couldn’t sleep. The true gravity of his decision to kidnap people from another world—a point of deep bitterness—and then force them to fight for the kingdom was sinking into his muscles, leaving his neck stiff and his movements stilted. After all, over half of these students would be able to overpower the sycounts within the year—and they were just starting out. If they banded together to take revenge…. It kept him up. So, when the knock sounded, his heart nearly exploded in fear, but his mind was thankful for the distraction.

“What is it?” he yelled.

Tanta Escar turned over. “Just talk to them outside.”

“Shut up, woman.”

She snorted as he got up, threw on his robe, and opened the door. On the other end was the acting leader of the sycounts. “Wha~t?” King Escar smacked.

“One of the heroes wishes to speak to you.”

“Now?” King Escar snorted.

“He says that he’s had a dream. He said you’d know what that meant.”

King Escar froze. “Dream about what?”

“Lady Reece. It sounds serious.”
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Sara extinguished the fire once the townsfolk fled the city. Then she turned back to Kent Forest. Please be there… she thought. This wasn’t the first time she traveled to Lemca. In previous trips (before the investigation and scrutiny), she found her target [beast] deep within the Kent Forest, but it could’ve fled. There was only one way to find out.

Sara fished an obsidian stone from her pocket with a strange expression. It’s too late to back out now, she thought. She charged the black stone with mana until it temporarily became white. That should get its attention. Then Sara pushed it back into her pocket and started running through the forest, weaving in and out of trees and smashing through branches along the way. At any point in time, the guards could start knocking on her door, and she still had at least three hours of work to go.
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King Escar took an hour to get ready, as being a king required a strong image, a face of power, and absolute authority. Without that image, he would just be a man with power, not a king with absolute control. Taking a seat on his throne, he gave the nod to his guard. “Bring him in.”

The guards opened the door, exposing the visage of Lord Brandon Torres, one of the heroes.

“I expect this to be good, Lord Torres,” King Escar warned.

Lord Torres’s face paled as he walked in, mumbling to himself, looking at his hands.

King Escar narrowed his eyes. As a lifelong politician, he had learned to read people, and Lord Torres’s body posture suggested that he was trying to remember something. That could be Lord Torres trying to remember his dream—or remembering what he was told to say. The only reason that prevented King Escar from suspecting foul play was that the teen was notoriously abrasive and socially awkward. Still, he would treat the teen with caution.

“Yes, um… My King,” Lord Torres said, brushing his black hair to the side and kneeling. “I had a dream. It was… strange. Super vivid. Like… I don’t know. It felt real. Super real, and I—“

“Get on with it.”

Lord Torres turned white, looking at the guards. He looked extremely uncomfortable, betraying the confidence of someone who had the audacity to wake him at three in the morning.

“Speak.”

“Uh, yes. This dream—it showed Lady Reece… in the north… somewhere.”

King Escar froze. “In the north? Where?”

“S-Somewhere near… um… Lemca, I think?” Lord Torres said. “I-I’m not sure what she was doing there, but… I remember the name of the location. I think.”

“In the future?” King Escar said.

“No….” Lord Torres gulped. “Now.”

            

    
        Chapter 18: Premature Announcement

    
    
    
    
                Sara stopped running when she saw a sea of white in the forest. Thick white vines of rope hung from the trees. Each was sticky, capturing dirt, grime, and insects to it like glue. It’s here, she thought, relieved. Then, after studying it, she sighed. Well, it's not going to piss off itself.

 

Closing her eyes, she chanted. Before she finished, she pushed the flaps in her ears tight to create a seal, blocking out the sound in the world. Then she finished her amplification spell, and a loud crack sounded through the forest like lightning, instantly giving her tinnitus and leaving her disoriented. She should’ve brought ear protection.

 

A horrifying shriek followed, piercing through the ringing in her ears.

 

Sara pulled the stone out of her pocket and flooded it with energy, creating a pulse of mana in the area. “Come get me!” she screamed. With that declaration, she turned around and sprinted back toward Lemca.
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“What do you mean, now?” King Escar said.

 

“I-I just….” Lord Torres swallowed his words. “I just mean tonight. I don’t know what it means.”

 

King Escar turned to the guards. “Confirm that Lady Reece—“

 

“No!” Lord Torres’s eyes widened in horror. “D-Don’t. If you do that… you won’t… see what happens. There’s a reason she’s there. I think… you need to figure out why… or something. If you check on her, it could change the… you know… prophecy. Or something.”

 

King Escar frowned. He didn’t know what to think of this teen, but it wasn’t natural. Still, there wasn’t a coincidence. Unless Lady Reece told people of the prophecy, no one should know about it, and she was far too shrewd to let the secret slip. Moreover, Lord Torres was clearly an acting pawn for someone else. Who? He didn’t know. But he felt a strange trust for that person, even though he didn’t trust their motives. For now, he would have to bide his time.

 

“Very well, you can leave,” King Escar said. “I will send gliders to the north. If they return, be ready to ride on the morrow.”

 

Lord Torres’s eyes lit up as if he had succeeded. “Yes, My King!” With those words, he scrambled out of the room, excitement radiating from his posture.

 

Why anyone would use such a fool is beyond comprehension, King Escar thought when he left. Still, his heart was fluttering. While it should concern him that there was another person in the game, Lady Reece had caused him weeks of intense stress and anxiety. Knowing that there might be someone who could shed insight into her motivations gave him some relief—however grim it might turn out to be.
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It was dawn when Sara returned, eyes bloodshot and body shaking from fatigue. Her quest was harder than she imagined, and she was running behind, dread-laced with anxiety. The only consolation was that the gates had opened, and she only needed her invisibility and wit to sneak past the guards.

 

It was nerve-wracking all the same.

 

Getting into the castle was far easier because no one would guess that she could get up a fifty-foot wall without holdings, let alone be able to walk on a staircase of solid mana. The only risk was divination spells, and people didn’t release them every few seconds like radar. So, she was relatively in the clear.

 

To her relief, her window opened effortlessly, and her door’s mana seal wasn’t tampered with. Her mana crystals didn’t show signs of divination pulses while she was away, either.

 

Thank god, Sara thought. Taking a deep, weary breath, she slowly stripped out of her battle gear, which she had hastily cleaned with water magic to remove evidence but was still questionable. Then she slipped on her chemise and crawled into her covers, closing her eyes and drifting to sleep. Tomorrow, for the first time, Sara would call in sick. In the worst-case scenario, it would take a full day for news of Lemca to reach the kingdom, but that wasn’t likely. It was more probable that it would take a week to spread through rumors. Still, she planned for the worst. Either way, no one would guess that she could teleport—such technology was lost with Telia Sayon—and by the time news spread, she would be cleared of suspicion. Then, her plan could come to fruition.
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Sara awoke to bright light and sweat-drenched sheets. It was hot in her room. Opening her eyes slowly, she saw that the sun wasn’t rising from the west—she couldn’t see it at all. It must’ve been high noon or later. They didn’t wake me up…. Sara thought, getting up and pulling on her clothing. There was something… wrong. She didn’t know what it was, but she figured that Emma would check up on her. And if King Escar got news of the beast, she would’ve been the first they woke up.

 

Biting her lip, she walked out the door.

 

“M-My Lady!” a guard stammered. “Jask, go send word to the king.”

 

Sara froze in confusion. “What’s going on?”

 

“What do you mean? It’s 5 pm! You’ve never left this room later than 7! We thought you were sick!”

 

Sara narrowed her eyes at the man’s nervousness. “I was working on my body constitution yesterday… I can’t believe it took so much out of me,” she said, playing along.

 

“Thank goodness,” he said. “Let’s get you ready!”

 

Sara narrowed her eyes. “For what?”

 

“There’s a beast attacking in the north. We’re assembling the heroes to fight it.”

 

Sara stared at the man blankly. This isn’t possible. They’d have to have sent word directly to King Escar…. Then it dawned on her fast and hard. She was a total idiot. Ever since she warned the king that there would be a beast in the north, King Escar had almost a year to inform everyone to write immediately if one attacked. If she had taken even a few hours longer…. She shuddered.

 

Still, rage instantly overwrote her anxiety. It started in her stomach and moved straight into her chest, picking up speed until it blinded her vision. Moisture evaporated from her throat on her first breath, and her mouth became bone dry.

 

—King Escar hadn’t warned her, and they were mobilizing immediately.

 

Someone knew. No, He knew. He knew about the location and when it would attack. He watched her. He knew… and He acted. He fucking acted. He fucked her! That was even worse than King Escar’s paranoia because it felt like a betrayal.

 

Sara badly wanted to ignore the time traveler. While she made solid plans to confirm his identity in case she needed to act against him, she had long suspected who it was—and what their motivations were for turning back time. His motivations were positive, and his actions thus far seemed to conclude that.

 

Every action but brainwashing Brandon.

 

Even then, Sara was mildly convinced that he brainwashed Brandon into being Emma’s bodyguard—and that was also within character. Disturbing, sure. But in character.

 

Sara was rotting the kingdom from the inside and preparing for a coup—

 

—and that was only natural. It was impossible to go back to the past and not be tempted to change the future in one’s favor. She wasn’t so much of a hypocrite to hold that much against him.

 

Still, he fucked her. He fucked her so hard. That was different—and it meant war. If he was audacious enough to go after Qualth, he’d be in for a rude fucking surprise, and at the end of this….

 

“Lady Reece?” the guard asked. “Is everything okay?”

 

Sara’s muscles tightened. She wanted to grab the spy and smash his head into the wall for asking such an offensive question. “Why didn’t anyone wake me?”

 

The guard took a step back. “We tried to…. You were… groaning.”

 

“Shut the fuck up.” Sara scoffed and strode past him, moving toward King Escar’s audience chamber. He tried to protest but ended up following hastily.

 

When Jask, her other spy-guard, exited the room, his face paled when he saw her. “M-My Lady! King Escar’s waiting for you.”

 

Sara ignored him and thrust her way into the audience chamber.

 

“Good of you to join us,” King Escar said.

 

Sara’s anger turned into white-hot ire when she saw all the heroes assembled. It was a setup. At this point, she was in the middle of a battle. King Escar was moving on his paranoia, backing down would only make it worse, and she didn’t have the social skills to resolve the situation tactfully. So she just addressed it directly: “Why didn’t you tell me what was happening?”

 

King Escar snorted. “Don’t take that tone with me.”

 

“Answer my question,” Sara demanded.

 

The guards moved, but he put up his hand. “We tried to—“

 

“That’s a lie!” Sara said. “Who was given the job?”

 

“Do not talk back to me.” King Escar gripped his throne as the heroes murmured nervously.

 

Sara met his gaze with a wide grin and a few nods. “My apologies. Please continue without me.” She turned and walked out the door.

 

“The beast is attacking,” King Escar warned.

 

Sara turned back. “Then go follow it. It’s clear that you don’t need my help.” She slammed the door behind her.

 

The situation was bad. Sara was going after the God Slayer sword, and the time traveler knew its location. It was common knowledge. Jason told everyone about his noble fight against Haligara—and that Emma had died there. That said, unlike King Escar, He knew that Sara was the only person who could kill Haligara. Hell, she didn’t even know if she could kill Haligara. That must’ve been why King Escar didn’t check her location. If she was found to be the perpetrator, then he would probably have tried putting her into a prison cell instead of going after it. That’s why he stopped it. The situation was hanging on a thread, and she had to make a hard decision—

 

—stay and try to salvage the situation or obtain Qualth on her own and protect Kyritus and Tiber directly.

 

It was a hard decision, and Sara felt like someone had grabbed her intestines and was wringing them out like a wet cloth. The time traveler knew of Kyritus and Tiber. They were famous. Their faces were posted up in every Adventurer’s Guild in dozens of kingdoms. He didn’t know where they were. Kyritus and Tiber became famous almost a year after Jason burned Hestiafern Tavern to the ground, and the internet didn’t exist. Still, if He wormed his way into King Escar’s graces, then locating them was child’s play. They were in serious danger.

 

That said, if she left, she’d have to throw away all her political pawns and her chance at a happy future. She’d spend her life running from the kingdom. Jason would become the Hero, and she’d have to fight her pursuers and live in shanty towns or join another kingdom and do it all over again. History would repeat. She didn’t want that but….

 

Sara didn’t know how to fix this situation. She would find a way to protect Kyritus and Tiber—she could do that. As for fixing her relationship with King Escar staying in the kingdom, that was a different story. The coup wasn’t ready. It would be nuclear, sure. But it wasn’t guaranteed to work.

 

As for diplomacy and just avoiding the problem, that was her ideal, but it wasn’t realistic. Sara was terrible with people. Raul could fix the problem as if it wasn’t actually a problem. And clearly, her fellow time traveler was great at playing games and tricking people. By contrast, Sara was an angry, combative, impatient individual who couldn’t even maintain relationships. Her version of politics was threatening people into submission. This wasn’t her area of expertise, and if she stayed in that room, she would’ve said some shit that would land her in a prison cell.

 

“Lady Reece!” Edico burst out of the audience chamber. “Please come back!”

 

“No! Tell King Escar that if he wants to play games with fate, then he can do it alone!”

 

“Don’t do this. If you leave now, you’ll throw your life away. The king’s word is infallible until he makes another decision. It’s fixable, but not if you walk away.”

 

Sara turned to him. “King Escar didn’t wake me to fulfill my own prophecy. What does that say to you?”

 

Edico pursed his lips together, forcing back a grimace. “I don’t know.”

 

“Well let me tell you what I think. I think he’s paranoid about my strength. If his paranoia is this bad today, where will it be tomorrow? The next day? Eventually, I will be unstoppable, and I think he’s realizing that. So if this is his response to it, what do you think will happen to me?”

 

Edico froze, looking away and taking a deep breath. It was true, so there was no sense in either of them hiding the obvious.

 

“Exactly,” Sara said. It wasn’t just conjecture either—it was a historical fact. King Escar jailed Jason for being too strong in her last life, and he was too busy reveling in being the Hero to even consider getting into politics. History was destined to repeat.

 

Suddenly, Edico moved aside when the door flung open, and King Escar stormed into the hallway. “Don’t walk away from me, Lady Reece!”

 

“Or what?” Sara said. “You’ll imprison me? Kill me?” She strode forward until she could see the nasty maze of creased lines on King Escar’s face. “Have you forgotten, King Escar?” She stopped within striking distance of Edico, daring the king to give the order. “I can see the future. Why do you think I overslept last night?”

 

King Escar’s face froze, and his skin prickled with gooseflesh.

 

Sara’s lips curved into a sinister smile. “That’s right, King Escar. Do you want to know what I dreamt about last night?”

 

He swallowed hard. “What?”

 

“I dreamt that I was in a prison cell, shackled in mana deprivation handcuffs. Care to explain that?”

 

His chest puffed out from a large breath, his body tight with fear as Edico turned to him in disbelief.

 

Sara took another step forward. “Don’t answer that question because it has yet to come to pass. But just as you can change fate with my help, I can do it without you.” She helped him change the future every day—her dream of being in shackles wasn’t set in stone. That was her message.

 

“Lady Reece,” King Escar said, calmer. “It’s true that I let you sleep. But that was to assess the other heroes. It goes without saying that some have questionable motives. As for you, I have no idea what you saw. However, I assure you that I have no intention of imprisoning you and will take caution to act against fate, as I always have.”

 

“Then what was that a moment ago?” Sara asked.

 

“A normal response to impertinence,” King Escar said dryly, staring her in the eyes. He was a king, and his word needed to be absolute, lest they sow seeds that they could be manipulated or have their minds changed. He was doing what kings do—as historically stupid on Earth as it was. However, it didn’t change his past actions or current behavior.

 

Sara looked him in the eye. “Are you done testing them?”

 

“I am.” King Escar turned away. “Now come. There’s much to discuss.”

 

Edico gave Sara a conflicted gaze as he turned to the door, asking her to come in.

 

Sara took a deep breath to tame her emotions and walked into the room—accepting the consequences that came with it. She didn’t want to run and slaughter people. She didn’t want her and Kyritus’s faces posted up on every adventurer’s guild or to live like a dog in a shanty town. She had worked far too hard. If things got bad, she would respond with a nuclear political attack. She had prepared. Now, she had to trust in her preparations—and overcome her crippling anxiety in doing so.
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Sara entered the audience chamber under the heroes’ gazes. Jason refused to look at her, and Mary was sneering in triumph. It was clear that she thought she was responsible for the hell Sara was going through and couldn’t wait until Sara and King Escar’s relationship spiraled downward into imprisonment. Mary feeling responsible was ironic to the point of tragedy. Sara ignored her.

 

“Now that we’re all here, let’s discuss our mission,” Edico said. “There’s a monster attacking a town in the north. It’s called a Crimson Weaver. Our job is to follow it.”

 

Blood drained from Emma’s face, and she started shaking. “Weaver? Like, as in a spider?”

 

Half of the heroes were also shifting around uneasily.

 

Please stay behind, Sara silently pleaded. The last time Emma went into the Kent Forest—she died. Sara led a spider there, hoping that she wouldn’t go if it became a group mission.

 

“Correct,” Edico said. “It’s a spider. One of the challenges of fighting it is overcoming your fear. It’s a voluntary mission. Is there anyone who wishes to stay in the kingdom?”

 

Five trembling hands shot up. Brandon laughed at that response but then fell silent when he saw that Emma wasn’t among them. “How… big is it?”

 

“It’s about four feet tall. Ten across,” Edico answered.

 

Brandon’s face turned grim.

 

“How do we kill it?” Jason asked. “Fire?”

 

“It’s in a forest, so that’s unwise,” Edico said. “Thankfully, we don’t have to kill it. We’re just investigating.”

 

Mary blinked multiple times in rapid succession, looking around to see other people’s faces. “Why?”

 

“We have reason to believe that the spider is coveting something or has moved to a location with significance,” King Escar said. “Your mission is to find out what.”

 

“Can’t you just get adventurers to do that?” Mary asked. She clearly hated spiders, but it didn’t deter her. That was a good thing. Sara preemptively requested her help, and her participation was critical.

 

“You’re going to obtain experience,” Aelia said. “Once again, it’s voluntary, so you can stay if you wish. Whatever you do, do not question His Majesty again.”

 

The heroes turned to Sara. She ignored them.

 

“That’s the nature of your mission,” Edico said, reading the silence in the room. “Is there anyone else who wishes to leave?”

 

Emma’s face hadn’t regained its color, and she was using her staff as a walking stick.

 

“It’s okay to stay,” Sara said. “It’s a short mission.”

 

“No…. Something bad is going to happen,” Emma whispered. “I need to be there to heal people.”

 

Sara’s face stiffened. “Emma. I’ve asked you for nothing. But I’m asking now. Please…. Stay behind.”

 

“W-Why?” Emma said.

 

Sara cringed under the piercing glares of the heroes. “You’re… my friend. And if you’re there, I won’t be able to fight without worrying about you.”

 

“Why don’t you want our healer to go?” Mary asked.

 

Sara’s jaw snapped shut, and she whirled to Mary. “This is a mission. They’re bringing healers. Hell, they don’t even need us. Put your grudge before my friend’s life again, and I’ll break your fucking jaw.”

 

Mary grinned. “You’re losing control, Sara. First yelling at the king, now threatening the heroes? What’s next? I bet you’ll—“

 

“Question Lady Reece again, and you will stay behind,” King Escar declared.

 

Mary stumbled backward in shock.

 

Jason’s jaw fell limp. “King Escar, didn’t you just hear—“

 

“Enough!” Aelia yelled. “I just warned you not to question His Majesty again. If you do not fall into line, you will both face reprimands.”

 

The two stood stunned and then looked away, falling silent. They didn’t understand what happened—neither did the others. The power play Sara needed to pull off to get a 180 from a king had to be surreal—and it was.

 

“Lady Cole,” King Escar said, turning to Emma. “Will you stay or go?”

 

“Please….” Sara whispered.

 

Emma’s eyes welled with tears, looking between Sara and the other heroes. “I’m sorry, Sara. I care about you, but there are other people here I deeply care about, too.”

 

Sara’s shoulders slouched, and she looked at the ground. “Okay.”

 

“Sorry….” Emma said.

 

Edico coughed to regain attention. “Unless there’s anything else, we’ll adjourn for the day. Those who are going must gather in the courtyard before morning’s light. That’s all.”

 

            

    
        Chapter 19: Sara's Reflection

    
    
    
    
                After leaving the audience chamber, Sara walked through the Dreena District on the east side of Lemora, guards in tow. It was a cold area where few talked to others, and a wrong “look” could end in a fight. The buildings were mostly shacks, and the stench was terrible. Rich nobles passing through to get to the east gates would sometimes throw silver gliders at children, unaware that many would be savagely beaten and robbed by nightfall. It was a terrible area, and it brought back nightmares.

Sara had never lived in the Dreena District, but she had lived in many like it while on the run from Jason’s forces. She had squatted in disease-ridden squalors, eating wild game to put meat on Tiber’s protruding ribs. It was a terrible life, but it was necessary. The one virtue of places like Dreena was that no one asked questions or saw anything..... even if the price was right. And when a person’s face was plastered on every Adventurer’s Guild and law enforcement billboard in multiple kingdoms, attached to exorbitant bounties for simple information, it was the only place to go. Now, she was reminding herself of that life..... and the reason she was playing politics in cocktail dresses instead of living covertly in Helscope, building power in secret as she tried to earn back Kyritus.

It didn’t take long in her walk before Sara realized that she didn’t just want to live a happy life with Kyritus and Tiber.....

..... she wanted to fix all the broken pieces in her life and save the people she lost along the way. Fate had given her a second chance—a true second chance—a dream that everyone wished for and none could obtain. She wouldn’t squander it. For that reason, she needed to fight Haligara and obtain Qualth now to fix her current situation.

Once she finished her tour, Sara walked to her favorite tavern, “Lilli’s,” home to adventurers and a good friend. Then, after warning her tailing spies not to enter, she walked through the door, flooding her senses with sounds and smells. Adventurers drank at the bar, keeping close to the liquid that brought them there, while others swapped exaggerated stories at tables, eating dark brown bread and chasing it with ale.

The moment she walked in, she turned heads.

“Oi! Come have’a drink. You’re in the wrong place, but I’ll make it a good time.”

Sara ignored the snickering and walked to the bar. “Hey, Lilli. The reg….” She smiled bitterly when she was reminded, yet again, that her friends were strangers. The bartender looked at her curiously. She was a brunette in her mid-thirties, three years younger than the day Sara met her and six younger than the last time she saw her. Time was a confusing paradox these days, but Lilli was still Lilli. “I’ll have a half-press and a slice of romat,” Sara corrected.

“That’s one helluva order, young lady,” Lilli said. “I ain’t one for scarin’ off customers, but I feel honor bound to warn ya. A half press tastes like dehydrated piss, and our brand could knock off a monta.”

Sara smiled distantly. “Double press. Two romat slices.”

“I’ll drink to that!” an adventurer yelled. “I was worried she’d outman me!”

“She is out manning me. Shit. Even a double press would put some hair on your chest.”

Sara’s mood lifted, but it was short-lived. Tomorrow, she was leaving for Haligara’s Lair—the place Emma died—and would be facing her trauma. That was far scarier than knowing that she could die fighting a legendary beast without Qualth, the Bow of Rymac, a party, or a fully developed constitution. Jumping into battle was what she did best; confronting her past was her greatest weakness.

“Here you go, Jasperberry,” Lilli said, handing her a glass with two fingers of liquid squeezed from a fermented olive-like fruit. Humans create the most disgusting shit. Sara took a drink and winced. To think, it was twice filtered.

“Thanks,” Sara said.

Lilli took a studying glance at her and then walked away, getting another set of rounds. That’s what she loved about Lilli. She knew when to go away and just leave her alone. The adventurers? Not so much.

“Hey.” A good-looking man sat beside her. He had good features, gentle brown eyes, and a smile that belonged to a noble instead of a commoner. “Can I buy you your next double press?”

“At least you get it,” Sara sighed, taking another drink without looking at him. “But no. Thank you for your offer.”

“Oh, come on. Come join us.”

Sara took a deep breath and stared at her reflection in the dark green liquid. A beautiful young woman stared back at her, the polar opposite of how she felt at that moment. “Listen,” she said, rolling the ice rocks in her glass. “And please hear me out, and don’t get the wrong impression.”

He flashed her a welcoming smile. “Sure.”

“See, last year, something very, very bad happened to me. Traumatic, you might say.” His smile faded. “And I haven’t quite been the same. I had a bit of a temper back then, but it was manageable. That’s because I had someone to go back to—a life to look forward to. Now, those things are gone, and I’ve kinda, really, actually, quite explicitly turned into a total fucking bitch with a serious anger problem.”

His face paled when she looked at him with cold, intense eyes that could charge to life at the flip of a breaker.

“I hate that about myself right now, but the thing about anger problems is that you can’t control them. That’s why it’s called a ‘problem.’ I’d like to get it under control, I really do. But I don’t know how to. And that’s kinda a dilemma at the moment because I want to be left alone, and I don’t know how to make you get that without breaking your wrist or suffocating you with magical pressure.”

The adventurer swallowed, nervous but seemingly fascinated. “You could just ask, you know.”

“Ah, I see,” Sara took a gulp of her double press like it was a glass of orange juice. “I didn’t know it would be that easy. Thank you. Now, please leave.”

He blinked a few times and then chuckled heartedly. “Okay. I’ll go. But are you sure you don’t want to..... “

“See?” Sara asked, leaking magical pressure that made his body pimple with goosebumps. “It doesn’t really work. You’re the slightest bit nice, and then people think they have a shot. Or they see it as a weakness and start probing.” Her magical pressure rose, but she reined it in, counting backward, like the advice from the terribly acted “Report Abuse” videos she watched in fifth grade.

Suddenly, the door opened, and a large Hispanic man walked into the tavern with a relieved gaze. “There you are.”

“Oh, great,” Sara chuckled. “Someone who actually knows how to solve problems.”

“Sara….” Raul walked up to the good-looking man, whose face was slack. “Hey there. I’m sorry to interrupt, but this is my friend, and she’s going through some stuff right now. Is it okay if you guys give her some space?”

The adventurer swallowed and stood up, clearly able to sense Raul’s chaotic, untamed pressure. “Sure thing. I was about to anyway.”

Raul looked at the other tables amicably.

“Yeah. No worries.”

“Sure.

“We’re just eatin’. No problems here, guy.”

“Cool. Thank you guys.” Raul sat down where the man was and paused for a few seconds before sighing. “Sorry to ask,” he said to Lilli, “but what do people drink here?”

“A half-press,” Sara said.

The house erupted in laughter. It seemed they were all listening to her, after all.

“I’ll get ya you a twalla, hun,” Lilli said. “If you can’t handle that, you ain’t drinkin’ with the right woman.”

“I’ll drink to that!” A drunken man slapped the table and started chugging, making Raul’s face go pale. Then Raul looked at Sara’s glass, which had a green viscous liquid that made very slow ripples, and it smelled like beer that had been exposed to the air for a week. “What the hell is that?”

“Medicine,” Sara said. “But I’m no doctor. If you asked one of those, they’d probably call it a ‘crutch.’”

Raul smiled wryly, accepting a glass of twalla from Lilli. “Thank you.”

“Save your thanks,” Lilli said, giving him a nasty grin. “You’ll need them.”

“What does that me….” Raul shivered when he realized that the house was dead silent. He looked around and saw all the adventurers watching him like hawks, waiting for his reaction. He gulped, taking a deep breath to prepare himself.

It didn’t help.

One drink of the pirate-worthy swill made Raul choke and smack the bar, sending the house into an uproar.

Sara genuinely chuckled and rocked back her glass. Her drink was taking the edge off. The first glass always did.

“Damn. How do you drink this stuff?” Raul wiped his watering eyes.

Sara picked up a slice of purple fruit. “This’ll help. But just know that it’s the citrus version of wasabi.”

“I’ll refrain,” Raul said.

They sat in silence for a while. One minute turned into two. Two to six. Then, somewhere along the way, she finished her third double press, and Raul sighed. “That’s enough, Sara.” He lifted his mug of twalla. “This shit would numb a thigh wound. “That?” He pointed at her double press. “That’d shut down a frat house.”

Sara put down her glass and cupped her neck with her hands, leaning her elbows on the bar. “What do you want, Raul?”

“I want Sara back.”

“Me too. But that ship long since sailed.”

“When?”

“When the night terrors started.” Sara turned to Lilli. “Give me another. This man’s gone through a lot of trouble to speak to me, and I’m not talkin’ sober.”

Lilli put her hands on her hips. “You call that sober?”

Sara frowned with drooping eyes and put a golden griffin on the table.

“I guess one more couldn’t hurt,” Lilli said. Then she picked up the gold coin, bit it, and turned to the adventurers. “You’re all eatin’ for free, courtesy of this woman’s liver.” She poured a half-press as the adventurers cheered, making Sara smile. She loved Lilli.

Raul didn’t feel the same way. He grabbed Sara’s new drink, determined to drink it on her behalf. But when he took one swallow, his eyes bulged, and he coughed, immediately handing it back to her. “You’re one hell of a girl.”

Sara lifted her glass in assent and took a drink.

“Night terrors,” Raul said, wiping his mouth.

“Yeah. Specifically, the one where Emma died. The one where you died. The one where I was the only one left.” She wasn’t talking about her classmates (half of them survived… probably). But all of the members of the Hero’s party died—as well as all her friends. The people who mattered—for better and worse.

“Is that why you won’t let us help you?”

“Ye~p,” Sara smacked, lifting her glass to her lips. But suddenly, she felt sick and put it down. Lilli put bread bowls in front of her and Raul as the cooks brought out pots of chunky cream soup and bread for the others. Sara tore off a piece of the bread and chomped on it defiantly. “If you don’t get involved, you won’t die.”

“Logical,” Raul said, trying the soup. His eyes widened in surprise, and he took another bite. “So what? You’ll die for us?”

“Oh, I won’t die,” Sara said, laying her head on her forearm. “Everyone’s gonna die but me. Then I’ll be their Hero of legend. That’s what the dreams say. Spoiler alert: It feels awe~some being ‘The Hero.’ Don’t tell Jason. He’ll be jealous.”

Raul smiled wryly. “What did your… night terrors… say about him?”

“What do you think?”

He slowly put his spoon into the bread bowl.

“Exactly,” she said.

Raul’s face turned conflicted. “Sara…. You know…. You’re not acting much different than he is. You know that, right?”

Sara lifted her glass to say Ab~so~lutely! but dropped it, making it spill heinous liquid everywhere. Lilli wiped it up as she brought drinks to another table as if it were only natural.

“What about Mary?” Raul asked, pushing forward.

“Mary? Mary’s worse,” Sara giggled. “So much worse. She’d make Stalin blush.”

“That bad?”

“Probably. I skipped that elective.”

Raul finished his drink. “Whatever you’re going to do…. Is it better than what they did?”

“I think so,” Sara said. “I hope so.”

Raul grabbed a romat fruit and bit into it, coughing as tears streamed down his cheeks. “Well, in that case. I support you.” He stood up and offered his arm. “I’ll convince Emma, too.”

“Will you keep her from going?” Sara asked.

“No. She’s just as stubborn as you are. But I will keep her away from the action and protect her.”

“Really?”

“Promise.”

“You’re the be..... “ Sara eyes bulged, and she lurched forward—
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Raul carried Sara to the castle on his back, guards in tow. He had spent thirty minutes rubbing her back and holding her hair in an open bathroom, but he didn’t mind it. As it turned out, Emma was right. Sara was the same girl she always was. Nothing had changed. That was comforting and gave him a genuine reason to help her, even if it’d made him drink a “double press.” God knows she was drinking for the rest of them.
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Sara’s hangover would make a killer Excedrin commercial—probably. She thought that she could chew the pills until her tongue went numb, and it wouldn’t place a dent in her migraines. Part of her just wanted to die and get it over with. Another part of her wanted it to be over. And a third part of her wished it’d last forever so she wouldn’t have to remember a female servant helping her into her night clothes as Tilly and Reck heckled her with sassy reeahs. What a trainwreck.

Now, she felt like a Hollywood vampire, waiting for the sun to peek over the horizon and burn her to ash. It would be a long morning.

Groaning, she turned to Raul, who was sitting upright on a monta, putting on the bravest face imaginable. However, she knew that the moment it started trotting, he’d start puking his guts out. Twalla was one hell of a drink, but a single gulp of a half-press beat the demons at their own game.

Casting her gaze outward, she saw Jason fuming as he looked at Raul, and it sent a cold needle shooting through her brain. Raul loved her in her last life, and Jason took that as a serious betrayal, eventually leading to him executing Raul. Now, seeing the same behavior made Sara want to bash his skull in. That said, he couldn’t die. She wouldn’t let him—not on this trip. She had other plans.

Aelia rode to the line, looking at Sara and then looking away, her thoughts unreadable. “We’re heading for Lesca, a northern town on the edge of the Kent Forest. It’s a three-day ride, so prepare yourself. It won’t be pleasant.”

Sara averted her gaze and saw Emma hugging her monta’s neck from the top, whispering sweet nothings as if it didn’t look like a calcified zombie steed. It warmed her heart. Then, she looked toward the Wichita Mountains on the northern horizon, wreathed in golden clouds. It was a long journey, but they’d all leave alive this time. All of them. Every last one. With any luck, one of them would be in shackles. But alive, nonetheless.


            

    
        Chapter 20: Emma Cole

    
    
    
    
                Emma loved horses. Ever since she laid eyes on them, she wanted one, imagining riding in a beautiful dress. She was that girl, and she didn’t deny it. Her favorite movie was The Notebook, she adored the Princess Bride, and when she was younger, she played with dolls, dreaming of the day she’d have a baby of her own. And she was okay with that. She liked what she liked, and one of the things she liked was mighty steeds. Unfortunately, she lived in a suburban neighborhood in Palo Alto, where people rode sports bikes instead of horses and climbed stairwells instead of mountains. But one day, she was determined to get a good job and buy a summer home on a ranch where she could have one. It was her dream. So imagine her surprise when she was only one hour into a thirty-hour monta ride and felt like she had given birth to sandpaper. That was a rude awakening and ruined most of the romanticism that she wished stayed perfect in her imagination.

Emma wasn’t the only one. Everyone was miserable, especially Raul, who was green at the gills, and Sara, who was lying face-first on the neck of her horse groaning. Emma found that hilarious. Not because of Sara’s posture but because she was releasing frequent divination spells to keep tabs on her surroundings despite having her eyes closed. She was amazing. Emma wanted to be more like her. That much hadn’t changed in all the time she had known Sara.

Unfortunately, Emma couldn’t practice her divination magic because everyone would need healing at the next break. Which was… way too far away. That’s what she said at the end of the first hour. By the third, her eyes were permanently teary from the chaffing, and she was begging for the first break.

“Hey, Emma.”

Emma turned and found Sara riding next to her. Everyone else was now trying to assume Sara’s original drunken dog yoga position and finding it worse than sitting, but Sara was nearly healed, trotting along the road as effortlessly as Ms. Twilix and Mr. Sullsburg. “Ummm… yes?” Emma asked.

Sara pulled out a blue vial. “Take this. Just a little will restore your mana. Half-heal your legs. If you’re in pain, you’ll use up too much mana from lack of concentration.”

Emma’s eyes widened, and she smiled ruefully. “Am I that obvious?” Naturally, she was going to heal everyone else first. She didn’t think that was very fair, and some days she didn’t want to be “selfless,” but she enjoyed the way that people smiled around her when she helped them. It made life a little brighter and easier when times got tough, and she needed that more now than ever with her family gone. So she gladly helped. Still, she was worried about ending up in a self-sacrifice position. She was in a lot of pain.

“Well, yeah,” Sara said. “When you do something over and over like clockwork, it’s easy to know what’ll happen.”

“Oh….” Emma accepted the vial and clenched it tight to ensure it wouldn’t break. “Why half-heal. Kinda seems odd.”

“Healing magic doesn’t leave calluses,” Sara said. “If you always heal yourself, you won’t get stronger.”

As Emma would later learn, body tempering wasn’t about building someone’s body. It was about infusing mana into one’s skin, organs, and bones to create a protective coating. By contrast, healing was about rebuilding and connecting skin off a mana “blueprint,” a ghost record of the mana network a person had before the healing. If callouses weren’t part of that blueprint, the body would restore the skin to how it was the day before.

“Oh. So you have a lot of calluses?” Emma mused.

“Girl. After the amount of body-tempering substances I’ve put into my baths, I am callous,” Sara sighed.

On that note, Sara rode forward, denying Emma the ability to ask more questions. Emma smiled wryly. One day, she hoped that Sara would let her back in.
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The ride to Lemca was as hard as Emma had imagined—and then some. The ground turned rocky and unforgiving when they reached the Iska Bluffs, rocky terrain with hellish slopes, and every step stabbed her thighs with stinging pain. By the time they took their first break and the requests for healing began, Emma just wanted to scream, At least let me heal myself first, you jerks! but they didn’t let her do so, and she didn’t chastise them, so she started healing as they flocked to her.

About three classmates in, something strange happened. A warm, almost imperceptible wave of mana moved through the area like a light breath, and her classmate’s shaking legs stilled, and they took deeper breaths. Emma was no exception. The burning sting between her legs immediately soothed, and a feeling of euphoria flooded her mind, making her moan slightly as she became light-headed.

The first thing that Emma did, almost by instinct, was to look at Sara, who had her fingers laced behind her head, staring at the clouds on the ground. Despite her aloof persona, Aelia, Edico, and the healers were visibly confused, so there was no one else to look at. Emma knew it was Sara from the moment it started, and the gesture made her heart soar—

—until she saw Brandon. The teen was staring straight at Sara with a look of unbridled jealousy and rage. That made her recoil in disgust.

That was rare of Emma. Ever since she was a child, she had always found the best in people. If the cooks presented a burnt hockey puck instead of a steak (she ordered her steaks “freshly slaughtered”), she’d think I make mistakes, too or They’re probably having a bad day, then grit her teeth and bear it. And in the beginning, when it came to Brandon, she thought, [He’s awkwardly coming out of his shell]. But even then, she found her body breaking out in cold sweats when she even thought of him.

Brandon always looked like he knew something when he looked at her. And when they interacted, he’d always make off-hand comments like, Don’t worry. I’ll protect you, as if he was privy to a secret—a dark secret—concerning her. That made her feel like she was in imminent danger.

Still, she didn’t feel like she could do anything about it. Brandon was a prodigy in magic and arraycraft. He dazzled the mages and scholars with his work (even though they didn’t appreciate his personality) and was regarded in good standing. It was miserable. Her only consolation, as always, was Sara.

Sara was… she felt like a mean person for saying it… was like a pet pitbull to her. Not that she was a pet. Or that she owned her. Or used her. God, that sounded so terrible! There was just no other way to put it! Sara was always around, and she felt like if anyone hit her too hard with a practice sword, Sara would break their legs. The others also sensed that, so Emma never got true training. It was just a fact of life. So, while Brandon made her feel ill at ease, Sara was like a guardian angel. Yeah, calling Sara an angel was perfect—“fallen” angel as she was.

“You going to heal me or what?”

Emma looked up and saw Mary staring at her with an annoyed gaze. She smiled wryly as she lifted her hands. “Okay…”

“That’s enough,” Aelia said, cutting her off. “If you don’t develop calluses, you will be just as miserable tomorrow and the day after. Don’t rely upon healing magic unless it’s necessary.”

Emma’s classmates groaned.

“What about them?” Brandon pointed to the few Emma had healed.

“They’ll be just as miserable tomorrow,” Aelia replied.

Mary sneered and turned back to Emma. “Hurry up.”

Emma’s eyes widened. “But Ms. Twilix—“

“It’s your magic.”

“But if I heal you, then everyone else—“

“Forget them. They aren’t the ones who are going to be risking their lives to fight Agronus.”

Emma bit her lip and lifted her hands.

“If you make her heal you, I’ll tell Ms. Twilix.”

Mary turned and saw Daniel standing in front of them. While his words were bold and warning, his body was trembling. She grinned and turned to him. “Hoh? You’ve gotten pretty bold recently.”

“I’m just….” He swallowed, but it seemed to defy his underlying confidence. “Doing what’s right.”

“Hoh?” Mary echoed patronizingly. “What’s right?”

Emma’s eyes shot open when Mary confronted Daniel, getting so close that her breasts were touching his midriff. It wasn’t domineering, but her tone and body language were inappropriately seductive and uncomfortable.

“Stop it!” Emma yelled, surprising herself. The heroes were equally surprised, staring at her and then looking at Mary, who took two steps back with a red face.

“What’s wrong with you?” Mary hissed.

“What’s wrong with me?” Emma asked. “You’re being inappropriate. Even Jason’s disturbed by your behavior.”

Mary turned and saw Jason’s face contorted with ugly jealousy and rage. She was his unofficial girlfriend, so her seductive behavior was naturally offputting. Still, after hearing Emma’s insinuation, his anger shifted to her. “What do you mean, even?”

Emma lost her balance on the boulder she was resting on, and she slid off it, scraping her arm as she propped herself up. Unlike Sara, she was weak and pathetic, bleeding like a normal human from Earth. “I-I didn’t mean—“

“Are you children?”

A cold voice cut through the confrontation like a dull razor. Jason’s entire body flexed when he heard it. “Who do you think you are—“ He froze when he whirled around and saw Sara standing right behind him.

“Mary ignored Aelia’s directive and intimidated Emma, and now you’re badgering the victim with threatening body language,” Sara said. “So, to answer your question, I’m the adult intervening.”

Jason’s nostrils flared as he took a step forward, but Sara’s eyes were too intense. They weren’t the eyes of a peer. They were like Aelia’s eyes, sharp and apathetic, unconcerned with issues like morals and boundaries if she needed to do what needed to be done. Jason didn’t last long under that gaze before he scoffed and turned away. “I won’t fall victim to your provocations.”

As he stomped away, Sara turned to Mary. “Will you fall victim to my provocations?”

Mary’s front teeth clicked together before she grinned, flexing her face to a near-painful degree. Then she turned away, lingering as if to find words. But with Jason angry with her and every hero watching, she decided to stay silent and walk away.

Nothing could’ve made Emma happier. She looked at Sara. “Thank you.”

“Just keeping the peace,” Sara said, walking away. However, before she got back to the spot where she was lying, she stopped. “Emma.”

Emma’s chest tightened. “Yes?”

“If someone pressures you to do something you feel is wrong, or you’re not ready for—they’re not your friend.” Sara turned around. “No matter how good the argument is, no matter how much they guilt-trip you, don’t do it.” Sara trembled slightly, averting her gaze. “Giving in will get you killed.”

Emma was hit by a sudden wave of sadness from Sara, communicating through synesthesia or some other inextricable thing that everyone knows is real but science can’t explain. No. It wasn’t sadness she felt from her. It was deeper—more crippling—vast, pervasive, and vacant.

It was grief.

Loneliness.

Regret.

Suddenly, Emma felt a magnetic desire to reach out to her, but at that moment, Aelia announced the break was over to a chorus of groans, and the moment was over. It was time to continue forward.

Before she got up, Emma turned to Daniel to thank him and saw something… sad. He had his hands clenched, trembling as he looked to the ground in frustration, his true thoughts unknown. I’ll have to say thank you on the road, Emma thought. She’d later regret she didn’t say it sooner.
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The ride took three days over winding passes, three streams, two bridges, and an insurmountable wall of complaining. Sara loathed all of it. All the heroes were children, literally and figuratively, and Mary spent the entire time being a total fucking….

Sara took a deep breath. She wouldn’t use the “C” word. It was coming out too loose as of late, and she was starting to sound like a frat boy talking about a girl who wouldn’t put out. Still, Mary’s unbearableness ran proportional to distance traveled, and by the time they reached the final stretch before the Kent Forest, she had burned through bitch, munter, slamhog, siren, clout prepper, pre-Karen, and—most deservingly—sadist and predator. 

But even that didn’t satisfy Sara. They were on the road for three days, and she had listened to Mary gossip non-stop, constantly calling female heroes sluts and pick-mes. She also raved about the “massages” that her servant Krendo gave her but stopped when she remembered Sara and Jason were there. It really pissed her off so she added “treeya” in Nohgma, the language of demons. The word translated to “sacrifice” and was used when the person was so unbearable that they were added to the meatshield list. Most demons with the title died within a year.

Fuck. She needed counseling.

To be fair, it wasn’t simple annoyance. The heroes were unknowingly going to Haligara’s Lair, the location containing Qualth—and the place Emma had died. So when Mary started pressuring Emma, just like she did when she led Emma to her death, Sara just kinda snapped and hadn’t recovered. Now, Mary was that dripping water in a prison cell, constantly haunting her mind, making it impossible to think. Even hearing her or Jason say, “What’s up?” made Sara want to bash their skulls in. They killed her best friend in their last life. Now, they were going back to the scene of the crime, acting exactly as they did the first time.

Sara believed that she should never use violence for what the threat of violence could accomplish, so she refrained from saying a word. Still, every step became more difficult, and the moral implications of what she would do in the Kent Forest lost its hold over her. By the time they reached Lemca, and the heroes saw the thick, labyrinth-like spider webs blanketing the buildings and roads like a blizzard—she felt nothing. Nothing at all.

            

    
        Chapter 21: Crimson Weaver

    
    
    
    
                Lemca was home to five thousand people who, just last week, bustled through cobblestone streets, going in and out of inns and shops and taverns. Farmers unloaded their wagons at the market, where merchants peddled rugs and textiles to bustling citizens. And in the center, there was a large line for people drawing water from the well. The town was too small for a water mage, so the citizens did it the old-fashioned way, with a rope and pulley. Yet they never complained about not having convenient magic. They were simple folk who were mostly satisfied when they weren’t drunk.

Now they were gone.

A quarter of the town was burnt to ash and charcoal, but the heroes couldn’t see it. There were webs as thick as ropes and as sticky as Gorilla Glue stretching from buildings to the street, threatening to grip a person’s limbs and rip their skin off.

“Watch your step, or you’ll lose your boots,” Edico said as he led them to the maze of webs. The heroes gulped and nodded. No one had to tell them twice.

Up ahead, Aelia stopped at the burnt remains of a building, rubbing charcoal between her fingers with a narrowed gaze. 

“What is it?” Edico asked.

Aelia looked at “Galon’s Bakery,” which had webs jutting from it like the rest of the taverns and inns in the town square. “This is unnatural.”

He nodded gravely.

“What’s unnatural?” Jason asked.

“There’s no bodies.” The heroes shuddered at Aelia’s cold words, and she continued. “This charcoal is moist and light, and these webs aren’t from nesting. This is the work of a battle.”

“So what do you think happened?” Raul asked.

“I think that someone set this fire to evacuate the city, put out the fire, and led the Crimson Weaver here before leading it elsewhere,” she surmised. “The question is why.” 

Edico looked at Sara. “What do you think?”

“I think they led the spider here to capture our attention; now, they’re baiting us into a trap,” Sara said.

“What do you think we should do?” he asked.

Mary folded her arms. “Why do you keep asking her?” 

“It’s a training exercise,” Aelia said.

“Exactly. It’s our training exercise. So why are you only asking—“

“Be quiet,” Edico ordered. Mary stopped talking. Then he turned back to Sara. “Continue.”

“I think one of you should stay here with the heroes while I go check it out with the other,” Sara said. “This isn’t just a spider.”

“That’s a convenient solution,” Aelia said. Sara was adamant that everyone but Jason, Mary, Raul, and Daniel—the strongest amongst them—stay behind.

Sara didn’t flinch under Aelia’s chilling stare as she walked up to the web and grabbed it.

“What are you doing?” Edico yelled, sending the heroes into a panic. 

Sara didn’t flinch; she closed her eyes and silently chanted. The web started freezing in a smooth gradient, creating a thin fog as it crackled for twenty feet in both directions. Then she clenched her fist, and the glassy ice in her hand shattered. She turned back to Aelia. “Do you know ice magic?”

Sara knew the answer was no. 

“Where did you learn that?” Aelia asked with wide eyes. Ice magic was extremely advanced, requiring mastery of water magic and then pinpoint control of deceleration magic to freeze it to 32 degrees Fahrenheit without decelerating lower, as ice becomes brittle and weak if it gets too cold. That weakness also had its virtues, however. Her demonstration just proved that. 

“Roman Mournings,” Sara said.

Brandon’s eyes filled with fury. “Why didn’t he teach me that?” He was also Roman’s pupil, so he obviously felt betrayed.

Sara’s gaze shifted from Aelia to Edico, ignoring him. “Nothing’s changed. From what we’ve been told, the mission is to follow the Crimson Weaver, not kill it. If it leads us to a trap, that’s irrelevant.”

Brandon curled his lip, stepping forward, but Edico sent him a warning gaze that shut him down. “If we split up, someone could attack the heroes,” Edico said.

“And if we take them, we won’t be able to fight,” Sara countered. “Send them home. There was nothing in the report that suggested that all of the—“

“Hey!” Jason snapped. “We’re not children! The King sent us to follow the crimson weaver. It’s our duty to—“

Sara released crushing magical pressure that made him wince, and the others dropped to their knees. “You might as well be children. You’re all weak, and your ambition is jeopardizing the other heroes’ lives!”

“Stop it!” Aelia yelled. “If you don’t, you’ll face reprimands!”

Sara released the pressure, meeting the sycount’s cold gaze.

“Now listen,” Aelia said. “This is an official operation, and it’s run by Sycount Sullsburg. Your protests are meaningless, so listen for your orders and obey them.” She turned to Edico. “What are your orders?”

Edico stepped forward. “Before that, we should make something clear. This is my and Lady Reece’s operation; everyone else is here to gain experience. Now, the situation has changed. We’ve been charged with following the Crimson Weaver, but we now believe it’ll lead to a trap. Therefore, this isn’t a mission for—“

“Sir!” Jason protested, taking a few steps. Aelia unsheathed her sword and created a wall between them. “Stay back,” she said. Jason gulped.

Edico took a deep breath. “This isn’t a mission for children. That said, we won’t abandon the mission, and I won’t stop you from joining.”

Jason’s eyes lit up.

“But before you even consider it,” Edico said, “—prepare to die.”

The atmosphere chilled, and Jason’s smile disappeared.

“This isn’t a training exercise,” Edico said. “It’s a dangerous operation. And as soon as you walk into that forest, you’re responsible for your own lives.”

Mary’s skin marbled with goosebumps, and Brandon broke out in cold sweats. Jason folded his arms, and Emma used her staff to keep standing while Raul rubbed Emma’s back.

“Who wishes to continue?” Edico asked.

Once the deliberation was over, only five people raised their hands: Daniel, Jason, Mary, Raul, and Emma—the original Hero’s Party plus one.

Brandon snorted. “You’re seriously walking into a trap? You guys are idiots.” He walked away.

Emma’s body shook after his words.

“Don’t push yourself,” Raul said to her. “Edico’s going.”

“No, I must go,” Emma said. “You need healing.”

“Titus is going,” Edico said, pointing at their healer.

Emma smiled wryly. “Sorry. I can’t.”

“You’ll just hold me back,” Sara said. “I don’t want to babysit you.”

Emma’s eyes welled with tears, but her posture straightened, seemingly emboldened by Sara’s words. “I’m going. If I don’t confront my fears like you do, I won’t ever be able to help people.”

Sara winced. “Please don’t—“

“Sullsburg has given his orders,” Aelia said. “If she wants to go, that’s her decision. Now load up. If you’re retreating, come with me. If you’re joining the party, go with Edico. That’s all.”

Sara felt a severe pang of anxiety. She went through a lot of risks to get Emma not to go. But it didn’t matter. It never mattered with Emma. It was stupid and irrational, but that’s just how people were sometimes—and Emma was no exception.

With a deep sigh, Sara returned back to the montas, where the two groups broke off. Aelia led the heroes back toward the Wishta Mountains while her group moved north toward Kent Forest, Jason and Mary at the lead. At least half of her plan was going well. 
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The Kent Forest was similar to any other forest on Earth. It had tall pine trees with thicker needles, but they were not that different from the Ponderosa Pines in Colorado that faced extinction when her class was summoned to Reemada. The ground was spongy from light rain a few days before, and it was a good time of year to pick edible mushrooms. Shelf fungus lined the trees, and there were countless plants that adventurers used to make tea. The tea tasted like medicine and trust issues but eased the stress of travel. Sara, Kyritus, and Tiber survived on many of those foods when they were running from Jason’s forces, and the nostalgia was competing with her trauma from her last visit.

This section of forest was different, however. A massive beast had crashed into the trees, knocking over small ones and leaving hatchet marks in the larger ones with its razor-sharp legs. Long streaks of white webbing shot across the ground like slacklines, evidence of the Crimson Weaver shooting webs at an enemy. It looked terrifying—even to Sara.

“This is creepy,” Daniel said, watching his steps. 

“Yeah,” Emma said, holding onto Raul’s arm with her unstaffed hand.

“How hard is it to kill?” Jason asked Edico.

“It’s not that hard to puncture its skin, but….” Edico pointed at a maze of webs in the distance. “It’s hard to get to without burning down swaths of forest. That’s why people leave them alone.”

“Leave them alone?” Mary looked at him. “Are they stupid?”

“These spiders stay away from people,” Edico said. “They hate loud noises.”

Jason gulped. “So it really is a trap….” 

Sara snorted. He chuffed and looked away. 

“Stop quarreling,” Edico said. “We’re getting close.”
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Mary’s heart galloped as they approached a blizzard of webs in the distance. The party members were constantly looking toward the ground, slowly stepping over webs as if they were tripwires. Their fear spread between them, communicated through body language and sharp breaths. It became unbearable, and at some point, Mary wanted to scream at Emma to leave because her anxiety was suffocating.

The more Mary walked, the more intense her emotions became until her paranoia took over, and conspiracies took root. She thought about how Sara invited them, how the mission was apparently from a “prophecy” that Sara and Edico got a year ago (also known as a pending trap), and how King Escar—King Escar—said sorry to Sara. It was a trap. A fucking trap. Yet somehow, she ended up in Kent Forest, walking toward a spider that shot webs as thick as bungee cord—and she didn’t know why. 

King Escar gave them the order to follow Sara on the mission, but Edico removed that provision. She didn’t have to be there…. No, it was better this way. At least here, she was with skilled fighters, following after a spider that normal adventurers could fight. If she was in the other group and was ambushed, the idiot heroes would start throwing around spells, killing themselves with friendly fire. 

Suddenly, a twig snapped, and Mary stumbled backward, landing on something and tripping. After her vision returned she looked down and saw her boot was stuck to a piece of webbing. “W-Wait up, guys…” she called out.

Sara took a deep breath and then turned to her. “Hold still and keep quiet.”

Mary bit her cheek as Sara kneeled and started chanting, releasing a freezing wave of ice that made Mary yelp. Her ankle was bright red and layered with frost, shaking and burning. “What are you doing?” she yelled.

Sara’s eyes sharpened, and she put her index to her lips. “Get stuck again, and I’m leaving you here.”

Mary’s face contorted in rage, but energy drained from her body when a horrifying screech came from the labyrinth of webs ahead of her. “W-What was that?”

“What do you think it was?” Daniel asked, uncharacteristically flustered. “Just shut up already.”

Mary’s face twisted into a scowl, but she stood up and continued moving, grinding the ice under her foot as she walked.
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Sara turned to the sound of the Crimson Weaver. She could barely see through the webs, meaning they were nearing the nest. 

“Sara,” Edico whispered. “Can you make a path?”

“Sure,” Sara said, silently chanting as she walked into the labyrinth of webs. Her body swirled with white fog in a hypnotic cyclone as she lifted her hands. Then, a blast of ice shot across the webs like an electric current, freezing the entire area and making the Crimson Weaver screech in the distance. Sara was shocked that her ice spell froze the entire area. Did I put too much mana into the amplification stone? Sara thought. She led the Crimson Weaver to the location with a treasure that amplified attacks. Still, she only added enough mana to the stone to increase attacks by fifty percent. It shouldn’t multiply the output. Something wasn’t adding up. I should start small….

Sara developed a small fireball in front of her hands. 

“What are you doing?” Edico hissed.

“The fire will shatter the ice and obtain visibility,” she said, “Otherwise, we’ll be blind.” 

Edico looked unconvinced.

“It’s just a small one,” Sara said, looking at the soccer ball-sized fireball in front of her. “I’ll use wind magic to get rid of the steam. We just need to use barriers to protect us from the initial blast.”

“Unconventional,” Edico said, “but effective. I’ll take your lead.”

Sara nodded and released the fireball—and that’s when her plan started going to hell. As the fireball moved, it increased in size. That was expected, accounting for the amplification stone. However, it didn’t stop expanding, growing eight times its original size before slamming into the icy hellscape she created. 

The area erupted in a massive explosion of steam, sending a milky fog crashing into the barrier. It was a surreal image where the steam exposed the curvature of the barrier’s dome, making it look like a bubble in a cloud of smoke.

“What just happened?” Edico asked.

“I don’t know,” Sara said. That was the God-honest truth.

For a moment, the party regrouped, looking around in the dense white mist. Then, a horrifying shriek came from within, and the group lifted their weapons.

“Get ready!” Sara said. “It’s coming!”

Edico unsheathed his sword as a loud scuttling snapped through the trees.

“You brought it toward us?” Mary yelled. “Are you insane? Why the fuck—” A white rope abruptly shot through the fog, drilling straight into the barrier in front of Mary. If there wasn’t a barrier there, she would be dead.

“Get out of the way!” Sara yelled, chanting a spell to layer her sword with frost, allowing her to cut through webs if necessary.

More webs shot out of the mist, crashing into the barriers until they cracked and dissipated. Then hot steam assaulted the heroes, making the heroes choke and wheeze.

“Fall back!” Edico coughed. “Something’s seriously wrong here. We need to—“

A web suddenly crashed into his shield, pushing him back five feet until he slammed into a tree. 

Sara instantly cut through the web with her frozen sword, leaving thick fog in its wake. Then she started chanting a wind spell. Lampádes trimménous sti—

Before she finished, a web shot out of the mist at Titus—the healer they brought on the mission. The web slammed into the man’s wrist with a sickening crunch, and he rocketed forward like a slingshot, his body disappearing into the mist.

Sara’s eyes trembled. She hadn’t spoken two words to the man, but a life was a life—and no one was meant to die. “Fuck!” she screamed. “I lampádes trimménous sti miazméni fosforá!” She swung her sword, and an abnormally massive gust of wind cut through the fog, dispersing it instantly.

Obtaining visibility didn’t give them consolation—it made things worse. The instant the mist cleared, everyone could see a car-sized spider with a crimson abdomen staring at them with dozens of golf ball-sized eyes. It was in a tree, Titus’s screaming head in its maw. It bit into the man’s skull with a crunch, sending blood gushing toward the ground in a waterfall.

Emma screamed, and Mary followed with equal passion.

“Edico! Protect the heroes!” Sara gripped her sword, and the blade turned bright white. 

“Got it!” Edico rushed forward, putting up a large barrier over the group. “Prepare to retreat!” 

Sara swung her sword in a wide arc, and a streak of light cut through multiple trees as it shot at the Crimson Weaver. The spider jumped from the tree, using its web as a bungee cord just in time to avoid the strike. However, Sara’s slash cut through the tree it was on, sending the trunk crashing onto it.

When the tree collapsed on the Crimson Weaver, Jason’s eyes shot open. “Attack it while it’s down!” He lifted his sword up high, making it radiate brighter than the strike he used during the Golden Trial.

“Don’t, you idiot!” Sara yelled. But it was too late. The Crimson Weaver whirled around under the tree and shot a web directly at Jason’s chest.
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Sara dropped her sword and caught the web with her bare hand—and instantly regretted it. Her body was tempered through the pits of hell, so even amplified, the web should’ve only left her hand numb. But it didn’t. It felt like she caught a bowling ball instead of a fastball, and it was clear if she pushed Jason, it would’ve hit and shattered her wrist, and if she tried to slice the web, it would’ve sent her sword’s blade flying into his chest. And as much as she wanted Jason to die, his death would create a permanent rift between her and the heroes, feed King Escar’s paranoia, and, most importantly, ruin her plan. Victory was in her sights—so long as everyone lived. That said, if she knew that the Crimson Weaver was exponentially stronger than it should’ve been—she would’ve let Jason die.

The impact made Sara’s hand crunch, sending blood everywhere. Then, her body yanked forward. 

Sara dug her heels into the ground, stopping the momentum. Then she pulled back with inhuman strength, yanking the spider out from under the tree. 

“Just die!” Sara yelled, wrapping the web twice around her hand. “Chiáste tou agápē kai misous, skevasména se xéna hácha!” Ice shot up the web like a lit fuse, freezing the Crimson Weaver’s spinnerets. It instantly shrieked, snapping the icy web off as it scuttled up a tree.

Sara turned to the heroes. “Get the fuck out of here! You’re liabilities!”

“Liabilities?” Jason said. “You’re the person that created a cloud of fucking steam—“

Sara backhanded Jason with her broken hand, sending him flying into a tree. Then she turned to Mary. “Pick him up and go! Complain once, and Raul will haul you both away!”

Mary shook in place and then complied, grabbing Jason.

Sara turned back to the Crimson Weaver, which was staring down at her from a tree. It was pissed, but it wasn’t nearly as pissed as she was. She gave the Crimson Weaver a mana amplification stone, but that should’ve only given it extra torque—it wouldn’t make fireballs eight times stronger and webs strong enough to break through her body tempering.

Why the fuck are you so strong? Sara silently asked the spider. I didn’t put that much mana into that…. Her body broke out in cold sweats. Wait… the mana vein…. They were on a mana vein! Fuck!

Haligara fed on mana, and there was a river of the shit under the Earth below them—that’s why it lived there! Now, that mana amplification stone was sucking in ungodly amounts of mana, turning any magical attack in the area into a nuclear explosion. That’s why the fireball turned into a small sun, and the wind spell shook the forest. Why the hell didn’t she take that into account? Did she forget about it? Was it something she didn’t understand? Or was she just fucking stupid?

Sara didn’t know. She’d figure it out later, but for now, she fucked up her hand right before a major battle, and she was pissed. So she lifted her sword, warping the mana around her. If the area amplified mana, she would give this creature hell. With a bright white sword, she slashed in a horizontal arc, sending out a blast of mana that cut through air and tree and stone.
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For the first time, Mary knew true fear. Jason was in her arms, but she couldn’t move. Her lungs weren’t working, and her body was buzzing from oxygen deprivation. But when Sara released her massive attack, her primal instincts took over, and she tried to move—but it was too late. The Crimson Weaver jumped from a falling tree, flying down toward her.

            

    
        Chapter 22: The Trap

    
    
    
    
                The Crimson Weaver screeched as it fell toward Mary. Just as Mary’s life was flashing before her eyes, a thunderous crash of wind slammed into her, sending her and the rest of the heroes flying into the forest. Rocks and debris crashed into her body, and for a moment, she thought she died.

“Jesus Christ,” Sara yelled from a distant place. “Move!” Mary couldn’t tell how far she was, and she couldn’t see. Her world was spinning, and she felt like she might puke. She was going to die here. She was actually going to die—

Suddenly, the Crimson Weaver screeched as something snapped, and then it started scuttling off at high speed.

“Wha….” Mary groaned. Then a hand grabbed her hard, waking her up with pain as it yanked her to her feet. “W-What—“

“Wake up!” Raul yelled. Another blast rocked the forest, making the pine needles rain down on them. “We got to go!”

“O-Okay!” Mary stammered. “What about Jason?”

“Daniel’s got him!”

Mary turned with blurry vision and saw that Daniel had dropped his bow and picked up Jason’s unconscious body. Once again, he was proving competent.

Another flash of light cut through the forest, and trees groaned, falling down in a cataclysmic series of crashes.

“Move!” Sara yelled. “I can’t fight with you here!”

“Understood!” Raul heaved Mary’s body onto his shoulder like she was a sack of flour and then burst into the forest. Every step made Mary want to hurl.
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Raul fucked up. He fucked up bad. Somewhere along the way, he had let his raw power get to his head. Now, he regretted it. Sara was in serious trouble, and it was all his fault. No one else would feel that way, but he did. If he would’ve been persuasive, he could’ve gotten Emma to stay back and convinced Edico to shut the doors on participation—he had the clout to do that. But he didn’t. He wanted to go. To be a hero. Regret didn’t come close to capturing his feelings.

Mary struggled to break free from his arms as he ran, making him hold her with an iron grip until she yelped. He didn’t have time for her shit. That said, once they got to a safe distance, he threw her down, making her fall onto her butt.

“What the fuck was that?” Mary asked.

“That’s the result of you struggling,” Raul said. “Now stop complaining. You guys almost got us killed.”

Mary stared at him with her mouth open. “Wait? Did you just say I almost got you killed?”

Raul scoffed. “That’s what I said.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Mary yelled. “If Sara hadn’t shot that fireball, we wouldn’t have been in that position! Or have you forgotten?” She stood up, puffing out her chest, convinced—truly convinced—that this was all Sara’s fault.

Raul stared at her in disbelief. Somehow, she had filtered out Edico warning them that they would die, Sara telling them not to go, Sara’s strategy meeting with Edico, and the back and forth after the blast of steam. Now, Mary truly believed that her freezing up with Jason in the forest, holding everyone back, didn’t threaten any of their lives—and resented Raul for saving her.

Mary was psychotic. Absolutely psychotic. A pathological liar who truly believed her lies. That was the most dangerous type of person. Raul was now certain of it.

More blasts went off in the forest, followed by shrieks from the Crimson Weaver. The pitch of the cries was different, weaker, and guttural, as if the spider was seriously wounded.

Emma turned to her. “Mary. That isn’t how it happened—“

“Yes it is!” Mary yelled. “Edico told her not to send that fucking fireball into the forest. But she did. Then what happened?”

Jason groaned, and Daniel laid him on the ground.

“No one?” Mary asked when the area turned silent. “Well, I’ll tell you what happened. She blinded everyone with steam and left a clear path for it to attack us! So don’t you dare say that this was my fault! That bitch almost got us all—“

Emma slapped her in the face—hard.

Mary’s eyes widened as she touched her cheek. The mark was bright red, and Emma’s fingernails drew blood.

“Sara told us not to go!” Emma screamed. “She told the king not to let us go! And unless you’re blind, Sara sacrificed her hand to save Jason’s life! So stop treating her like she led you to a trap when she’s the only reason you’re still alive!”

Mary’s body trembled, and her face became nearly purple with rage. “Don’t you dare say that! Sara saved us from herself, and we’re still in this fucking forest! We could die any minute now!”

Emma growled, stepping forward, and Mary grabbed her sword handle.

Raul stepped in front of Emma. “Put that down, or I’ll break your arms.”

“You too?” Mary yelled.

“You’re the one out of line. I’m not sure what happened to you, Mary, but you’ve lost your goddamn mind. Now take your hand away from that handle, or I’ll force you to.”

Mary turned to Daniel and saw he was surreptitiously reaching for his dagger, and she looked away, pointing her nose to the sky and taking a deep breath. “You sneaky fucker.”

“Shut up, Mary,” Daniel said.

“Don’t you dare—“

Suddenly, there was a piercing gust of wind, and a dozen trees crashed in a hailstorm, making the group cup their ears. A sickening screech followed, and a final blast rang out, silencing the entire forest.

The group listened in dead silence, like a jury awaiting the Reaper’s verdict. Ten minutes passed before a pair of footsteps echoed through the forest. Every one of them caused Raul’s heart to hammer in his chest, pumping harder as they got closer. Then, when the sound became unbearable, he saw Edico. The man was exhausted, bloody, and limping. He had a gash on his thigh from the battle and was bleeding. That was only natural—

The healer died.

“Good. You’re here,” Edico sighed. “We killed the weaver. But we haven’t confirmed that there isn’t an assailant, so let’s regroup.”

“Where’s Sara?” Emma asked.

“She’s healing herself,” Edico said. “Now let’s go.”

Raul’s body cooled. It felt like he had just drank Gatorade after finishing a Five K, and he took a deep breath. “Okay.”
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Raul returned to the battleground with Jason on his shoulder. Once they got there, Raul put Jason on the ground, taking a step forward as if he were in a dream. A quarter mile of trees had fallen to the north and west, and there were swathes of frozen tundra that sparkled in the open sunlight. On the ground was the mangled, sliced corpse of the spider, sizzling and smoking as its acidic green blood burned through the foliage.

Sara was sitting on a boulder, healing her hand with a frustrated expression. She wouldn’t look at them.

“Why the hell would you take us to fight something like this?” Mary asked.

Edico sat on a boulder, exhausted and bleeding. The strongest guard was down, and no one failed to notice. “This wasn’t a normal Crimson Weaver,” he said. “This wasn’t like anything I’ve fought before…. No one could’ve anticipated this.”

“You couldn’t have anticipated this?” Mary scoffed. “Weren’t we here to investigate weird shit?”

“What part of ‘prepare to die’ didn’t you get?” Raul asked. “He told you that this wasn’t a scouting mission anymore.”

Mary turned to him. “Shut up, Raul. You’d take Sara’s side no matter what.” Raul loved Sara—he loved her since middle school. He didn’t exactly hide that, but it didn’t change anything. “So I don’t want to hear—“

Mary abruptly stopped talking when Sara threw something at her. She put up her hands to block, but it was only a toss, and the object landed in front of her boots. Mary looked down and saw a glowing black stone that looked like it was forged of volcanic glass. “What’s this?”

“It’s a stone that makes shit stronger,” Sara said, turning away.

“It’s a mana amplifier,” Edico clarified. “It makes mana-based attacks stronger. That’s why Sara’s spells increased in size and the reason the weaver was so strong.”

Emma’s eyes trembled, and then she looked over to Sara and jumped. “Wait! You’re hurt! Let me heal you!” She rushed over to Sara. While Raul thought that Sara would refuse her, she hesitantly nodded. It must’ve been bad. Luckily, Emma was a god at healing by Reemada’s standards. Healing magic was a miracle, but it usually required surgery to figure out what major bone fragments fit and where to piece it back together like a jigsaw puzzle, mending just enough to fill in cracks and heal it. That said, most people didn’t understand the vein and nerve networks, so while they could fix the structure, it was never the same. Emma was different. She could heal Sara completely, but it would take a few days of rest and multiple healing sessions.

Suddenly, there was a sickening shuffling of bones as Sara’s hand was patched back together, making Raul grimace. By contrast, Sara pulled out a flask from her utility belt and took a swig, silently accepting the treatment without complaint. It gave him goosebumps.

“Who do you think laid the trap?” Daniel asked.

“We’re not sure someone did anymore,” Edico said.

“Why not?” Jason asked solemnly, staring at the ground.

“Over there.” Sara took over, pointing to a rock bluff. There was a large rock face they could see from the now-cleared trees, exposing an ominous cave. “There’s an immense amount of mana coming from that cave. Whatever’s in there probably attracted the spider.”

“And the fire?” Daniel asked.

“Citizens might’ve started it,” Edico said. “And it’s rained recently. That could’ve put out the fire.”

“I see….” Raul said, looking toward the cave. “What do you think is in there?”

“I don’t know,” Sara said. “But considering I got a prophecy to come here, I’m guessing it’s something I’ll need to defeat Agronus.”

Mary’s lip curled, and she took two steps forward. “You need? Do you really think you can take on the demon army alone?”

“That’s not what she said, Mary,” Daniel said. “She’s talking about fighting Agronus. We’re all fighting the demon army, but she’s the one that will be fighting—“

“Are you an idiot? Do you really think she can fight Agronus—”

Sara threw her flask into Mary’s chest, knocking her backward. “Shut the fuck up, you cunt! Unless you’re deaf, blind, dumb, and delusional, you’d know you almost got everyone killed! My hand’s fucked up because you two are trying to play hero. But here’s the thing. You’re not ‘heroes.’ You’re not strong. You’re not useful. And if Jason didn’t try to show off, Titus wouldn’t have died!”

Titus rarely spoke, and none of them knew him well. But it was a heavy loss all the same, and Raul could tell that it was weighing on Sara’s mind.

Jason looked away, pissing Mary off. “Whatever bitch.” She scoffed and turned away, and for the first time, Raul hated someone. Absolutely hated someone. He wished she’d die.
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Mary had never been so angry before. King Escar ordered them to join Sara, but she could tell it was by request. Team building to bury the hatchet. That was the rationale. But Sara just admitted that she never wanted them as part of her team. She orchestrated this event for a reason, and that reason was to save their lives. Why? Because when they went back, Emma, Raul, Edico, and sneaky-fucker-Daniel would tell everyone about how unreasonable Mary was and how Sara saved her life.

Mary could already hear it: Sara’s trying to ruin you? Shut the hell up, Mary. Sara saved your life! It was the ultimate argument, the end-all-be-all. But the simple fact was that Sara was trying to destroy her. She was out to get her from day one, and now she couldn’t even enter King Escar’s audience chambers without the man sneering at her. Hell, even the guards hated her. Everyone hated her, and it was all Sara’s fault. But now, Mary couldn’t say shit to defend herself. It would always come down to Sara saved your life. It was cruel.

This was Sara’s plan all along—and it was fucking effective.

Mary turned to Sara to glare at her, but what she saw made her blood run cold. Sara was playing with a ring as she stared at the cave. It wasn’t just any ring. It was a spatial ring that her investors gave her. The sneaky bitch was going to get the treasure and put it into a spatial dimension. Then, no one would ever know!

Mary turned to Edico. “We should go into the cave together.”

“No,” Sara said coldly. “I’m going in alone. The last thing I need to worry about is protecting children.”

“Hold up,” Edico said. “If it’s a labyrinth, we need reinforcements.”

“I’m just taking a look,” Sara said.

“Just a glance,” he said.

“Understood.” Sara got up, taking her hand off her spatial ring for the first time. There was anticipation in her eyes.

Mary took a breath so deep it felt suffocating. Then she turned to Edico. “Wait…. What? You’re seriously going to let her go alone?”

“Just shut up, Mary,” Daniel said, leaning against a tree. “Sara’s a time traveler. A reincarnation. An Oracle. Take your pick. She’s way stronger than all of us, including Edico. He gets that. Now let it go.”

“And you’re okay with that?” Mary asked. “Sara’s a time traveler with a fucking agenda. She’s not listening to the king!”

Edico turned away.

“She refuses to join a party.”

Daniel snorted but averted his gaze.

Mary turned to Jason and then Raul. “And she’s sowing discord between our friends. And what’s next? Once she gets the power to fight Agronus, who the fuck’s going to stop her? Look at this!” She spread her arms and swiveled, presenting a quarter mile of fallen trees and frozen tundra. “Are you fucking kidding me? If she won’t listen to King Escar now, what the fuck’s going to happen when you don’t have the power to stop her?”

Edico took a deep breath, looking at Sara, who had stopped to listen. Then he turned to Mary. “What do you want from me? To brand her a traitor for being strong? She just saved your life. Now you want me to lock her up?”

Mary’s entire mouth curved into a grin, and her blood boiled. There it is, she thought. There it fucking is.

Sara started walking again, nearing the mouth of the cave. Seeing her getting so close to stealing the treasure and obtaining absolute power made Mary’s heart start pounding in her chest. “I’m not asking you to lock her up. I’m just asking you to have some common sense! You know Lady Serok gave her a spatial ring, and yet you’re just going to let her pick up something outside your watch? Are you insane? Sorry guys. I didn’t find anything. It must’ve been this amplification… whatever,” Mary acted out in a deep, manly voice. “Meanwhile, she’s holding a nuclear fucking bomb in her ring!”

“That’s not how spatial rings work,” Edico said, gripping his thigh. “And if you weren’t here, I would go with her. But right now, I need to watch over you. If you want someone to blame, blame yourself.”

Mary’s face contorted in rage, then she looked at his thigh wound.

“Don’t do it,” Edico warned.

Without answering, Mary burst after Sara in a full sprint. Edico immediately gave chase. He was fast, but Mary was faster, and he was wounded, his off-kilter footsteps thudding like a weak heart. Raul and Daniel’s footsteps followed next, but Mary got a head start. She would make it.

Mary ran into the cave, entering the jaws of hell—

—a place she would’ve later wished she had never entered.

“Don’t, you fool!” Sara screamed, her voice echoing on the cave’s walls. “Get back!”

Suddenly, Mary got a bad premonition and skidded to a halt. It wasn’t a deep cave, ending about fifteen feet in. But Sara wasn’t moving back. She was staring… at something.

“What is it?” Mary asked, cautiously approaching.

“Stay back!” Sara yelled.

“No! What are you looking at?” Mary moved closer as Sara slowly turned around. Then she saw it. The wall. The cave ended, but…. Right behind Sara, there was a hole. It was pitch black as if there were only a few inches holding it up, exposing an endless cavern in all directions. It looked like the gates of the underworld. “What is that?”

“Don’t move, it’s too narrow in—wait!” Sara screamed. “Mary, what are you—”

It all happened so fast. One second, Sara was standing in front of her. The next, Sara took a step backward, letting herself drop into the abyss, screaming like a little girl, shrieking as her voice became more and more distant in the darkness.

For a moment, Mary couldn’t believe it. She just stared blankly at the now exposed hole, unable to process that Sara had just jumped into it. Wait… what? she thought. What just—

Suddenly, something shifted behind her, and Mary whirled around. In front of her was Edico, his face white as a sheet.

“What have you… done?” he whispered.

Mary couldn’t answer. Sara… she set her up. She set her fucking up. And there was no way in hell she’d be able to survive this. “That bitch…” she murmered. “That fucking bitch….”
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Sara released a massive gust of wind below her, guiding her body to the ground. Once she landed, she pressed her back against a wall and let her slide down. Aside from her hand getting mangled, her plan was working well—really well. Sort of.

Not really.

Originally, Sara expected the weaver to be only slightly stronger. Then, with any luck, she could’ve jumped in front of an attack, martyring herself. With her tempered body, she should’ve been able to catch that web without issue, at most leaving with a numb hand. Then, she’d win over all of the heroes by saving Mary and Jason’s lives, shattering Mary’s arguments and complaints for good. That’s what happened, but….

Sara looked at her hand. That fucking idiot… she thought. Emma had mended it correctly, but healing magic only went so far. It needed time to heal naturally. Until then, it was a glass cannon. At least I got my bonus.

While she’d do her best, there was no way that she could guarantee that she could frame Mary. She imagined she’d have to request Mary’s presence, have her go in first, or just walk beside her with the group and act like Mary tripped her. And even then, the odds of pulling it off were at most 20%. So she didn’t count on succeeding on that front. It was just a bonus.

Still—

Neither winning over the heroes nor framing heroes could make up for seriously damaging her hand before the battle—and that was all on her. Thankfully, Haligara was over a mile away, and it didn’t leave its shiny nest for anyone. So she was safe—for now.

I should get some rest, she thought. It’s going to be a long day. Closing her eyes, she let herself drift off for a few hours, sleeping with one eye open.
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Brandon Torres was in a foul mood as he rode alongside Aelia, who was keeping her eye on him. No matter what he did, she always treated him like a villain. It pissed him off. She was smart enough to realize that Sara had set up a trap in the forest, but she still thought that he was the bad guy. She lumped him in the same category as Sara, and that really pissed him off.

Sara was right next to the God Slayer sword, and if she got it, he wouldn’t be able to defeat her and Agronus’s forces. The world would be fucked, permanently this time, and Brandon was the only person standing between them and thermonuclear destruction. The irony of being treated like a villain was tragic.

That said, things were going to plan. If he played his cards right, he wouldn’t need to rely upon his contingency plan. Brandon rubbed his right forearm as if to reassure himself that he could go it alone. Then he turned to Aelia.

“Wait up. Shouldn’t we at least camp here? If they need reinforcements, they’ll probably send a messenger or something. The further we go, the longer it’ll take.”

Aelia looked at their surroundings. They were in an open clearing on a rocky bluff. They had the high ground and full visibility. They couldn’t be ambushed. “That’s a good point. Let’s set up camp.”

Bingo.

Aelia shot him a glance that made his neck tingle with fear, dampening his excitement. He couldn’t get cocky around this woman. Things were going well, but one wrong move would fuck everything up. Aelia wouldn’t fail to notice.
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Edico sat on a boulder in front of the cave, weaving his fingers through his hair. He was supposed to be thinking, but there was nothing to think about. Mary pushed Lady Reece down a three-hundred-foot hole (or deeper—that’s just how far his divination pulses could reach), and she was probably dead. Probably was the key term. If he fell down there, he’d be walking with ghosts, but something was telling him that Lady Reece was alive. Still, that didn’t do him any good. He couldn’t do anything to help her.

As for Lady Jansen…. Edico tried not to think about her, but the scene from ten minutes ago replayed in his mind over and over again.

I-I didn’t push her! Lady Jansen had said.

Edico snapped and seized her by the throat. You didn’t push her? he asked.

Mary grabbed his hands as he lifted her up, standing on her tiptoes, trying to breathe. I-I didn’t… I swear. S-She jumped.

Edico lost it, swinging his arm so that Mary’s body was dangling over the crevasse. She jumped? She must’ve been excited to go down there. Tell me, Lady Jansen. Do you also want to “jump” into this crevasse?

Mary’s eyes widened with terror as her hands clumsily gripped his wrist, looking down and trying to scream—but failing under Edico’s choking grip. She looked so fragile, like a bug caught in a spider’s web.

Well? Edico asked. His blood boiled. His mind blanked out as his fingers squeezed and then let up to hear her answer.
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Sara awoke to a loud thud.

            

    
        Chapter 23: Raul Martinez

    
    
    
    
                Sara stared at the object that dropped before her. It was Edico’s sword with a pouch attached to it. Opening it, she found something unexpected—the mana amplification stone.

You never change…. Sara swallowed back tears as she looked at it. In her last life, Edico tracked her through three kingdoms until he found her in a slum in Ramph, part of the Plenth Kingdom—a historic enemy of the Escaran Kingdom. It took him three months, but he followed Jason’s tracks, found him dead, and then continued on, using wit, social skills, and battle prowess to track her down to the gates of hell.

Why’d you even bother? Sara had asked after he found her.

Because I knew you weren’t dead, Edico said.

How?

I don’t know. You dying feels impossible for some reason.

That’s a shitty reason.

Perhaps. That was it. They just stood in silence for another five minutes until Sara exhaled and led him to the shack that she, Kyritus, and Tiber shared. It smelled like rotten vegetables and disease, but he sat down without complaint and asked if she’d help restore the kingdom. In exchange, he would provide Kyritus and Tiber legitimacy and protection. Sara hesitated, but after looking at Tiber, who was pale and had protruding ribs, she had to agree.

Edico then trained her in the sword for three months. He beat her ass senseless every day and night. And at the end of it, when she still couldn’t land a blow on him, he told her she was ready to face Mary as if he didn’t understand the meaning of irony.

I can’t even fight you, and you think I’m ready to face Mary? Sara had asked.

Your journey is just beginning. You’ll figure it out.

That’s just how Edico was. And, just as Emma was the same person she was in her last life, he was also proving that he was the same. She was the only imposter. Everyone was still alive. Only she had died.

Sara sighed and threw her sword aside. She’d put it into the spatial ring, but she didn’t want the kingdom to know she was alive yet. She wanted to give it a day for Mary’s “crime” to sink in. That way, she could demand that she and Jason have their cores shattered. Then, her two enemies would only be political threats, and without their magical power, they were just outsiders. No one would let them into politics.

Belting Edico’s sword onto her waist, Sara clenched her hand. It felt stiff. Raw. But it was functional. She could use it for attacks, but she had to rely more on magic. If she used it too much, she could permanently damage it.

Did I do the right thing? Sara silently asked, clenching her hand into a fist. She had saved Jason, and she didn’t regret that. Killing enemies was what Mary did, and Sara didn’t approve of it. In politics, enemies grew in proportion to a person’s power and prestige. It was the nature of power, and the minute you kill one political enemy, you start killing them all. It was a slippery slope. That’s why she was working toward shattering their cores and breaking their political spines instead. She honestly didn’t plan to lead them to their deaths, let alone Titus’s…. That was the real problem in her mind.

Sara shook her head, clearing her mind. There was a time and place for regret, and that window encapsulated 99% of her waking day. But there was a time when regret wasn’t allowed—in battle and times of crises—and this situation qualified as both.

Mary and Jason deserved to have their cores shattered, and even if they didn’t—she’d do it anyway. As for Titus, she could only make amends if she was alive, and she’d die if she thought about it too much.

You can do this, Sara thought, staring into the pitch-black cavern. Just a mile away was the source of her life’s greatest trauma, still alive and well, awaiting her return. Now she had to face it as if she were sitting in a courtroom, providing testimony as her best friend’s killer watched her from the defense table.

Sitting back down, she took an hour to make her peace with the world. She apologized to Kyritus for not coming back from Drantal like she promised, prayed for Tiber’s health, and then checked her silver pocket watch in the darkness. It was 1:07 PM.

2

Raul missed his family. He was one of six children in an extended family that comprised five different lines. Despite the size, his Nana was insistent that their main family (her children and their children) met up once every other week and the whole family every two months. And whenever they did, there was food—so much food. The women would get together and grab Crisco straight from the tub, mixing the lard into flour by feel and then putting tortillas on cast irons as dried beans soaked overnight. They’d go through the multi-day process to make tamales and put pitted olives in the center, ensuring that the men couldn’t just gobble them down without breaking their teeth. And the men themselves would drink a Corona and talk about their wives as if they were so abused through all of it, cracking jokes and enjoying their lives.

Things were better there.

Raul missed other things, too. He missed football, his dream of being a Madman (even though he recently learned that advertising became a boring data analysis career), and his acceptance to MIT and the fun years it promised.

Most of all, he missed his friends.

Reemada and power changed all of them.

Sara had changed into, well, Sara. Jason tried to kill an unarmed man, and Mary… Mary killed Sara. Fuck man. Mary killed her.

Raul’s eyes welled with tears as he rode his monta to the other group of heroes. One of the healers had set out ahead of their group, galloping at full speed to send the message while they moped and mourned at a trot, keeping pace with Edico, who had Mary in mana deprivation chains on the front of his horse. Her mouth was gagged. No one wanted to hear her talk. Man, the bitch fucking killed her. If she said one word, he’d probably rip her throat out.

Raul was in shock about Sara’s death. He wanted to believe that Sara was alive. But that’d require her to survive skydiving in pitch-black darkness and then outliving whatever the fuck was in that hole. Just getting near the cave prickled his body with gooseflesh, and he had to army crawl to the hole out of fear that he’d fall in—or get pushed. When he got there and looked down into the crevasse, he shivered uncontrollably and had Edico drag him backward out of the cave. He felt like a sissy, but he could barely breathe until he got outside and got back onto his feet.

He was glad Edico was there. That man was as reliable as a machine that assembled cars, prone to mess up from time to time but otherwise stamped out thousands of vehicles a day with pinpoint precision. Still, even Edico was breaking down.

Raul would never forget what happened after Edico left that cave. He came out holding Mary by the neck and then threw her out like a rag doll. She had purple choke marks on her neck, and Raul had originally asked: What the fuck are you doing?

Then that’s when he found out the truth. After hearing how Mary pushed Sara into the hole and saw the abyss for himself, Raul was left in shock. He barely listened as Jason and Mary fought for their reputations.

Wait! Jason yelled. There must be another explanation!

That Sara pushed herself into a three-hundred-foot hole? Edico asked. Raul shivered at his tone. It was caustic enough to eat through steel.

Do you think… I…. Mary wheezed and paused. Could push her? Sara? Are you blind? Look around you.

Edico sneered, ignoring the devastation Mary was referring to. The cave was extremely narrow. Go look in that cave, Jason.

“Jason?” I’m Lord—

No you’re not. When I get back, I’m recommending you both get stripped of your titles.

Wait! What the hell did I do?

That’s final. Now be silent.

Jason protested. Edico didn’t reply.

Emma, who had been standing there in a state of disbelief, dropped to her knees. It’s our fault….

It’s not our fault, Raul said, pulling her into an embrace.

Yes, it is! she yelled. She didn’t want us to go, and we went anyway! She insisted, Raul! And then what happened? She got hurt because we were there. Now she’s dead! This is our fault! We should’ve told them no! That we weren’t going to go!

Calm down, Raul said, hugging her tightly.

Jason scoffed in anger. Emma. This isn’t our faul—

One more word, and I’ll break your face, Raul said.

What the fuck did I do? Why is everyone blaming this shit on me?

Just shut up.

Do you want to fight, Raul?

Raul laughed and released Emma, turning to Jason. Yeah. I do. Because you want to know a secret, Jason?

What? Jason asked, taking a step back.

Sara taught me spells, gave me crazy herbs and elixirs… hell, she gave me all sorts of shit. You know why? To ensure I could beat your ass if necessary. Raul took a step forward, releasing magical pressure that made Jason’s body tense up. She gave me tips, too. And in case you’ve been too self-absorbed to notice.... He pulled the axe off his back and showed him a blade engraved with wild-looking arrays that were unlike anything they had seen in Lemora. She got me a new weapon. Do you still want to threaten me?

Jason turned to Edico. Are you going to let this happen?

Jason…. Edico said chillingly. I hope you die.

What? Jason asked in disbelief.

Edico turned to him. The moment you joined this mission, you became an adult. And as an adult, if you start a fight, you need to accept the consequences. He chuckled murderously. So no, I’m not going to protect you. This is between you and Raul—and I hope you die.

Jason was appalled. When King Escar learns—

Edico shot up, unsheathing his sword and rushing Jason. He grabbed the teen by the armor and pulled him straight to the blade, the horizontal edge breaking the skin of Jason’s neck. Listen, kid. You and Mary have plotted to destroy Lady Reece for the last few months. That’s a fact. We had guards listen outside your room. Spies who followed you. They’ve recorded every fucking word you said. Do you know why?

W-Why…. Jason gulped.

Because you were trying to harm the kingdom’s greatest fucking asset. Now she’s probably dead. That means that I can slay you in cold blood, and King Escar wouldn’t blink an eye. No, he’d be furious he couldn’t watch your execution. Now shut up before I throw you both down that hole.

Jason shut up after that, and Mary scuttled backward to a tree as Edico sheathed his sword and turned to her. The sycount lifted his ring and produced a set of chains.

W-What the hell are those?

Mana deprivation chains, Edico said. They’re used on criminals.

Mary screamed, cried, and begged, but Edico got on the chains. He looked at Jason but held off, putting the mana amplifier into a pouch and tying it to his sword. Then he walked into the cave and threw it down the hole. When he emerged, he spoke firmly:

We’re setting out to get a search party. If you’re not ready in five minutes, I’m leaving you. And that’s when they set out.

Now, they were in the present, making their way back to Aelia’s forces. It wasn’t long before they heard the thunder of hooves in the distance. They met up with a messenger and then caught up with Aelia and the other heroes.

When the two forces regrouped, Edico took Aelia aside while the other heroes asked what had happened, but none of them would talk. Where’s Sara? they asked, And why is Mary in chains?

No one answered them.

The anxiety in the camp multiplied over time, turning so thick it felt like Raul was wearing a weight vest and running. Then, after Edico finished speaking with Aelia, the latter spoke up:

“Listen up! Lady Reece has fallen into a deep cavern. Our troops are sending for reinforcements. In the meantime, we’re going to search for another entrance into the cave. If you find one, don’t go in. We’ll leave in five minutes, so prepare yourself!”

Raul’s heart tightened at the hope that Sara was alive. He looked at Emma, whose eyes burned with determination. If anyone could find another entrance, she could.
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Sara began her slow and silent journey through the cave two hours ago, each step making her anxiety increase. Her heart was like a caged bird, slamming into her rib cage as it fought for its freedom. She couldn’t hear from the dull thud in her ears, so she had to pause for ten minutes at a stretch to calm down.

The walk was only a mile, but walking there silently without using divination pulses (which would alert Haligara) made it last hours. Worse, if she couldn’t feel Haligara’s presence, it would be impossible to know if she was going the right way. It was pitch black and silent, making her feel like she was stumbling around for a light switch at the bottom of the ocean.

No, it wasn’t completely black. It was, but her mind was playing tricks on her, allowing her to see waves of color, actively hallucinating as she walked further into the abyss.

Suddenly, the tricks grew more aggressive, and she could hear voices—human voices. No… wait! Sara shut her eyes and grasped her head, but it was too late. Sounds and smells of blood and iron filled her senses. Sara opened her eyes in panic, and to her horror, there was light in the cavern, mana crystals lighting the walls.

“Tank it already, you fucking idiot!” Jason yelled, jumping backward as a massive black object crashed into the place he was standing only a moment before.

“I can’t tank it if it doesn’t pay attention to me!” Raul yelled back.

A terrorizing hiss cracked through the hollow cave, and Sara’s blood ran cold, her lungs seizing up in horror. Yet her body moved on its own, lifting her silver bow at a massive basilisk. Suddenly, the bow lit up, connecting the two ends with a laser-like beam of mana that she pulled back as a string. Aiming it upward, she could finally see It. Haligara.

Haligara was a massive snake with scales that looked like they were forged from volcanic glass. When it lifted its body, it stood fifty feet tall and had jaws that could swallow a school bus without struggling. And its eyes… they were terrifying. The yellow glow stones lining the ceiling reflected off its eyes like cat eyes, but they were green with horizontal slits as wide as its corrosive tongue.

Sara shivered in horror, but her other body kept moving. “Get back this way!” she yelled. “I’ll attract it; you keep it busy!” Sara let the arrow fly, and it curved in the air, shifting its trajectory to hit Haligara in the eye. It screeched in agony—

—and that’s when Sara’s life changed forever.

In a fit of rage, Haligara opened its maw and shot acid through its fangs in multiple directions. It was a new attack, and a spurt hit Raul in the arm, melting through his armor and making him scream out in pain.

“I’m coming!” Emma yelled.

“Don’t do it!” Don’t do it! The two versions of herself overlapped as they watched Emma rush to Raul, but it was too late for either to make a difference. Haligara turned to Emma in a flight of passion, shooting acid at her. Sara tried to push Emma out of the way, but the acid was like a speeding bullet. Before she even got close, the acid hit Emma in the face, sending her screaming on the ground. Sara rushed forward, trying to save her life. Yet it was too late. Emma’s face was boiling and blistering, sizzling with smoke as the acid corroded her face to the bone. “Emma!” Sara yelled.

Suddenly, Haligara turned its eyes to Sara—the woman that blinded it—and it let out a hiss. Sara turned to face it, but before she could see its gaze—

—she woke up, staring into pitch-blackness in the present, cold sweat soaking through her undershirt.

How the fuck am I going to fight that thing? Sara thought, taking labored breaths in the soundless cave. Haligara wasn’t that strong. Her flashback just reminded her of that. The battles that she fought in the demon capital were far worse, but… one moment’s hesitation could get her killed, and her trauma or flashbacks could seize her body completely.

Sara looked down and found her hands were shaking. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Listen, Sara, she thought, and listen very carefully. Emma is alive, and you’ve been given an opportunity to skull fuck this thing a second time.]

Grinning fearlessly, she took a deep breath. So don’t fuck it up. She may not have the Bow of Rymac, a party, or anything else. But she had an indomitable will, an ultimate drive for vengeance, and luck that could change the world. One of those things would work in her favor. She was certain of it.

With that thought, Sara continued into the pitch-black abyss, determined to face her trauma head-on.

            

    
        Chapter 24: Haligara

    
    
    
    
                When Raul reached the cave, Aelia dismounted and walked inside. When she returned, her face was deathly pale, as if she had watched Sara fall herself. “Listen up!”

The heroes fell silent, turning to her hesitantly. 

“We’re splitting into groups! I’ll lead a group to check for openings on the north side; Edico will take a group to the south. If you find a crack or a cave, do not enter it. We’re standing on a mana vein, and wherever there’s a mana vein, there’s a nest or a labyrinth. That means that whatever’s inside is likely as deadly as the fall itself.”

Emma put her hand to her chest, her lips quivering. Raul grabbed her hand and squeezed.

“If Lady Reece survived the fall, she’ll be fine,” Edico said, easing the anxiety. “The devastation you see around you is proof of that. So don’t fuck things up for her by going it alone. Once we find an entrance, we’ll face what comes together.”

The heroes nodded in assent. 
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After the directives, the heroes broke into two groups. Raul was going with Emma—the rest was irrelevant to him. 

Or so he thought.

Aelia approached Daniel, who was sitting beside Raul. “Hey. I’ll need you riding with Edico’s team.”

Daniel’s eyes widened. “Why? I need to help—“

“Listen, Lord Winters,” she interrupted. “Lord Newborn looks unstable. If he tries to pull something again, we need someone who can hold his own.”

Daniel smiled bitterly. “Isn’t Raul better suited for that?”

“No. They’re quarreling. We don’t want to make things worse. Besides….” Aelia looked at Brandon. “We’ll need Raul to keep that one in check.”

“Brandon?” Daniel asked.

“Yeah.” That’s all she said before walking away, leaving no chance for Daniel to refuse.

“I’m sorry, Daniel,” Emma said, genuine empathy in her tone.

Daniel looked at the ground for a moment before looking up with a bright smile. “It’s just temporary,” he said. “But….” He looked at Brandon with a narrowed gaze. “Stay away from him. Seriously. Let Aelia handle him.”

Raul furrowed his brow. That was a given, but he was surprised that Daniel was suddenly adamant about it. “Why?”

Daniel’s face contorted into a conflicted expression. “You know when you can feel something bad’s gonna happen, and then it does?”

Emma’s lip trembled, and Raul looked away.

Daniel smiled ruefully but pushed forward. “Well, it’s like that. Just keep away, okay? Stay safe, guys.” With those words, he ran away awkwardly, joining up with Edico’s group.

Raul turned to Brandon, eyeing him suspiciously. There was something wrong with the guy. He acted like Sara if he had a few screws loose. No, a lot of screws loose. Whatever he was, he was talented in magic, and he was bad news. Raul took Daniel’s warning seriously—especially since he felt the same way.

The two crossed paths less than an hour later. It was 2:37 pm.
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Sara stayed focused as she crept through the cave, taking every step deliberately. It was dead silent, making every drip of water from the ceiling sound like an explosion when it hit the floor. Her heart was strained, and her lungs were as heavy as lead.

Suddenly, she heard a noise and swiped the air with her sword. It turned out the sound was a bug, and its two halves hit the cave with loud bangs. 

Sara felt like a pair of hands had gripped her lungs from behind and squeezed as she stood there. That was terrifying…. she thought. Swallowing hard, she looked into the distance. It was faint, but she could see light from mana crystals. Almost there.

Sara was unsure whether that was encouragement or a warning. 

By the time the darkness gave way to glowing stalagmites, Sara’s limbs were heavy with adrenaline. She could now see small bugs on the wall and the pools from dripping water. Worst of all, she could see that wall. That fucking wall—the one that was marred with thick gashes from a battle that happened before the Hero’s Party arrived. Now that she saw those same gashes three years earlier than in her last life, she knew the battle happened years, decades, or even centuries before she was Summoned to Reemada. Now, it was right before her, and her anxiety skyrocketed.

Just on the other side of that wall was Haligara. She could hear it breathing, sleeping. She had been dead silent on the way there, but she felt the moment she got close enough to the wall to see the divots from the blades that cut the stone, the basilisk would stir, awakening from its dead sleep to resume its murderous legacy.

Sara took another step. Then another. On the third, she reached that wall and accidently kicked a rock. 

Suddenly, Haligara stirred in the other room, its scales scraping across the ground in a grinding hiss. Sara held her breath, listening to the basilisk and the drip, Drip, DRIP! of water falling from the stalactites.

The basilisk didn’t move. 

Neither did she.

After a long pause, its body shifted, and the noises became gentle as if it had laid down to sleep. Sara took a deep, silent breath with stiff lungs and walked to the edge of the wall, reaching the beginning of Haligara’s “throne room.” She had to make it there. A surprise attack with a strong spell was the best chance she had at defeating Haligara. If she fucked it up, she could die. She wasn’t ready to face it, emotionally or physically. Would her weapons even touch it? Sara didn’t know. But she had magic—and a lot of it. 

Sara took another step, preparing to begin her chanting, but the next moment, Haligara stirred again, releasing its tongue and tasting the air. 

It knows you’re there. Her mind was playing tricks on her again. Just charge in and get it over with. 

Sara shook off her inner voice and crept alongside the wall, moving to the far edge where, on one more step would expose her fully to Haligara and its lair. This was her Rubicon, the line that the “Hero” Party had crossed to face Haligara. The one Emma crossed and never returned from.

Sara slowly peeked her head out, and her muscles tensed when she saw what was on the other side. Haligara wasn’t what she remembered in her flashbacks—

—it was worse.

The beast was a true colossus, a football field in length, with a trunk twice as thick as a redwood curled into a spring. Even if Sara cut through its scales like a soft stick of butter, her sword wouldn’t even make it a fifth of the way through the snake.

This was the beast that she had to go through to get to the miners’ tunnel, which would bring her to the surface. If she didn’t fight the colossus, she would die in the cave—guaranteed.

Admit it, Sara. Without Qualth, you were nothing. You wouldn’t have even scratched Agronus.

That wasn’t true. The God Slayer sword was powerful, but it wasn’t the main factor that defeated any of her enemies. Still, she couldn’t shake the self-doubt. Worse, she didn’t have any of the things that were the main factors of her battles. The Bow of Rymac. Legendary gear. A party. Friends….

And you’re going to die alone, Sara. Enjoy your self-fulfilling prophecy. You’ll be right until the very—

Suddenly, Sara felt Haligara moving, and her thoughts disappeared. It started snaking forward, mana oozing as it moved toward her. She felt it—but she didn’t hear it. Was it a trick? No…. She would swear that it was moving its long head silently, hunting like a predator on the other side of the wall. Yet she couldn’t check without a divination pulse as it hunted through mana signatures. Her mana was suppressed to the minimum. One break could send it into a frenzy.

It’s time…. Sara closed her eyes to enhance her hearing and concentration since she couldn’t see. Then she began chanting. Thlípsi kai efória, xéna stoixeía syndyasmoúntai se éna dimiourgikó symfoniáko. Traka, mes' ti flogá tis paíthias—

Sara’s eyes snapped open to start the attack—and then her veins turned to ice. A massive green eyeball the size of a beachball was staring right at her. Then it breathed, and she could feel the suction it created from its snout, which was the size of her Tesla. How couldn’t she hear that with her enhanced senses? How couldn’t have known?

The two stared at each other for a split second. Then the fight began.

Haligara opened its mouth to swallow, and Sara completed her chant simultanously. 

—ymnáei ti zoiá!

A crushing wave of gravity slammed into Haligara’s head like a dropped shipping container, making it release a horrifying shriek. Sara stumbled back, ears ringing with tinnitus. Her hearing was heightened before the shriek now she was deaf. 

Disoriented, Sara lifted her sword like an executioner’s axe, warping the thick mana around and drawing power from the amplification stone in her pocket. But before she could strike, the wall beside her exploded from Haligara whipping its tail on the other side. Boulder-sized chunks of rock smashed into her like cannonballs, sending Sara flying and crashing into the ground multiple times. When she rolled and pushed herself up, there was a massive dent in her breastplate, pressing into her ribs and making it difficult to breathe. Yet her eyes came alive, and a grin crept onto her face.

The battle had begun.
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Emma galloped across the mountain, holding tight as her monta jumped over rotting logs and foliage. “Hurry up!” she yelled to Raul.

“Slow down!” he yelled back. “You’re going to fall if you keep this up!” 

“There’s no time! You can feel that, can’t you?” There was an ominous mana leaking through the mountain. It made the jagged rocks sharper until they could pierce a person’s hands, and just being near it caused the hair on her arms to rise. The mana felt corrupted—

—alive.

It’s awake, Emma thought. She didn’t know where that thought came from, but she couldn’t let it go. Something was awake, and she had to back up Sara.

“Yeah, I did,” Raul admitted.

“Then hurry up!” Emma yelled. She clapped her horse on the ribs with her heels and sped up, riding as fast as her skill could take her.

It’s awake, she thought again, this time with a follow-up: We’re almost there.
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Sara felt alive once the battle started. In the darkness, she was afraid, and her trauma locked her in chains. But the moment that Haligara struck, a decade of hardcore battle experience took over, sending her brain into a state of primal fury.

Suddenly, Haligara slammed its tail into the wall again, sending stones shooting out. Sara dodged projectiles, but her movements were limited, and Haligara seized onto it. Without warning, its tail switched direction and shot out at her. Sara jumped backward, but it clipped her in the side, sending her flying into a wall. 

Sara coughed, feeling her armor mold to her ribs. At this point, her armor was weaker than her body! Pushing herself up, she avoided another strike, keeping her distance, analyzing its movements—finding no openings.

Magic it is, Sara thought, covering her eyes with her hands. Verráno davánti a te prestamente!

A blinding flash of light lit up the cavern, causing Haligara to shriek. Sara unshielded her eyes and charged, jumping and kicking off a wall to jump higher and change her angle. As she fell, she swung her sword—radiating with brilliant light—in a beautiful arc onto Haligara’s head. 

The basilisk moved at the last second, but the sword still hit true, cleaving through its snout and sending sizzling blood spraying to the ground. Haligara thrashed as she landed, knocking glowing stalagmites off the walls like golden rain. 

That’s when it switched tactics. 

Suddenly, it opened its maw and shot poison—the same poison that killed Emma—from its fangs. And for a moment, Sara thought that she might have a PTSD episode or freeze—

—but she didn’t.

The second she smelled the noxious gas and listened to it corroding through the stone, her body flooded with intense fury, marbling with her lust for battle. Her movements turned fluid as she dodged the acid, and the dull depression that ruled her mind disappeared, replaced with a sharp desire to live. Now, she just wanted to slash her way through her problems —and her problem was her trauma. This was her battle. It was a declaration of her desire to break her shackles and live again.

Then, Sara stood tall against Haligara, meeting its furious gaze. And for the first time, the basilisk looked really, really small. 

            

    
        Chapter 25: The Horcrux

    
    
    
    
                Raul rushed after Emma, hitting a breakneck speed. It was hard to keep up, but he was immersed in what Emma was feeling—he couldn’t imagine what it was like for her. The mountain felt sinister, cold and corrupted, speaking to him, welcoming him inside, hoping to swallow him whole.

“Over there!” Emma yelled, pointing in the distance. There was a mouth that looked like it led to a cave.

“Coming!” Raul said, pulse throbbing, gripping his reins. Hang in there, Sara, he silently pleaded. We’re coming.
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Sara churned her Twilight core, releasing a maelstrom of mana. Haligara recoiled, sliding its blood-spurting snout backward.

“You feel that, Haligara?” Sara asked.

Haligara hissed, snaking its head back and forth, looking for an opening. Yet it was hesitant. Far more hesitant than it ever was, even as it faced down Qualth in Jason’s hands.

“Do you know what that feeling is?” Sara asked, slowly lifting her sword. The ultra-dense mana from the mana vein swirled in the air, warping the environment like a mirage as her sword lit up. Haligara hissed and started uncoiling so it could move. “I’ll tell you,” Sara said, pausing with a malicious gaze. “Fear.”

Sara slashed down, sending a bright arc of mana crashing through the cavern. Haligara released a tidal wave of mana pressure to cancel out the attack, but the strike cut right through it, slicing its body in half. The basilisk screeched, thrashing against the wall, sending the weapons and armor in its bed flying in a rain of clangs.

The devastating attack came at a cost. Sara’s hand fractured again, and Edico’s sword exploded in a rain of shrapnel. Still, Sara didn’t even think about the pain. She just grinned as she looked at the jagged sword, which looked like a broken beer bottle.

“You’ve got some bad luck,” Sara said. “Cuz this thing’s fucked. A swift death is definitely out of the question.”

Haligara screeched, and it opened its mouth to spray more poison, but Sara moved faster. She threw the sword with inhuman speed, streaking across the cavern like a meteorite, cutting straight through its left fang and spraying blood everywhere. As it shrieked, Sara wrapped a soccer-sized rock with Aura, which was plentiful near the mana vein, and kicked it. The rock hit true, nailing it in the jaw with savage force, sending its head crashing into a nearby wall.
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Raul was staring at the mouth of the “cave” when the first tremor happened. He was filled with hatred and helplessness when he realized that the cave-like opening was just an indent of a few feet. In frustration, he lifted his axe up, preparing to strike when Emma yelled, Don’t! What if it collapses on her? That was a good point, and he aimed to let up—

—but in a grim stroke of irony, the opposite happened as a booming explosion within the mountain caused a landslide to collapse on them.

“Move!” Raul grabbed Emma and jumped out of the way as a landslide slammed into the ground. Emma’s monta shot forward, using its calcified head to ram a rock that was falling on Raul and Emma.

The situation shook Raul to the core. What the hell is happening in there? he thought, mind racing. Yet any news was good news, and he wanted to believe that Sara was responsible for the terrifying blast. He wanted to believe. He wanted….

Brandon watched to make sure Emma was okay. Then he pulled on his cloak hood tighter, blending into the forest as he slipped past the two. He couldn’t believe his good luck. Sara was holding up her end of the bargain, and her Stans were in position. Aelia was busy dealing with the minor landslide, and the heroes were separated. It was time to move fast before anyone realized he was missing.
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“Get up!” Sara screamed, rushing Haligara’s dazed body. She jumped onto its trunk and started running up its scales. “Fight me!” It lifted its head, but it wasn’t fast enough. Sara wrapped her left gauntlet in aura and hit its neck, sending scales flying everywhere.

Haligara thrashed, sending her flying into a wall. Sara bounced off it and landed on her hands and knees, getting up and rushing from a sprinter’s position. Within a second, she wrapped her right foot in aura and punted it, causing its entire body to ripple before blood shot out on the other side. “Or just die!” She tried to kick it again, but it whipped its body and hit Sara, sending her flying at high speed—right into Haligara’s nest of weapons and armor.

That’s when everything changed.

Swords, spears, and daggers pierced through Sara’s back when she hit the nest at high speed. The situation made her feel dirty as if she had just walked barefoot through a heroin den. Yet it was far more serious. The pain was excruciating, and she instantly suffered massive blood loss. She was lucky a blade didn’t hit her spinal cord.

“Lucky hit, you fucking….” Sara stood slowly, shaking off the weapons like porcupine quills. “Fuck.”

Haligara collected itself, staring down at her. Its eyes said that it knew it was going to die. Her slash had cut its body in half, and it was bleeding profusely. Its mouth was ripped apart, and its internal organs… if snakes had organs… must’ve been fucked from her kick. Now, it was just looking at Sara with rage in its eyes, looking to take her down with it.

“You know,” Sara said, grabbing a shield. Haligara shot venom from its good fang, and Sara blocked it with the shield. The metal instantly melted, but she didn’t need it. She was on a sea of shields, so she tossed it like used trash, picking up another and repeating the process as she hobbled to the center. “I could kill you without Qualth,” she said. Haligara’s eyes trembled when it saw where she was headed, and it shot forward to swallow Sara whole.

“Chiáste tou agápē kai misous!” Sara waved her hand, and a blunt gust of wind slammed into the serpent, sending it flying back into the wall. The beast was heavily injured, and her new core and mana amplification stone made her attacks more savage.

Sara grabbed Qualth from the center of the nest of weapons. Contrary to expectations, it wasn’t a flashy masterpiece of golden metalwork. Its hilt was white, and its blade was platinum with white arrays tattooed up the halt, hilt, and blade. The moment she felt it in her hands, she felt complete again. That blade hadn’t left her side for four years before she fought Agronus, and it was there when she almost died.

“But here’s the thing, Haligara,” Sara said, lifting it with her left hand. The white arrays on it turned a vibrant shade of blue as the mana in the cavern shot toward it like a magnet, creating a cyclone of raw aura. “My friend died for this sword—”

Haligara shot at Sara in one final attack that threatened to swallow her whole.

“—So I’m going to use it.”

Sara slashed the sword down, creating a blinding flash of light in the cavern.
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Edico was searching for the source of the aura when the entire mountain exploded like a volcano, sending rocks shooting fifty feet in the air. “Barriers!” he screamed. Soldiers immediately started chanting around the heroes as massive rocks smashed down on them. The barriers cracked immediately and threatened to break, but Daniel lifted his hands, and a massive barrier suddenly enveloped the area, protecting Edico and the rest of the heroes.

Edico turned to Daniel in shock, and that’s when he saw it—

—Frustration.

Poor kid, Edico thought. Ever since Mary pushed Sara down that hole, he had been watching Mary with savage fury. Now, just when they heard the landslide and felt… no, knew Sara was alive, a devastating blast had ripped through the mountain, painting her death sentence again. It was frustrating.

Edico’s split-second of pity cost Daniel gravely. Since he wasn’t paying attention, he didn’t see the massive boulder rolling down the mountain.

“Edico!” Daniel yelled, rushing forward. Then Edico felt Daniel’s hand seize the back of his neck, sending him flying just as the boulder touched down.

The rock instantly shattered Daniel’s barrier—

—and smashed into his skull.

Edico sat on the ground, listening to the heroes screaming as Daniel bled out.
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Sara collapsed onto the bed of weapons after the strike, not caring if they stabbed her. Her mind was hazy from blood loss, her hand was badly fractured, and she was suffering from mana deprivation. She needed rest, but she couldn’t.

Glowing stalagmites crashed down from the ceiling, and the cavern groaned, threatening to collapse. Fuuuuuuuuuck. I need to go….

Sara pushed herself up with shaky legs and looked at the aftermath. Haligara had been blown into chunks, and the wall now had a colossal crevasse so deep that it made its own pitch-black abyss. It seemed that the combination of the Sayon Twilight core mixed with the mana vein and amplification turned Qualth, a weapon that absorbed all the mana in the atmosphere and sharpened it—into a nuclear weapon.

Sara accounted for all those factors when she used it at one-third of its power (as Qualth could kill it without the power-ups), but she was still wildly off the mark. Even for someone who had used the sword for years, seeing the devastation was beyond her imagination. Fuck.

This place could collapse at any moment… Sara chuckled nervously.

Primal instincts instantly took over, and Sara got to work. She carefully pulled out her spatial rings. Activating her personal one, she threw Qualth inside it and then swallowed it. Then she pulled out the second ring she made and tucked it into the top of her bra. Lastly, she activated the one she got from Telskal and threw a few beautiful weapons into it.

Suddenly, the entire cavern gave way, and massive boulders dropped to the ground like hail.

“Fuck-fuck-fuck-fuck-fuck!” Sara said, stumbling over swords and spears and shields on her way to the mana miners’ shaft. It was an iron-supported tunnel from a time when Haligara wasn’t present, and mages charged their magical artifacts in the cavern. It was eerie to see it, knowing that the majority of the weapons came from adventurers and mercenaries who tried to reclaim the mana vein. Judging by Haligara’s nest, thousands tried before the Lemca elders placed hunting restrictions on the area and stopped warning people, letting its presence disappear from the pages of history. After all, when people knew of it, people tried to challenge it—and it always led to Haligara.

A boulder slammed into the ground in front of Sara, breaking her out of her reverie. It was time to enter the mine shaft and make her way out to greet her guest.

Sara had planned to meet the time traveler or his pawn here from the beginning. If He wanted Qualth, he’d meet her on the other side of the shaft. Unfortunately, she didn’t expect to be thrown into a nest of weapons like a ninety miles an hour fastball. Things could get dicey. After mentally preparing herself, she limped into the tunnel, preparing to meet her antagonists head-on.
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Sara made it out alive, somehow. The shaft collapsed halfway through, and it crumbled in waves. But a combination of wind and gravity magic helped avoid the obstacles. It was a harrowing experience, but once she got out and confirmed her survival, she couldn’t help but rank killing Haligara with Qualth as the most satisfying thing she had ever done. Not only had she avenged Emma’s death and overcome her trauma, but she also did it in the most spectacularly dramatic way imaginable. Stupid, absolutely. But no one could claim that she didn’t make the most of her second chance.

Satisfying.

Naturally, she was rationalizing the situation. Her heart was pounding at max velocity from the near-death experience, which was terrible, considering that blood was spilling from a dozen wounds in her back. The situation was bad. She needed to get back to Emma immediately.

Unfortunately, things played out exactly as she expected they would. Sunlight flooded her vision, exposing a smooth granite temple-style platform surrounded by trees. It was the type of location that captivated countless people, instilling grand delusions of wealth, only for their investigation to lead to their deaths before they could tell others about it.

Brandon sat on a stone monument in the center, legs dangling over the side, grinning at her in a cloak. The arrogant prick was so confident in his victory that he didn’t even try to hide his identity. One glance at the granite platform let her know why—

—there was an elegant three-layer array subtly etched into it. It was thin, almost imperceptible. But she expected it to be there, so her eyes were fixed on the granite, making it clear as day.

“Wow, that thing fucked you up good,” he said, kicking his legs.

“Some of us work for a living,” Sara said dryly as she stepped onto the platform.

Brandon’s smile disappeared. “I work smart, not hard. I’m also not stupid enough to underestimate you.”

“Stealing isn’t work,” she said. “And you’re still underestimating me if you came here.”

Brandon snapped his fingers, and three basic paralysis arrays he drew in clear fluid lit up under her feet, which was pretty offensive, considering that he was ignoring the three-layer array that the real arraymaster took the time to create. It was clear Brandon wanted to prove how great he was, all while preparing to activate the key on his body at a moment’s notice if his plan didn’t work.

“Wow,” Sara said dryly.

Brandon frowned. “You understand I’m going to kill you, right?” he asked with equal listlessness.

Sara closed her eyes and chanted the Divine Eyes spell. It released an extremely thin mana pulse for miles. Brandon didn’t even notice, but she was certain that Aelia or Edico would. After all, if Brandon was here, so were they.

“Do you think I’m joking?” Brandon asked.

“I don’t know,” Sara said. “Do you have permission to kill me?”

Brandon snorted. “Permission? From who?”

“The person that drew that array on your body.”

Brandon’s eyes widened, and he looked at his forearm to see if it was exposed. It wasn’t. When he looked up at her, she was smirking, glad to have gotten all the information she needed. It made his face contort into a scowl.

“So who is it? The mastermind?” Sara knew the answer. There was only one person she suspected on the first night she was summoned last year, and as she watched him, she only became more convinced of it. Still, there was something psychologically different with knowing and confirming, and she created a plan—for this exact moment—not only to confirm his identity—but to kill him with a clean conscience. If she didn't need to do that, she'd just knock out Brandon to prove that he was an insignificant ant and plot his downfall. No matter how rational it is to kill a known enemy, it isn't okay to kill your fellow "hero" and face murder charges because people don't understand what happened. Sara needed to get into a prison cell to complete her plans—but she needed to end up in one unjustly. If she got arrested on legitimate charges, she'd have to slaughter her way out of the kingdom. So no, she wouldn't kill Brandon. That would be the worst option she had, and she would only do it if he seriously threatened her life. At present, a paralysis array couldn't prevent silent casting. She was in the clear. 

“Enough of this,” Brandon said, striding forward. “Where is it?”

“It’s down that tunnel. Though I’ll warn you—“

Brandon slapped her. “We can do this one of two ways: you can give it to me and die painlessly, or I can torture it out of you. After everything you’ve done, I wouldn’t feel bad in the slightest.”

Sara furrowed her brow. “That I’ve done? Don’t tell me you’re Jason’s fan—“ He slapped her again. “—girl.”

“Not in this life, bitch.”

“Oh, right,” Sara chuckled. She was loopy from blood loss, and the situation felt funny. “You think you’re from the past. How does that work, exactly? I’ve been dying to know.”

Brandon’s hand clenched into a fist, and he prepared to hit her, but Sara could tell that the rational side of his brain—the one connected to Earth and its customs—told him not to. He wasn’t a terrible person. Not yet, at least.

“Look bitch,” he said, patting down her body, “I don’t know how you retained your memories, but it’s boring.” He inched closer to her breasts, covered only in leather. He looked conflicted. “But I had to earn mine back. Now tell me—where is it? If you don’t, I’ll have to strip-search you.”

“Oh, so that’s how he did it,” Sara laughed. “He convinced you that he was a Horcrux? And you actually bought that shit? Two people retained their memories, and the mastermind has to learn arraycraft from scratch agai—”

Brandon punched her in the face. “Just shut the fuck up.” He started patting her breasts with flat hands until he felt the lump. Then he carefully untied her leathers, looking away and fished out the ring. “I sacrificed my life to stop you. That’s why I trusted my pupil with my legacy.”

“Interesting. Who’s your pupil?”

“Enough of this,” Brandon said. “I have what I want. It’s time to say goodni—“

Suddenly, Emma’s voice called out in the distance. “She’s over here!”

Sara frowned when she heard Emma’s voice. I should just kill him, she thought. Paralysis spells didn’t stop silent casting, and she could torch him alive. Without her arms to direct the flow of mana, the fire would expand out of her chest and burn them both, but her body tempering would save her from serious injury.

While Sara had prepared for this day to come since the beginning and had prepared a gift for Brandon’s pupil, it wasn’t worth threatening Emma’s life. But just as she started chanting, Brandon’s eyes widened, and the situation changed.

“No… not Emma….” Brandon looked from Sara to Emma’s direction multiple times. “Fuck!” He pulled out his blade, but when he walked up to her, a heat spell activated, burning his hands. “What the fuck was… gah!” Brandon yelled, staring at her like she was a witch. “I’m not sure what you did, but—fuck!”

Emma was getting near, and the two sides of Brandon—the law-fearing teenager from Earth and the self-sacrificing Hero of Reemada—had an argument, and his rational brain won out. Brandon burst through the forest toward the mountain, curving off course to avoid Emma and Raul.

Once Sara used Divine Eyes to confirm that Brandon had passed by Emma and Raul without confrontation, she succumbed to her blood loss, drifting into sleep.

            

    
        Chapter 26: Brandon Torres

    
    
    
    
                Emma felt Sara’s divination pulse from the mountain and immediately started running to her. But by the time she crested the rock bluff separating them, she found Sara bleeding out on a smooth granite platform. The mana pressure was thick in the area, and Emma (who was exceptionally sensitive to mana) could instantly tell it came from another human. Someone tried to murder her! Emma closed her eyes and released a divination pulse. From her mind’s eye, she could feel a dense magical pressure as strong as Raul’s running full speed toward the mountain. They were getting away. “The person who did this is running toward the heroes!” she said. “Go get Aelia, I’ll heal Sara!”

“What? No.” Raul instantly refused as he followed her finger, staring into the forest. “I’m not leaving you unprotected here. Aelia can handle them. Also….” He clenched his teeth as he thought about Brandon. “They might be a hero.”

“That’s more of a reason to warn them!” Emma said. “Aelia’s over there!” She pointed to the southeast, a 45-degree angle toward the mountain. “Go that way. She’s already moving toward us; just meet her halfway. Then you can come back!”

Emma dropped to her hands and knees, rolling Sara over. There were nine massive lacerations, and Sara was at risk of dying from hemorrhagic shock. Emma had to stop the bleeding. Lifting her hands, she started chanting, and her fingertips radiated with warm light, closing all the wounds to prevent further anemia. Then she carefully opened one of the wounds again, resetting the bone fragments and reattaching the muscles.

“Sorry, Emma, but I’m not leaving you,” Raul said.

Emma stopped and gritted her teeth, closing her eyes and releasing another divination pulse. The perpetrator was almost to the mountain, and Aelia had reached their general area, turning north to enter the woods. They would likely meet if she sensed them. “The person’s already at the mountain, Raul,” Emma said. “It would be one thing if they were lingering, but—“

“No.”

Emma took a deep breath. “Why not?”

“Because I promised her I’d protect you,” Raul said, gazing at Sara.

“Are you serious? Are you fucking serious! Sara’s bleeding out, and you’re worried about me? Why is everyone always worried about me when she’s the one fighting?”

Sara worrying about her was one thing; everyone was a liability in her eyes. But Raul? Her friends? Everyone tried to get her to stay behind. Was she really so pathetic that they’d turn down a top-tier healer? Sure, maybe she was that pathetic. She’d accept that. Emma Cole, the Glass Healer—that was her. But Emma was there regardless, and no one should give a fuck about her. They should be thinking about Sara Reece! She was dying, for fuck’s sake!

“I am thinking about Sara.” Raul knelt beside her, using his famously reasonable voice. “I need to protect her, too, right?” he asked.

Anxiety pierced Emma’s lungs, and she froze.

“It’s not just physical,” Raul said. “Keeping us alive is also protecting her. If she wakes up and sees that I’m gone and you’re unprotected, she will try to get up.”

Emma swallowed hard. Her throat was dry, and it felt like she was swallowing sandpaper. “Good point…. I just… don’t get why she cares so much. We’re not even close anymore.”

“I….” Raul pulled his axe off his back and leaned against the stone monument in the center of the granite platform. Then, he spoke hesitantly. “I don’t really know either. But she shared some of her ‘dreams’ with me the other night, and… they felt too real. I don’t think they’re dreams. I honestly think she’s from the future, and the future she’s from was pretty fucked up. We died there, and I think it stuck with her. If Sara died and you got a chance to save her, wouldn’t you do the same?”

Emma’s eyes welled with tears as she watched Sara wheeze on the ground, gasping for breath. “Yeah…. I would.”

“Then let her have it,” Raul said. “Sara’s healing, and we’re alive. That’s enough. Let Aelia take care of the rest. That’s what she’s here for.”

Emma bit her lip, wiping her tears with her forearm. “Okay….”
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Brandon’s face turned stiff when Aelia came charging into the woods near him. He had ditched the cloak, but his location was suspicious. He had to act fast. “Thank God you’re here!” he said. “Emma and Raul ran into the woods. I think they found her!”

Aelia trained her gaze on him with a savage ferocity that made his blood run cold. Then she silently looked at his boots for a split second before rushing into the forest.

Brandon looked down, and his knees turned to Jello. His boots were splattered with blood. Checkmate.

It’s over… he thought. It’s really over. No—it wasn’t over. He pulled up his sleeve and looked at the key array tattooed onto his forearm. All he had to do was activate the triple-layered array that was already there, and then even Aelia couldn’t fight back. Killing everyone: that was an option.

That said, Brandon didn’t want to kill anyone. He couldn’t even bring himself to kill Sara, and she was the worst of them. He just wasn’t a killer. He was a hero. A man who sacrificed himself to turn back time. And it showed—

Brandon would never forget his pupil’s face when they reunited. He got a knock on his door the night he was summoned, and he opened it to find his classmate staring at him with a strange gaze.

Yo, what’s that look for? Brandon had asked.

Sorry, it’s just that… I can’t believe that you’re really alive, Daniel said, wiping his puffy red eyes. It shouldn’t surprise me. Of course it would work. It’s you. But still, seeing it… living it….

Hold up, Brandon said. What are you talking about?

You pulled it off, Master.

Brandon’s eyes widened at his classmate’s zealous expression as he said the word “master.” Hey, hold up. What’s this master shit? If you’re talking about… that type of master, I don’t roll that way.

Daniel chuckled and then looked away. No… no-no-no…. He burst into laughter, pushing his way into Brandon’s room and sitting on a chair. Then, that laughter turned to grief. Not that type of “master,” Grandmaster Torres. Master as in “teacher.”

Grandmaster… what? Brandon was stunned. What are you talking about?

Can you…. Daniel looked at the door. Brandon shut it. Listen, Master. I know you don’t remember me, but I was your student for five years before you….

Brandon swallowed.

Sacrificed yourself to save everyone.

Those five words cloaked Brandon’s body with cold sweat, making him stumble onto his bed. Dude. Just speak clearly. None of this makes sense.

I keep forgetting that you don’t remember, Daniel said, biting his lip. But… Sara joined forces with Agronus…. I suppose you don’t even remember that. Look, Master. I’ll just come out and say it. Ten years in the future, Sara Reece will destroy this world. You sacrificed your life to turn back time and stop her.

Brandon’s vision lost focus, blurring all the colors in the room as he processed Daniel’s warning. Sara?

Yes, Sara, Daniel said. That woman… is a demon. And once she obtains the God Slayer sword, she will kill everyone you love and care about. You sent me back to stop that from happening.

Oh~kay… Brandon said. He was skeptical, but he wasn’t discounting the story, either. Can you just start from the beginning?

Daniel nodded and began, explaining how this was the second time they were summoned and the events that followed. He explained how Sara led Emma to her death to obtain Qualth and used the sword to take over the kingdom. He recounted how her sadism took root and how she abused her servants and subjects. How she chased Brandon and his lover—Emma—through hell and killed Emma. How Brandon led a revolt with Edico in response, and nearly killed Sara, chasing her to Drantal—the demon capital. How she joined forces with Agronus to defeat Brandon, helping Agronus break free and laying waste to everything in her path. Lastly, Daniel explained how Brandon, the legendary arraycraft master, sacrificed his life to turn back time.

The more Brandon listened, the angrier he got until he was shaking in rage. And she retained her memories? he asked, thinking about the events leading up to the summoning.

She was in the room when it happened, Daniel said with a bitter smile. That just means that I need to teach you your techniques to get you back to your potential. Only you can stop her, Master.

That’s how Brandon started his journey toward saving the world and the reason that he hated Sara’s guts so much. He trained day and night to stop her, but he was so far behind. It was aggravating. Yet he was making strides, and he finally obtained Qualth, stopping Sara in her tracks.

That said…. Emma was healing Sara, and soon, Aelia would be hunting him down like a dog. What would he do? Live on the road? Move from town to town like he did in his last life? Let Sara seize power in the capital again? He didn’t have the connections he used to. By contrast, Sara already had Edico wrapped around her finger. If he didn’t kill her now, he could lose everything. And even Daniel couldn’t turn back time. That meant he had one chance in this life, and he already made an enemy of a regressor. A fucking regressor. The situation was bleak.

Brandon had to kill her now.

And yet… that meant he would have to kill Emma. Emma—the best of the heroes. His ex-lover. And Raul… Brandon hated that guy, but he could at least admit that it was jealousy. Tall, popular, well built. Emma adored him. Everyone listened to him. Brandon wanted all of that and hated that he was more talented than Raul, but people didn’t seem to care. If they just paid more attention to Brandon and gave him a real chance without looking at him like they were still staring at his past self, then he knew he’d be just as popular. But they didn’t, and that wasn’t Raul’s fault. The thought of killing him was equally bad.

Brandon was the good guy—he shouldn’t be killing the good guys, let alone his past lover.

Still…. The stakes were absolute, and if he didn’t kill her, then Sara would destroy Reemada. Millions would die again. Sara would abuse people. She’d kill Emma and Raul again. God….

If you don’t, millions will die, Brandon thought. This is bigger than you. It’s bigger than Raul. It’s bigger than Emma….

Brandon felt like someone stabbed a dagger into his guts and twisted. He hesitated in killing Sara, and it could cost the world everything. It would cost him everything, either way.

Then a jolt of anxiety shot through him when Sara’s words flooded his mind:

“Oh, so that’s how he did it. He convinced you that he was a Horcrux? And you actually bought that shit? Two people retained their memories, and the mastermind has to learn arraycraft from scratch agai—"

That’s what Sara said before he cracked her in the jaw. He didn’t want to believe that Daniel was a traitor. He was his disciple who cried for seeing him alive and well. He was the one who taught him. What was he supposed to do? Turn on his friend? Treat him like a traitor? Still….

He couldn’t help it.

I’ll talk to them first, Brandon thought. When I show them the sword, they’ll understand that I’m from the future. That I knew. That I understand. If they don’t accept that…. His face twisted into a grimace. Then I’ll do what needs to be done.
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When Aelia arrived, she saw Emma and Raul standing over Lady Reece, who was bleeding out. Emma was doing emergency healing, but Sara’s skin was pale, and beside her was… a bloody footprint.

He really did do it…. Aelia thought. But how?

“Lady Twilix!” Emma screamed. “Do you know techniques for creating blood?”

Aelia snapped back into focus. “No. That’s above my skill level….”

“Then what do we do?” Emma screamed.

Aelia rushed forward, checking Lady Reece’s pulse. It was faint, but it was still there. “Just keep healing the wounds. I’ll help. Lord Martinez, keep watch. Lord Torres might come back.”

Raul and Emma froze. “Brandon?” he asked.

“Yeah. He had blood on his boots. Now keep watch!”

Aelia started to help, rolling Lady Reece over and helping to keep pressure while Emma opened the wounds one by one, healing the inside. Lady Reece had been punctured through a kidney, and a weapon grazed her spine. She was extremely lucky she didn’t suffer spinal damage.

As Emma worked, Aelia kept asking herself: How? How did he do this? Then, as Sara’s blood dripped onto the cracks, she finally saw it. There, in the granite, were very thin cuts. Wait….

The hairs on her arms turned to hard stubble, and she shot up, dropping Lady Reece.

“What are you doing?” Emma yelled. “Wait… W-What’s wrong?”

Aelia followed the thin gashes and saw that there was a thin, almost imperceptible array. She had no idea what it was, but she could tell that it was something only Headmage Mournings could create or another royal arraymaster. That’s how…. Then her mind snapped back into focus. “Get off this platform, now!” Aelia yelled.

“B-But what about Sara?” Emma yelled, recoiling and dropping Sara to the ground.

“Forget her!” Aelia said. “We’ll get her once—“

That’s when it happened. The entire circle lit up with golden light, freezing her entire body. A paralysis array! Aelia thought, lungs squeezing, heart twisting in her chest.
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Emma’s lungs seized up. It wasn’t that the spell forced them to, but rather that she had intense anxiety over becoming paralyzed. The part that she found most terrifying was that her mouth and organs worked, but not her body. That means that the spell didn’t just target the nervous system—it attacked the motor neurons without affecting the cranial nerves. That allowed a person to stand frozen in time as someone hurt them, fully allowing their ability to scream in pain. It was a sadistic spell of the highest category, and anyone who used it was sick in the head.

Suddenly, there was a snap in the forest, and Emma’s eyes glided to it. There was a far strip of golden mana leading into the forest, indicating that there was some type of trigger, and the person activated it. It was a trap.

“Edico’s coming!” Aelia yelled. “Kill us, and you’ll be dead by nightfall!”

Hope welled in her heart, but it was squashed a moment later.

“Edico’s on the other side of the mountain, you idiot.”

Raul’s eyes widened, and he started growling. “So it was you!”

“What do you mean, so it was you?” Brandon asked, stepping into the open. “Why the fuck does everyone suspect me of being evil?”

“Are you joking? Look around—“

“Shut the fuck up. It’s been that way from day one.” Brandon’s voice wasn’t angry. It was filled with sorrow. “Sara ruined my reputation, and you all lapped it up.”

“Sara?” Raul asked. “Sara hasn’t said shit about—“

“Stop lying!” Brandon yelled.

Emma’s eyes were wide with confusion. “What are you talking about, Brandon? She really hasn’t said anything about you.”

Brandon turned to her with a pained gaze, then he averted eye contact, taking deep breaths. “Stop lying to me,” he whispered. “Just stop….”

Aelia hesitantly opened her mouth. “Lord Torres—“

“And you keep your mouth shut!” Suddenly, Brandon’s face turned nasty as he looked at Aelia. “You’re the worst of them. Everyone else is blind to Sara’s true nature—but you’re not. You’ve just been sitting there, watching her, knowing, and you’ve done nothing!”

Aelia took a deep breath but kept silent, closing her eyes. A moment later, a thin divination pulse erupted from her body. Emma was sensitive enough to mana to feel it, just like she did with Sara’s. Brandon didn’t notice.

“What do you want, Brandon?” Raul asked, his voice calming.

“Don’t try your reasonable guy shit on me,” Brandon said. “It’s not going to work.”

“Then what do you want from us?”

“I just want you to listen,” Brandon said. “I want you to know who you’re trying to heal.” Then he recounted an elaborate story about how evil Sara was and how she eventually joined Agronus and took over the world. Emma listened to it in disbelief, captivated by the sheer degree of Brandon’s psychosis. And Raul… he looked like he understood something, but the perplexion on his face was almost artistic.

“Are you serious?” Raul asked when the melodramatic sacrifice story was over. “Sara healed everyone’s chafing thighs on the way over here, and you think she’s a sadist?”

Brandon breathed through his teeth from the instant rejection, and he prepared to speak, but Aelia stopped him.

“Lord Torres,” Aelia said. “While I am suspicious of Lady Reece, dozens of human trafficking operations have shut down since she got here. Calling her a predator is hard to believe.”

“People align with causes that contradict their actions!” Brandon yelled. “It’s the oldest trick in the book!”

Aelia closed her eyes and released another divination pulse, trying to reach Edico. Emma noticed and turned to Brandon to distract him. “Brandon…” she whispered. It wasn’t much, but he calmed down.

“Look, man,” Raul said. “I don’t know what your story is, but I can tell you didn’t live it. Who told you all of this?”

Brandon’s entire body flexed, mood reversing as he strode up to Raul, unsheathing his dagger. Then he put it to Raul’s throat.

“Stop!” Emma screamed, heart sprinting, sending blood through her body like electric currents.

“Just stop, Emma,” Brandon said, his voice knotted with pain. “You don’t get it. None of you fucking get it! That whore is going to kill millions, and you won’t see reason!” He pushed the blade against Raul’s esophagus, making blood trickle down his throat. “I’m here to save this world, and all you have is flimsy anecdotes about the bitch’s personality!”

Brandon broke off, taking a few steps back, and pointed at the golden array underneath them. “Can’t you see this?” he asked. “And that?” He pointed to the shaft. “I knew where she would be long before she came here. Sara framed Mary for pushing her down a fucking hole, all while she planned to go down there from the start.”

Raul’s eyes widened. “What’s down there?”

“The God Slayer sword,” Brandon said. “If she would’ve gotten that shit, this world would’ve been doomed.”

Emma’s heart ached as she looked at the magic circle and glanced at the mine shaft in her periphery. It was clear that Brandon had planned for this event in the past. Since Sara knew the future, it was clear that she also—

“How do I know you didn’t do this?” Raul asked. “Edico got a tip-off about this location a year ago. That’s enough time for you to make this array, isn’t it?”

Brandon’s eyes clouded over, and he clenched his fist. Then, without warning, he slammed it into Raul’s face, sending his frozen body buckling to the ground. “Don’t you dare say I did this!”

“Raul!” Emma screamed.

Raul laughed on the ground, spitting up blood. “But you did, didn’t you? If you ask me, it sounds like you led her to the sword so she’d get it for you.”

Brandon clenched his fists and then rushed Raul, soccer-punting him in the stomach. “Shut. The. Fuck. Up!” He kicked on every word.

“Stop it!” Emma screamed. “You’re killing him!”

Brandon stopped. “Do I have another choice? You idiots are just going to tell everyone that I’m the villain, all while this world-destroying bitch….” He looked at Sara. “Wait… I should just kill her.” His voice became a mumble as he pondered aloud. “Yeah. As long as I kill Sara, I don’t need to kill Emma….”

Emma’s heart started thrashing like a caged animal when she heard he planned to kill her. She looked to Aelia, who released an intense divination pulse that made Brandon perk up, but he didn’t do anything.

“Yeah, that’s what I’ll do,” Brandon said. “I won’t kill the good guys.” He turned to Sara and lifted his boot over her head as Emma pleaded with him. “Unfortunately for you, I’m going to kill the bad guys.“ Without hesitation, he slammed his foot down.
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                Brandon stomped on Sara’s skull: her brain exploded, Emma started screaming, and all of his problems were solved. That’s how things went down in his head and what he was convinced should’ve happened. But it didn’t. His foot hit a barrier that turned white hot and melted the sole of his boot, leaving melted rubber suspended in dead air.

For a moment, Brandon stared at her like a man gazing at a modern Sleeping Beauty, separated by the glass barrier of a cryogenic freezing pod. Then, the invisible barrier opened in a curve, causing the suspended molten rubber to slide off to the side of her. It was a surreal image.

“What….” Brandon opened his mouth. “The FUCK!” He kicked at her, but his foot slammed into the barrier. “God fucking damn it!”

He looked at Aelia. “What the hell is this? I know you know!”

“It’s a ward,” Aelia said.

“A ward? It can’t be a ward! I searched her!” Brandon yelled. Wards used magical crystals (like batteries) to activate arrays, triggering on conditions, much in the same way that a building will regain power from backup generators. Mages used them to create trap spells and persistent barriers over cities. Yet, even if Sara were skilled enough to create a ward, she didn’t have any crystals on her. Unless….

Brandon looked at her lower half and chuckled murderously. “Classic. Just fucking classic. Women complain about getting groped, then do everything they can to encourage it!”

“Brandon, p-please stop!” Emma said. “I-It’s not too late.”

“Yes it is!” Brandon yelled. “Wake the fuck up, Emma! This woman destroyed the world once. She’s not going to change. That’s not how human nature works!”

Emma froze, her lips quivering. It pained him to see her like that. Brandon didn’t love her the way he used to. In fact, he found her pretty annoying, but things change, people get less naive, and he hoped that they could have that watershed moment again. That was gone now. That ship had sailed. His happy life in the Escaran Kingdom was over. And that….

—Really pissed him off.

Brandon glared at Sara, the woman who had stolen everything from him not once but twice, fire and brimstone scorching in his breast. “Fine….” He fished into his pocket for Sara’s spatial ring. “If you have a ward, I’ll just have to break it.” If Daniel’s intel was true, he shouldn’t have been able to activate the ring and obtain Qualth, but he was going to try.

Emma watched him pull out the ring with wide eyes. “W-What’s that?”

“What’s this?” Brandon turned to her with a malicious grin. “This is the end of the fucking world—that’s what this is.” He laughed when he thought about it. “Actually, this—this is proof isn’t it? Listen up, ladies and gents! Your ‘friend’ made this ring to hide the God Slayer sword from you. Now, please lend me your eyes as your villain demonstrates what she was hiding!”

“Wait, Lord Torres!” Aelia yelled. “If that really is Qualth, then you shouldn’t use it so carelessly!“

Brandon’s cheek twitched. “You mean that you know what this thing is, and you haven’t said a fucking word? And now you’re going to lecture me not to use it? What the fuck is wrong with you!”

“You told me to be quie—“

“Shut the fuck up! I don’t want to hear it from a two-faced bitch like you!” Brandon understood the irony of his demand, but his words made sense within context. “These two deserve to know the truth,” he said.

Brandon flooded the ring with mana, and a spatial gate opened up. Wait, she seriously didn’t add a key? he thought. But Daniel said…. Daniel had warned him that Sara could make spatial rings and that she would likely use a key array to lock it. That’s why he needed to bring it back for Daniel to unlock.

His involuntary doubts about his pupil started creeping in again. What if he wants the sword? What if he was just using me to get to it…? Suddenly, it felt like whether it came to Sara, Aelia, or Daniel, everyone was taking him for the fool. And perhaps he was. Perhaps everyone saw him as the slovenly loser he was in high school, and Daniel seized upon that. Maybe he was just a pawn to everyone, and nothing had changed from the days that people bullied him and thought he’d go nowhere in life. His heart welled with heavy emotions as he thought about it. But….

Brandon clenched his fists when he realized it didn’t matter anymore. Whether Daniel betrayed him or not, whether he was truly a pawn or a hero, he was the villain in people’s eyes—and Sara really was a villain. She came to Haligara’s cave just like Daniel said she would and had a spatial ring to hide the sword. Well….

Brandon played with the ring on his finger as he stared at the spatial gate in front of him.

… He had the sword now. Everyone else could get fucked.

A dull thud from his heartbeat played in his ears like a club beat as he reached into the spatial rift—

—then his heart locked up, and his entire body spasmed with pain.

Bullet ants. That was the first and last thought that came to his mind. His arm pushed into a spongy mass that instantly came to life, and then it felt like his arm was stung by hundreds of hornets simultaneously.

“What the fuck!” Brandon yelled. When he pulled out his arm, Emma let out a blood-curdling scream. He turned to her. “Shut up! S-Shut….” Then he saw what she was screaming at.

“Bullet ants” didn’t go far enough. There were thousands of gnarly green crabs on his arms, each with jaws as wide as thread cutters. They were swarming over each other in waves, pushing through the crowd, trying to get to his skin as if it were a rockstar on a stage. Blood oozed from his arms in a macabre waterfall, but that wasn’t what horrified him. It was his leathers… oh, God, his leathers. His thick leather armor was shredding like confetti, being swept away in the crimson waterfall. If they could do that to a thick beast hide, then his skin… his bone….

Brandon’s mind blanked out—

—then he screamed.
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The golden array under Raul suddenly disappeared, freeing his body. He crawled to his hands and knees, grimacing from a cracked rib that Brandon gave him.

“Get away!” Aelia yelled.

Raul tried to comply, but her hands were already on his shoulders, yanking him up. As she hauled him away, he saw green bugs swarming the pools of blood he left behind and others chasing after Aelia. “W-What the fuck are those things?”

“Hangs,” Aelia said. “I’m not sure where she got that ring, but whoever made it was a sick bastard.”

Raul was surprised by her words. He was just as certain that Brandon had planned to steal the God Slayer sword as he was that Sara had set things up to obtain it. The only difference was that he trusted Sara’s motives. That said, he did not trust her methods, and it genuinely surprised him to hear she didn’t make the ring. Or perhaps he didn’t believe she didn’t.

“Wait!” Raul said, snapping back into focus. “Where’s Emma?”

Aelia jumped off the platform and then curved around. When she did, he could see Emma screaming and rushing toward the mountain.

“Thank God,” Raul said. “What about—“

“He’s dead,” Aelia said, ignoring Brandon’s screams in the background. “We couldn’t save him if we tried.”

“No, I mean Sara,” Raul said.

“She’s fine.” Aelia stopped and let Raul down. When he turned, he saw Sara’s body encased in that heat barrier, frying all the green bugs that tried to jump on her. Yet the hangs kept trying, throwing their bodies onto the barrier like moths crashing into a light. It was disturbing. “That ward will keep her safe until they’re dead. I’m certain of it.”

Aelia’s voice was poison-laced with suspicion. At that moment, Raul knew that Sara would claim that she found the ring in the mountain—and that his teacher wouldn’t buy it. Aelia had sharp eyes—and she saw too much.
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Sara awoke to a sharp pain in her right hand and the sound of clacking hooves. She opened her eyes and found the leather-sewed tarp of a supplies wagon over her, sun sifting through the bleached hides. The pain returned when the wagon wheel hit a rut, and they bumped, making a woman yelp.

Sara turned and saw Emma’s eyes light up. “You’re awake!” she said.

“Uh…. Yeah?”

“Thank goodness!” Emma reached over to hug her but held back. Sara looked down and saw her hand was bandaged up. She wanted to ask about it, but Emma burst into tears.

“Oh, come on. It’s not that big of a deal.”

“You almost died!” Emma yelled. “Your pulse… your fucking pulse. It-It-It was….”

“Shhhh….” Sara hushed, putting her good hand over Emma’s. The redhead calmed down and they exchanged awkward banter for the next ten minutes to ease the hysteria. Once Emma was calm, she finally asked: “So… what happened? After you found me.”

Emma’s face twisted in pain. “I… don’t know where to begin.”

“Just wherever,” Sara said.

Emma nodded and began. As she recounted the story, Sara’s vision blurred in the way that it blurs if a person stares at a book too long without reading, objects blending and crossing as white floods their vision. The sounds disappeared, and her mind felt like it was in a state of limbo. It was as if Emma’s story were a thin sheet of ice, and one crack would shatter it, gushing emotions like water from the hole. That’s how she felt.

Sara wasn’t bothered that Brandon was eaten by the hangs. The moment that a person raises a sword to another, they must prepare for the consequences that come with it. Brandon being brainwashed didn’t matter. Soldiers killed and died for less. That was just the nature of violence and warfare. And whether Daniel got the ring or the kingdom, someone had to strip-search her for it and take it by force. That person took violent action against her—

—and they’d suffer the consequences.

War was evil. War was life. That’s just how it goes.

What bothered her was that she almost got Emma killed. Was it Sara’s fault that she almost died? Not at all. Sara wasn’t an omniscient God, and she couldn’t live life making every decision to protect her. Sara couldn’t have reasonably known that Brandon would return to kill Emma or that he would be stupid enough to unveil Qualth in front of Aelia. People were sporadic, and life’s whims were cruel. Emma put herself in danger, and the winds of fate almost claimed her life. That’s all there was to it.

Still—

It wasn’t Sara’s fault that her Jason pressured her Emma and got her killed either, but it left her with crippling PTSD, moral injury, and depression regardless. That’s just how humans were. And if her plans indirectly got Emma killed, Sara probably wouldn’t ever recover. That’s just how life was.

“I’m sorry,” Sara said, reaching up to clasp Emma’s hand. When she did, a thousand pin-needles of pain shot through her brain.

“Don’t move!” Emma cried. “Your hand needs to heal! It just went through surgery.”

Sara looked at the bandaged hand in horror. It was fractured, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as it was now. “Is it….”

“It’s fine,” Emma said, wiping her eyes. “You’re pretty lucky. It was like putting together a jigsaw puzzle, but everything was still there.”

“Sounds about right…” Sara chuckled nervously. Then she took a deep breath, anxiety piercing her heart. “Emma… where’s Daniel?”

Daniel was the other time traveler. Sara was certain of it. The panic in Daniel's eyes on the first day when he realized that they were on a summoning array, which all but gave away the nature of the array on Agronus's ballroom floor, was the first hint. But more than that, she knew Daniel and he had a motivation for going back in time. Then, she watched him closely over the last two years and saw his change in behavior. She wasn't completely certain he was the one, but if she were at a poker table, she'd go all in. Now, after she survived—still in possession of Qualth—with Daniel's pawn killed, she wasn't comfortable with him being around. The cards were out on the table.

Yet Emma didn't express confusion at her urgency or fear. Instead, her body froze, and her movements became rigid.

Sara looked her in the eye. “Emma.”

“H-He’s….” Emma brushed wet strands of red hair out of her eyes and then began crying. “H-He’s in a coma.”

“Wait, what?” Sara said. That’s not what she was expecting.

“H-He….” Emma cupped her face, crying into her hands. “H-H-He saved Edico from a falling boulder and….”

Sara’s world spun. “Wait, start from the beginning.”

Emma sobbed, recounting how the search parties were split in two and how the mountain collapsed. Once she learned how Aelia took Brandon to watch over him and asked Daniel to join the other side, everything came into focus.

So that’s why…. Sara thought. Brandon wasn’t supposed to be there. He left with the heroes, and Daniel—the person in her party—was supposed to confront her. But when the search parties got split up, Daniel was drawn away, leading to the current tragedy. If Daniel had shown up… things would’ve gone differently. There would’ve been an actual battle, and even if he had bested her, there was no way that Daniel would’ve harmed Emma. That was a fact.

Suddenly, Sara’s mind drifted, and the smell of earth and soggy wood in the wagon disappeared, bringing back the memory that made Sara want to live and let live with Daniel.

Sara had been sitting in Lilli’s a few days after Emma’s funeral (drinking half presses to punish herself for even punishing herself) when the doorbells jingled. Sara ignored the sound, taking another drink. The seat beside her was empty—

—always was. No one bothered her, so she didn’t bother with them. But that night, a series of warnings broke out when a man sat next to Sara at the bar.

I don’t care who it is, Daniel said to a few adventurers, sitting next to Sara incidentally. Then he turned to Lilli. Pour two; I’m drinking for another.

Lilli turned to Sara for permission. She nodded.

Sure, hun. What do you want?

Something that works.

Twalla it is, Lilli said. I’ll be right—

Tres. Sara stopped her. Give him a tres. Once he’s tipsy, he can drink for real.

On your tab?

On my tab.

Daniel turned to her. His face kept shifting as if it were a ball of magnetic sand that someone was kneading in their fingers.

Blame. Pain. Sadness. Anger.

Empathy.

Trust me. Sara rocked back the rest of her half press and shivered. I blame myself, too.

Daniel turned away, grabbed the two glasses of Colored Tres, and then compared the liquid against the unfiltered syrup in Sara’s glass. I didn’t say I blamed you.

Well, you should, Sara said, grabbing a half press her friend Lilli handed her without an order. This week, puking was an expectation, and bread was on the house.

No, I shouldn’t. Daniel took a gulp of Tres from the right glass and shivered. This is Jason’s fault.

Sara snorted. We all went, Daniel.

Just stop it already. He took a drink from the left. Everyone knows what happened. You’re just feeling sorry for yourself.

Sara chuckled. I’ll drink to that. She did. He followed. After the goosebumps stilled, Sara examined Daniel’s face. He was clean-cut. A respectable adult you might see running a company in ten years, assuming he didn’t have a midlife crisis. Confidence. Respect. Dedication. Nothing special. There were a lot of people that looked like that, but at least he got there. So what’s your story? Did you love her?

If you could call it that. Daniel lifted the left glass, but his eyes turned conflicted as if his baggage would desecrate Emma’s drink. He took a gulp from the right. I’d like to think my “love” was like Raul’s is for you. Unconditional. Bonded. Familial. But it really wasn’t. I didn’t even know her. I was just like one of those girls that writes a boy’s name in their notebook and then scribbles hearts around it like a schizophrenic.

Sara snorted and took another drink, swallowing fast to ensure she didn’t choke or spit it out. That’s a hell of a description.

It’s just… true. We weren’t friends. The only time she talked to me was to praise me for my improvement. It was like… I was a puppy. Who’s a good boy? You are! Daniel giggled, closing his eyes slowly. He took a drink from the left glass. It wasn’t the same, and I knew that. But…. I couldn’t help but wag my tail. She was so good-hearted. She was so beautiful. That smile….

Sara took another drink. Yeah. It was something else.

After a long, silent pause, she turned to him. When she saw him swaying, she laughed. You really don’t drink, do you?

No…. Daniel laughed and looked up at the ceiling. I’ve been too busy trying to turn myself into a “somebody.”

So you’d have a shot with her?

Me? He chuckled and fell on his elbow, running his fingers through his hair. You kidding me? I had a crush on Jennifer Lawrence, too, he giggled. I’m not that delusional.

Sara chuckled and took another drink. Then what?

I just wanted… you know… to stop being her puppy. Have her say hi without patting my head and saying, “You’ve grown so much!” A simple “Hey!” like she does for Raul. You know?

Damn, Sara said. That’s the saddest goal I’ve ever heard.

Ye~p. Daniel took the last drink from the right. Then he lifted the left with blurry eyes. To people with noble goals.

Sara swallowed hard, tears welling in her eyes. Then she lifted her glass and gave him a cheers. That was six years before the reset. They never spoke again.

“Are you okay?” Emma’s words snapped her back to the present, and she had a deep desire to hug her. But she couldn’t. Sara loved this Emma, but she didn’t replace her Emma. So she replied with a simple, “Yeah.”

In truth, Sara wasn’t okay. She wished that the hangs would’ve eaten Daniel or that the boulder would’ve claimed his life. He was her enemy, and so long as he lived, he would keep causing trouble for her. Yet Daniel wasn’t a bad person. Not in the same way that Jason and Mary were bad people. Somehow, he found a way to save Emma’s life and sacrificed God knows how much to make it happen. He likely saved Sara’s life; at the very least, he didn’t kill her before the spell activated. Now, he had sacrificed himself to save Edico, someone that Sara deeply cared about. That wasn’t the MO of a bad person. So why?

Suddenly, Sara thought of all the times that Daniel asked her to start a party. What if she had? Would he have been satisfied? To live a life where he could’ve befriended Emma and played the hero a bit? Was that all it would’ve taken?

Sara didn’t know and never would. She turned Daniel down because she refused to play hero with the person who stole her life from her—no matter how well-intentioned it was. She didn’t know she could’ve done things differently, even at the present.

Simply not knowing was another regret, a reminder that time heals all—but people collect more wounds along the way.

“Will you… hold me?” Emma whimpered.

Sara’s eyebrows knitted, and her eyes glided over to Emma, confused by the request. But when she saw the deep trauma etched on Emma’s face, she suddenly understood what her friend was going through. It was the worst of feelings—the one where a person knows that their entire world has shifted and nothing could ever be truly good again. Sara knew that feeling all too well, and there was no fix for it. But at least she could be there and show Emma she understood.

“Come over here.” Sara shifted her position and then laid Emma’s head onto her lap, combing her good fingers through Emma’s red hair. “Life goes on,” Sara whispered. “Life goes on….” Whatever happens with Daniel, my life will go on.

            

    
        Chapter 28: King Escar

    
    
    
    
                After a star-lit dinner on a Wishta Mountain bluff, Raul sat at the leader’s fire with Edico, tossing sticks into the flames and watching them pop. His mind was hazy with the events from the last day, and they weighed on him heavily. Emma almost died, and he couldn’t do shit about it. Sara almost died, and he couldn’t do shit about it. Brandon died, and he couldn’t do shit about it. Now, Sara was facing a trial, and he could do something about it, but he didn’t know what he wanted to do.

Sara’s plan was almost perfect. If Brandon hadn’t confessed to Aelia and told her about the God Slayer sword, Sara would’ve been in the clear. No one knew it was there, and now it was all buried under a collapsed mountain. Sara did procure a few weapons in the cavern (Aelia found Telskal’s spatial ring on Brandon’s corpse and verified it), and Sara could claim that she found the spatial ring that killed Brandon with the weapons. If there were an investigation into the array outside the miner’s shaft, Sara could remind them that someone tipped off the location a year ago, an obvious sign of a setup. There would be no evidence to suspect her of foul play.

But Brandon did confess—to Aelia of all people. Now, King Escar would soon learn that Sara went after the God Slayer—and he would want to know where it was. The weapon was apparently a major deal, and with Escar’s open paranoia towards the heroes growing daily, he was certain it would lead to a confrontation.

Now, Raul had to figure out what he would do. Would he stand back as Sara got put on trial? Or would he support her despite her overtly criminal behavior? His heart told him to do the latter, but common sense and basic ethics disagreed.

“Hey.”

Speak of the devil, Raul thought. He turned and saw Sara standing behind him, her blond hair glimmering red in the moonlight. “… Hey.”

“Can I sit down?” she asked.

“Of course.”

“I’ll check in on the other heroes,” Aelia said, standing. “But we’ll need to speak later, Lady Reece.”

“Of course,” Sara said.

“I’ll join you,” Edico said to Aelia. The two walked toward the others, leaving Raul and Sara in a state of awkward silence. For a while, they just sat there, listening to the heroes whispering. Each was a different shade of shaken, and all of them were talking about Sara, even if the topic was something else. It felt like there was a lens over everything, where every word was spoken within context, and the context was Sara Reece’s expedition and how it led to Brandon’s death and Mary’s incarceration.

“I’m sorry,” Sara said.

Raul’s eyes widened. “Sorry” was the last thing he expected to hear from her—on Earth or on Reemada. It wasn’t in her vocabulary.

“For what?” he asked.

“Making you face Brandon. He was running away; I didn’t think he’d return. That was a miscalculation on my part.”

Raul looked at her sternly. “Don’t apologize for that. It’s not your job to solve this world’s problems, let alone fix bad people.”

“That’s not how things work, Raul,” Sara said. “You can sign up to be a ‘hero’ or whatever you people call it. But at the end of the day, you’ll be haunted by your decisions.” She looked him in the eyes. “Killing people. Burning villages to the ground. Watching people die. That’s what being a ‘hero’ really means.”

Raul felt an icy serpent slither down his spine. Her words were chilling to a terrorizing degree.

“There are some people that can handle it,” Sara said. “Born narcissists. Sadists. Psychopaths. But the rest of us? We can say, ‘It was for the good of the people,’ all we want, but it won’t help the guilt or suffering. At the end of the day, the only thing you have to comfort you is hope and a bottle of cheap booze, and both of them run out eventually.”

Raul chuckled. “That’s depressing.”

“That’s reality.”

“I think I’m starting to get it now. The reason you won’t let us join you. It’s because this life sucks, and it only leads to misery.

Sara looked up and then returned to watching the flames dance in silence. “Yeah.”

“I’m not gonna lie—I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about you,” Raul sighed. “I’ve wondered if you’re just as bad as Jason and Mary. I’ve debated whether you’re actually evil or whether you’ll end up that way. Sometimes, I wonder how strong you are and how dangerous you are for this world. But I’m okay with you, regardless. And that makes me feel awful.”

Sara looked back up at him, flames flickering in her eyes. Then she got up and walked away. He thought that she was done with the conversation, and he smiled wryly. Well, that was a disaster, he thought. But to his surprise, she returned with a bottle of teemash, Reemada’s closest equivalent to whiskey. She cracked the bottle and took a swig, then she offered it to Raul. He smiled wryly and shook his head.

“Good. You’re not there yet.” Sara took another swig and shivered, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “Keep it that way.”

Raul smiled, looking at the ground. “You’re something.”

“Don’t glorify it. You’re not supposed to agree with anything I do.”

“I can agree with your goals, though, right?”

“I mean, you can, but it’d be a fraud.” The bottle returned to her lips, and she considered another drink. She decided in favor. “To be honest, it’s nothing so virtuous. Call it cynicism or something, but I don’t think that the world will be much better after Agronus is dead. I’m not sure because I woke up the second he died. But I don’t think it’ll make much of a difference.”

Raul reached for the bottle. She gave it to him. “Then why are you going through the trouble?”

“Contractual obligations, I guess,” Sara said, looking at the stars. “I just want to be free, and there’s no freedom in our position. So I’m just getting it over with, I suppose.”

Raul put the bottle to his lips but decided against it. There wasn’t any darkness to meet halfway. For the first time, he felt like she was a career professional who just so happened to specialize in murder. He passed her back the bottle.

“I’m not sure how I feel about that response,” Sara said, looking at the bottle. Then she put it between her crossed legs, both hands wrapped around it. They sat in silence for a while until she sighed. “You don’t want the story?”

“About what was in that cave?”

“Yeah.”

“Of course I do. Who doesn’t? But at the end of the day, it’s none of my business. If I’m not willing to throw myself in this… whatever this clusterfuck is… I don’t deserve to know.”

Sara looked into the fire. “Good choice.”

“There is something I need to know, though.”

Sara looked into his eyes. “What?”

“Did you frame Mary?”

Sara opened the bottle and brought it to her lips. “Yeah.” She took a drink.

Raul was appalled by the nonchalance of her answer. But that told a story in it of itself. So he came out and asked the logical question with the same ease: “Was it the right thing to do?”

She took a drink and shivered. “Yeah.”

“Good enough.”

Sara stood up like a salesperson, leaving before he could change his mind. But before she left, she offered him the bottle.

Raul waved his hand. “I’m good.”

“Trust me, you’ll need it.” Her voice was dead serious. He accepted it. “Good night, Raul.”

With those words, Sara disappeared into the night, leaving him with his thoughts. Neither her harrowing warnings nor blatant confessions eased his mental space. That said, he now felt empathy for Sara, understanding the mental prison she lived in. If Raul always felt as conflicted as he did at that moment, he would’ve been far worse with people than she was.

Raul looked at the bottle, deciding whether to drink. This time, he accepted.
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The ride back to Lemora felt exponentially longer yet infinitely shorter. The hours passed quickly, but the emotional processing made every second drag on into oblivion. No one was groaning about chafing anymore, but they didn’t want to talk regardless. Too much had happened; life had gotten too real.

Sara was grateful for the silence. Even though they were approaching twenty, they were all still naive children, freed from the shackles of adult responsibilities to play hero—and that got on her nerves. This life wasn’t a game—it was work—and it was meant to be spent quietly, keeping focus on one’s surroundings. Talking didn’t start until the bottle got passed around the fire—and even then, it wasn’t to complain. This was a hard life, and now they were living the truth about it. Someone died, Sara almost got killed, Mary ended up in shackles, and this was the norm that they would have to learn to accept. Now that everyone was, Sara could live life the way that was most natural to her.

During the nights, Emma healed her, and in return, Sara eased her anxieties. Raul drank with her in silence around the fire, and then she went off alone.

Twice, Edico and Aelia asked her what happened. Sara told them “the truth,” which was that Mary pushed her into the cavern. Sara broke her fall with wind magic and looked for an exit. She found one behind a massive basilisk that was lying on a pile of weapons and armor. They battled, and the basilisk shot an energy blast from its mouth, slamming into the cavern wall and causing it to collapse, killing it. Sara ran into the miner’s tunnel to escape, where she found the weapons she saved as well as the ring. Once she got out of the miner’s shaft, Brandon confronted her, demanding the “God Slayer” sword. She gave him the rings, and the rest was history.

Neither of them bought it.

Brandon had confessed everything like a fucking idiot, and now she was facing scrutiny. At least they didn’t lock her in chains. Either way, things would get ugly in the capital, and it was time for her to dethrone King Escar and earn her freedom. It would be risky, but with him out of the way, she could mount a true force to bring down Agronus, and she would be one step closer to securing the protection of her family.
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When Sara got back to the capital, she enjoyed the grand banquet that King Escar welcomed them to. Telskal talked to her about the weapons she brought back, and she gave a report to King Escar about the events that transpired. Edico locked up Jason and Mary, pending a decision from King Escar, and then she was free to roam around. The heroes wanted to go drinking in Lemora; Sara wanted to drink alone. So she snatched a bottle of helshma from the banquet table and went back to her bedroom. Raul knocked on her door—she ignored him. Servants offered her tea—she declined. Tamon offered her Tilly and Reck—and she yanked open the door, allowing the two fluffy leetas to swarm her on her bed, sassing and reeahing that Sara left them for too long. Unfortunately, the reunion was short-lived. Things would get dicey, and she didn’t want the leetas in her room, so she sent them away.

Once her reception was finished, Sara lay in bed, hands laced behind her head, considering her situation. He’s going to act soon, she thought. Am I ready?

That was the constant question. Sara had prepared for almost a year for this day—and now she succeeded. Fishing into her pocket, she pulled out a silver ring that had a white spatial array light-etched into it. It was a plain band, but she stared at it like Gandalf looking at Sauron’s ring. There was so much power inside. With Qualth and her core, she could seize Lemora by force—that night if she wanted to. That was the power she held in her hands. Yet….

Sara clenched her fist around it, hiding it from her gaze. She had a code. Sara was a hypocrite to the furthest degree possible, but she had a code. Everything she did served a purpose that wasn’t oriented around wealth, prestige, or power. That was the difference between her, Jason, and Mary. If she went any further than what she was doing, by the time she reached the point that she could live her happy life—

—there would be nothing left.

I’ll just have to place trust in my plans, Sara thought, grimacing. With a strained heart and a fluttering stomach, she popped the clean ring into her mouth again. But she didn’t swallow it. Not yet. Once it hit her stomach, she couldn’t guarantee success. She wouldn’t be defenseless; she wouldn’t put herself into a position of absolute weakness. Yet she was risking her life. Be someone you can be proud of, Sara, she thought. Not for others, but for yourself.

Sara swallowed the ring.
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King Escar sat on the throne of his audience chamber, staring at Aelia Twilix under the glow of mana crystals. It was late in the night, and he had spared no delay in summoning everyone to give their testimony. Now, it fell on Aelia, who was mediocre in her talents as a Sycount but was loyal to a suicidal degree, speaking candidly without restraint. And as expected, she recounted the story of what happened in great detail. She explained how Lady Jansen pushed Lady Reece into the cavern and how Lord Torres tried to trap her once she exited. She recounted Lord Torres’s confession about how he and Lady Reece were time travelers and how Lady Reece was going after Qualth, Rinus Kemot’s “God Slayer” sword and hid it. Lastly, she explained that the actual cavern was destroyed in a massive blast that caused the cavern to collapse—burying the evidence. It was a very different account than the one Edico gave to him—and he planned to lock the man up for withholding critical details. This was a matter of national security, and his general didn’t give him the facts.

“How large was the cavern?” King Escar asked.

“It was at least three hundred feet deep, and the mine shaft was over a mile away,” Aelia said.

“And you’re saying that a mile-long mountain collapsed after Lady Reece entered it?”

Aelia’s body stiffened. “That’s correct. There was also a massive crevasse that separated the area to the east.”

“Do you think that ‘Qualth’ has that type of power?” he asked.

Aelia swallowed. “It’s possible. According to historical accounts, it has arrays that attract mana from the environment to create powerful strikes. But….”

“But what?”

“The mountain was on a mana vein. So if the accounts are true, it would make sense why the attack was so big. It’s also possible that her claim that the basilisk—”

“Killed itself?” King Escar snorted. “Don’t waste my time. Where is the sword?”

“We didn’t find it on her. The ring Lord Torres stole from her leads to a hang nest. Mages burned the nest but found nothing inside.”

King Escar’s face twitched at the thought that they had burned a nest containing valuable artifacts. “And she didn’t mention the sword?”

“No,” Aelia said. “She said there was a nest of weapons, but they were covered when the cavern collapsed.”

“Convenient.”

Aelia nodded.

“What of Torres’s claims that she was from the future?”

Aelia hesitated, making him narrow his eyes. “I’m not sure how to interpret his claims. But I do believe that it’s likely that she’s from the future.”

“Why?”

“Lady Reece had a three-layer array below her belly button that connects to a mana crystal she had hidden on her belt buckle,” Aelia said. “I copied down the pattern and submitted it to Mournings. From what he said, it bears the signature of Telia Sayon.”

King Escar’s shoulders tensed, and he leaned back into his throne. Telia Sayon was the legendary mage who sealed Agronus in his castle three centuries ago. “You don’t think it’s a possibility that Lady Reece is her reincarnation, do you?” If the answer was yes, he wouldn’t act—he couldn’t act. He might as well concede his throne.

“I don’t,” Aelia said. “The array is clearly an imitation. It’s more likely that she acquired Sayon’s legacy in the future and returned with the knowledge. We’ve sent messengers to Elscalore to see whether the Sayon Crypt has been cleared, just to make sure. Either way, we can’t confirm.”

King Escar’s expression turned grave. It was customary for legendary mages like Telia Sayon and Halkon Tine to prepare crypts that challenged aspiring mages, opening their secrets and life work only to those who were worthy—and the Sayon Crypt was the most notorious. It was over the city of Tronlam, and thousands flocked there each year to see it. And, each year, hundreds of mages tried to pass the trials—

—and died. It had been that way for three hundred years. If Lady Reece had cleared the trials…. It just proved that Lady Reece was far stronger than they had imagined—even without Qualth or Telia Sayon’s magic.

King Escar gripped his armrests. He was frustrated that the only person with insights into Lady Reece was Lord Torres—and she killed him. No, not just him. All of her enemies—and dozens of nobles—had gone down in flames since she had arrived. She did not shy away from destroying her enemies, and if she wielded her strength, knowledge, and power against him….

“Do you think that Lady Reece would massacre us if we confronted her?” King Escar asked.

Aelia bit her lip and looked away. “I don’t.”

“Then ask her to turn herself into custody until we have finished our investigation. If she has nothing to hide, she’ll submit willingly.”

“And if she doesn’t?”

“Make sure that she leaves on friendly terms. I don’t care what you do. Just make it happen.”

“Yes, My Liege.” She stood to walk away but paused. “What if she does submit?”

“I want her in the strongest mana deprivation chains possible,” King Escar said. “We will act once she’s weakened.”

Aelia’s eyes widened. “You mean—“

“Yes, that’s exactly what I mean.” King Escar stood up. “Lady Reece is an existential threat. If we can act, we will. If we can’t act, we won’t make an enemy of her. Is that clear?”

Aelia swallowed hard, staring at him with wide eyes. That look made him sick. Lady Reece could take over the entire kingdom—alone—at any moment. Yet the woman couldn’t see the need to do what needed to be done.

“Understood,” Aelia bowed and left the room, leaving King Escar in miserable silence. On nights like these, he wished that his Royal Guards spoke to him—even impertinently if necessary. Tonight would determine the fate of the entire kingdom, and he couldn’t trust anyone. Even if Lady Reece didn’t have visions about his advisors, she knew about them. Intimate details. At any point in time, she could exploit them—and they would fall. The situation could blow up in his face at any moment.

And yet… if she were a time traveler, that meant that she didn’t actually know the future.

I dreamt that I was in a prison cell, shackled in mana deprivation handcuffs, Lady Reece had said. Care to explain that? It was so convincing at the time, but now he could see it:

She anticipated this, King Escar thought. Not because she could see the future, but because she planned this….

King Escar swallowed hard. He was convinced that his strategy to lock her up if she was willing or let her go on friendly terms was the best option. But it felt like neither would play out. Lady Reece had plans, and he didn’t know what to prepare for.
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Sara awoke around midnight, bathed in the light of the red moon. She didn’t need to release a divination pulse to know that they brought an army for her. Hundreds of soldiers filed out into the courtyard underneath her window, and the clack of dozens of iron shoes clacked through the halls. He’s decisive, I’ll give him that, she chuckled wryly.

Sara released the God’s Eyes divination pulse, and the soldiers stopped. She wasn’t holding back anymore—and neither were they. The entire sycount squadron was in the halls, keeping at a distance that would allow fighting.

Fight or flight, Sara thought, throwing on her clothing. Or stay…. There were pitch-black spots in her Divine Eyes that showcased mana deprivation shackles. At one point in her life, they would’ve been a death sentence. Even though they weren’t an existential threat anymore, just seeing them wrenched her organs, and made it hard to breathe. Even though she understood and planned for what would happen, Sara still felt a strong desire to go on a bone-breaking rampage just to send King Escar a message—

—depending on how things played out, she still very well could.

            

    
        Chapter 29: Aelia Twilix

    
    
    
    
                Sara had barely finished dressing when the door to her room exploded in a rain of splinters. Chunks of stone shot through the space like cannonballs, slamming into her desk. Then the sycounts rushed into the room, Aelia at the lead.

At that moment, Sara thought that she would grab the woman’s head and smash it into her wall, but she held back. “What the fuck was that?” Sara demanded.

“Just a demonstration to prove we’re serious,” Aelia said, throwing a bag onto the floor.

Sara looked at the bag. “What’s that?”

“King Escar is conducting an investigation into the events in Lemca. He requests that you willingly submit yourself to our custody or that you leave peacefully on friendly terms. This bag contains resources from the royal treasury. Whether you choose to stay or leave, this bag is yours.”

Sara snorted, looking at her door, into the hall, and then out her window. “Friendly terms? Are you trying to piss me off?”

“I’m just making it clear that it’s non-negotiable,” Aelia said with a cold voice. That tone immediately pissed Sara off—and then it clicked. She’s trying to get me to leave, Sara thought. It must be bad. But….

Sara hesitated, considering just leaving the capital, setting off a nuclear political bomb in Lemora, and then waiting to swoop in during the aftermath to hold a coup. Yet that’s exactly what Jason did, and whether it was rational in her situation or not, she wouldn’t do that. It didn’t fit her code—the only thing separating her from the people she was stopping.

It also didn't fit her lifestyle. If she conquered Lemora, it would make her the queen and line her up for a decade of warfare. That was the opposite of what she wanted. Once this was all over, she wanted to disappear into a small city and run a tavern with Kyritus if he let her. If she conquered the Escaran Kingdom, her dream would die forever.

It would be one thing if she wasn't prepared for this exact scenario to play out—but she was. The shackles and the prison cell weren't as strong as the kingdom believed, and by going, she would obtain the most powerful political tool in history: martyrdom. Going into captivity to obtain martyrdom was her plan from the start, and now, she had to have the guts to go through with it—and accept the consequences that came with it.

“Do you really think that Escar will let me leave?” Sara asked. “Just let me saunter off to another kingdom?”

Aelia’s face stiffened.

“Exactly.” Sara scoffed and put out her hands in a shackle me already gesture. “Let’s get this over with.”

Aelia’s eyes sharpened. “You seem confident.”

Sara looked at the troops in the hallway with a mocking smirk. “So do you.”

Aelia frowned and exhaled, turning to a sycount in the hall. “Shackle her. And be gentle. Lady Reece is not our enemy.”

“Yes, ma’am.” A sycount came in with shaky legs, unlocking a pair of steel chains that glowed with white marbling. “Sorry about this.”

“I’m sure you are,” Sara drawled.

The sycount locked the chains around her, and Sara felt her energy drain out of her in waves, like water bursting out of a broken dam. As it happened, the chains glowed with vibrant golden light.

His eyes widened when he saw how vibrant the chains became. “Should we—“

“It won’t make a difference,” Aelia said. “Let’s move out.”

Sara studied Aelia carefully. They both knew that one pair of "mana-deprivation" shackles wouldn’t be enough to contain her for long. So the question was: why was Aelia being so reckless? Sara didn’t know, but she knew one thing for certain—

—Aelia Twilix wouldn’t betray King Escar to save her. The woman was loyal to the core, willing to protect King Escar even if he ate infants and made her dispose of the bones. That’s just who she was. It was far more likely that King Escar gave Aelia the opportunity to help Sara, and so she did, and that he didn’t give her instructions on how to handle Sara in the event she turned herself in, so she was as lenient as possible. Or perhaps it’s because she felt guilt for what would happen.

The consideration left deep gashes in Sara’s bones. Neither Sara nor Aelia saw each other as villains or felt each other was wrong, but King Escar made them enemies, and if he asked Aelia to execute Sara—the woman would try. And when the time to seize the throne came…. Sara looked away from her teacher. For the first time since returning, Sara wished that Aelia Twilix stayed dead.

Aelia whistled the sycounts, and they stood straight, pushing themselves against the wall. Then Aelia led Sara through the hallway between the Royal Guards, feeling somewhere between a queen and a prisoner. If everything worked out—she would soon be both.
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Tyran was in his study, weighing powders for an elixir when he got the news of Sara Reece’s incarceration. There was a knock on the door, followed by a single word:

“Downfall.”

Then, the man speaking strode away from the door with light steps, leaving as fast as he came.

Tyran looked at the vials in front of him with a blank expression, trying to think through a thick veil of conflicted feelings. Can she really pull it off? he pondered. That was the question that would determine his and countless others’ lives.

Tyran reached into his desk drawer and pulled out a scroll. It was normal parchment with a nasty-looking array on the back. On the front were the words:

-

DUKE TRIDENT OWNS THE TESTAL MILL!

Economic Minister Telskal Serok awarded Duke Trident the rights to own and operate the Testal Mill, which you are forced to pay taxes toward. Your tax money is going straight into his pocket!

You can find proof of these claims…..

-

Reading the poster was a physical phenomenon for Tyran. It pushed his organs below his belly button, leaving an empty hole where his stomach was. Just the thought of posting the notice gave him goosebumps. Considering where he’d post it made him ill. There was a good chance he would be executed for doing it—but some things were worse than death, and what Sara Reece had planned was in that category. The only question was whether she could pull it off, but every fiber of his being said that she could.

Yet, if she succeeded, it wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.

I’m not here because you help women cheat or have their abortions, Tyran, Sara had said on the night she met him, I couldn’t care less. I’m here because you specialize in connections and blackmail—and I plan to utilize both mercilessly. But don’t worry. Follow my directions, and you’ll outlive this government. I can guarantee that.

Tyran gripped the parchment in his hand. She can, he chuckled, she can. I’m sure of it.

Sara Reece could pull off her plans. If she couldn’t, he would be appalled. Tyran built a business of lies and secrets—he was an expert on both. So he could tell if people were lying, and there was no falsehood hidden behind Sara Reece’s eyes that night. Her confidence, her knowledge, her power…. God, it turned him on. It also terrified him.

He turned to his cloak on his coat rack. The longer I wait, the more dangerous it’ll become, Tyran thought. And there’s a long ride ahead of me.

Without further deliberation, he donned the cloak, weaved through the mansion he risked everything to obtain and disappeared into the night with the parchment.

As he’d soon find out, it was a good call to trust in Sara Reece. Countless people were doing the same—

—and the people who bet against her would regret it.
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Sara awoke in a room lit by mana crystals. It could be morning or night; she didn’t know—the room didn’t have windows. It had stone walls and smelled of dust, just like the smell of her grandparent’s house after a lifetime of use. There was a bathroom in the room, and she was lying on a real bed. Clearly, they didn’t want resentment or to roll the dice with her power—

—a wise decision.

Regardless, she couldn’t go to the bathroom because her cuffs were locked on the back of a wall like someone in the throes of a BDSM act. And she didn’t like that. If a man walked through the door, she’d certainly show people the horrifying extent of her body tempering. However, no men entered the room. There were only nervous female guards who were misinformed about how mana deprivation shackles worked and dozens of fortification arrays that prevented her from blasting out of the room if she broke free. That didn’t change after the first day, and when her first prosecutor walked into the room, they were also a woman.

“Good morning, Telskal,” Sara said when the woman entered her room.

Telskal’s nostrils flared as she strode into the room, glaring at Sara, making jerky movements as if she wanted to slap her but was holding back. “Do you really think that your petty plan will work?”

“I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” Sara said, “but judging by your face, I’d say whatever you’re accusing me of really is work—”

Telskal slapped her, clearly unable to hold back anymore. Unlike other nobles—she had no chance of survival.

Sara took a deep breath. “I should warn you, Ms. Serok. I have a bit of an anger problem, and if you slap me again….” She chuckled murderously.

“It doesn’t matter,” Telskal said, stepping backward, “you’re going to hang by week’s end.”

“Bold assertion. But humor me. On what grounds?”

“Beyond sedition?” Telskal asked. “There were dozens of false allegations stuck to King’s statues throughout Lemora using binding arrays.”

“Binding arrays?” Sara mused. “That’s a pity. Seems you’ll have to remove the statues.”

The array on the back of the notices wasn’t meant for sticking objects together—

—it was meant for permanently etching arrays and incantations into physical objects. As a result, it burned the notices directly into the statue, and mana locked them, permanently binding the message to the statue. Even if someone filled in the blank spaces with cement would only expose the message with the off-coloring. The only true way to get rid of it was to use high-level magic to remove the protective sealing and chisel out the stone.

Telskal wrinkled her nose. “No, we’re not going to remove the statues.”

“Your face says otherwise.”

“Enough of this,” Telskal said, veins protruding from her neck. “I’m sure you think you’re smart. That you’ll end up a martyr. That no one can hurt you from this cell. But the fact is, we know the man you visited in Helscope.”

Sara’s eyes narrowed, and her blood boiled, trying to keep her cool. It was difficult. She could hear the sound of the woman’s skull crunching against the wall in her mind and could feel the hot drip of her blood on her hands. Sara didn’t actually experience either, but her anger had a way of making such visions a reality.

Telskal let out a laugh with a sharp edge, studying Sara’s expression. “Did you think we wouldn’t find out about him?”
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Kyritus stared at the silvermoon bloom Delina (he gave her the name of the war goddess after seeing the damage she left behind) had given him with a mesmerized expression. It was a stunning flower sporting translucent petals that glimmered with blue in the right lighting. It was constantly glowing, and he rarely opened it from the bag because it leaked out immense mana, and it was one divination spell away from being discovered. Yet on days like this—

—he couldn’t help it.

Tiber was wheezing in their bed. It wasn’t always so bad, but this morning, she was going through a spell, and the mana winds in the area were more intense than usual. Since her body couldn’t process that mana, it just made her chest swell up like a balloon. They needed to move to the country and away from mana junkies and adventurers, but they couldn’t, so she was just suffering. Yet….

If he opened it and fed her a single petal, it would suppress the symptoms immediately and keep her stable for a decade or longer. It wouldn’t be a cure, but it was a miracle, and he had that power in his hands. Yet… Delina asked him to wait a year and so he held back. But it had been a year now, and the temptation was increasing exponentially. He still didn’t know who Delina was, if she was still alive, or if she would come back. A woman with that type of temper was bound to make enemies and land herself an early death. Still…

Wait for me.

Kyritus had to be strong. He had a firm belief that she would return. But….

His heart wrenched at the sight of Tiber, and his fear returned. If Delina told even one person about the flower, he could get robbed, and Tiber would die. Hell, he ran an adventurer’s tavern. He could get robbed at any moment, and just opening up the mana suppression bag around the flower was a bad idea. Still… it was getting hard…. So very hard….

Wait for me.

Kyritus closed the bag and put it away. Then he sat on his chair, lacing his fingers and putting his forehead on his hands. Not today, he thought. Just a few more months.

Kyritus stood and walked downstairs to prepare for the lunch rush. It was early morning, and he had to sweep up broken glass and place orders for new mugs. But first, it came to accounting—

—the worst part of the day.

Before he put himself through that hell, he poured himself a drink of the cheapest swill he had and sat at a table, tracing the rim of the glass until it sounded with a beautiful ring. It helped ease his mind as he stared into dead space. As always, for one reason or another, he was always pulled back to Delina and her mystery. Fascination. Alure. Mystery. Gratitude. Fear. There was always a reason to think of her, for one reason or another.

Who are you? he thought. Silky blonde hair. The face of a princess. The attitude of a miner (apparently). And her strength…. Putting aside the number of people she faced, he had to replace a table and a block of sitting wood after her attack, and the person she hit head-on had severely dented armor. At the very least, she fascinated him, and he daydreamed about meeting. Just seeing those sincere eyes again, the ones she had when she asked him to marry her… was haunting.

Suddenly, Kyritus’s warm feelings toward her shifted—just as they always did—and he got nervous. The story behind her feelings toward him was dark. He was certain of that. That and…. His chest tightened. The lengths she went to hide her identity told a terrifying story in its own right.

The day Delina visited him, the group that Delina roughed up got a crew together and started asking about her. That’s when they got a surprise. According to the town’s folk, they saw a woman of that description going into Alexbrook Tavern at the time of the incident. Some said she was a sycount. Others said she was a rogue who had business with Ubis. Hah, according to some accounts, she wasn’t in either tavern. Farmers claimed they saw her in the countryside, citizens claimed they saw her drinking and stumbling in the streets, and adventurers swore they saw her face in wanted posters. No one seemed to agree about who or where she was, but they all agreed on one thing—that they never saw her again. Ubis Grancole denied ever seeing her at all. Thus, Delina became a ghost story in Helscope, and so many contradicting facts about her surfaced that no one believed that she actually existed.

Kyritus didn’t think it was a coincidence. Delina looked like a noble, had the military prowess and battle magic of a sycount, and she was definitely sick. Whatever she did to pull off that magic act fooled everyone—

—and showed that she felt that what she was doing was dangerous.

Kyritus sighed. He wished that his warm fascination with Delina didn’t always lead to dark speculation and paranoia. It’s time to get started, he thought. He took another drink, wishing that he poured less. The last thing that he needed was to feel tired and lazy by noon. But the thing that he refused to do was waste something. So he picked up his drink and started chugging. Before he finished, there was a loud knock on the door that made him choke.

“We’re closed!” Kyritus coughed, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “Come back at 2!”

“Look, kid,” a voice sounded on the other side of the door. “You have two options. You can open this door, or we’ll break it down. But I’ll warn you. I’m in a really shitty mood, so if you opt for the second option, I won’t stop at the door.”
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Sara controlled her trembling fists, keeping it almost unnoticeable. But Telskal could see right through her anger, and the fucking sadist was reveling in it. Sara imagined the woman was moistening up, remembering the last man she tortured. Now, she was bound in heat, waiting to transform Sara’s trembling rage into a circular motion to get back in contact with her feminine side…. Jesus Fucking Christ! Sara couldn’t even debase the woman without wanting to break free like a wild beast and strangle her!

Don’t do it, Sara warned herself. It won’t change anything, and it will make this all for nothing….

“What’s wrong?” Telskal grinned. “Don’t tell me you’re worried about him?”

“I’m not,” Sara said. “I’m just pissed off that you’re wasting my time.”

“Yeah, yeah, act strong,” Telskal said. “When you see him in chains, I’m sure you’ll break.”

Don’t do it, Sara, Sara thought again. Don’t do it….

Sara definitely thought she might do it.

            

    
        Chapter 30: Tyran Grollis

    
    
    
    
                Kyritus’s heart drummed in his chest, each double beat filling his temples with hot blood. He swallowed, hearing the lump break in his throat before the saliva hit his stomach. “Who are you?”
“The people who’re going to break your fuckin’ door down if you don’t open it,” the voice said.
Kyritus had a raging desire to grab Tiber and run, but he knew it would be pointless. Even from a distance, he could feel intense magical pressure emanating from outside—and the man talking wasn’t alone. Kyritus knew these people would kick down his door and capture him in a heartbeat, so he hesitantly walked toward the door.
“Are you mad?” a man with an eloquent, flowing voice asked. “If she finds out we threatened him, she’ll torture us.”
“She wants him protected—how we do it is irrelevant.”
“How brutish. If you wish to face her wrath, fine. But leave me out of it.”
“Fine, I’ll take the blame.” The gruff man slammed on the door again. “I’m not here to hurt you, but I sure as fuck will if you don’t open this door!”
“Coming….” Kryitus’s chest tightened, wondering if they were talking about Delina—hoping they were talking about Delina. With shallow breaths, he unbolted the door. Then it flew open, hitting him in the face and knocking him to the floor. “Ah…!”
Two men strode into the room, and they couldn’t be more different. The well-spoken man was handsome, wearing tailored business clothing underneath his cloak, clearly a compromise between what he usually wore and his current attire. If Kyritus had to guess, he was a lower noble. The other man was the opposite. He was a giant as large as a monta and twice as terrifying. He wore leather armor like an adventurer but stood straight-backed like a soldier, sporting a gruff beard and muscles that could crush a strong adventurer’s arms. Kyritus guessed he was ex-military. How the two ended up speaking on equal ground was beyond his comprehension.
“Now you’re just trying to get us killed!” the noble snapped. Then he offered his hand to Kyritus. “Please forgive the rude introduction. My name is Tyran, and this brute is Rokus. Mention either of our names again, and we’ll have you killed. So long as you don’t, you are within your patron’s protection. I recommend you use that privilege to have this man killed.”
Rokus turned to Kyritus with a threatening gaze. “Say a word, and I’ll rip out your esophagus.” 
Kyritus opened his mouth, but words didn’t come. They were locked behind a veil of fear that threatened to swallow his throat whole.
“Ah yes, there’s that brutishness again,” Tyran said, taking off his cloak. Then he looked around with a wry smile. “Well, this… is quaint. Do you, by chance, have tres? Surely this… establishment has something so basic.”
“Who cares?” the giant said, sitting on the bench beside him. “Get me a twalla. You at least serve piss here, right?”
Kyritus flitted his gaze between them in confusion. “A tres and a twalla. Coming right up.” He rushed behind the bar, wondering what layer of Tramula had just opened up in his tavern. Whatever it was, he wasn’t going to refuse the two men in front of him.
When Kyritus returned, he gave Tyran a polished glass of colored tres, and the noble stuck out his bottom lip, bobbing his head in surprise before taking a drink. The giant didn’t give Kyritus the same courtesy. He just took a shiver-inducing swig of twalla and then sighed. “Yep. Tastes like piss. You pass.”
Kyritus gulped and looked between them. “Um…. Can someone tell me what’s going on?”
The noble raised an eyebrow and then chuckled with an almost pitying gaze. “Look, kid. I’m sorry to break the news to you, but…. For whatever reason, you’ve attracted the attention of the wrong woman. And now, you’re a wanted criminal.”
Kyritus’s eyes widened in horror, and he took short breaths, oxygen escaping his body as his lungs clawed and scratched and pleaded to get it back. Then he looked to the upper room where Tiber was, his body trembling.
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Telskal smiled at Sara’s cold expression. “It seems I’ve struck a nerve. I suppose that’s natural, considering he was running a slave auction,” she said nonchalantly, speaking of Ubis Grancole, the first tavern owner Sara gave the Silvermoon Bloom to. “What do you know about that?”
Sara’s emotions tempered and then flared in a spectacular display of emotional malleability. On the one hand, she confirmed that Telskal was speaking about Ubis, the owner of Alexbrook Tavern, instead of Kyritus. Ubis ran a black market auction, so Sara gave him the highly conspicuous silvermoon bloom to sell at his auction, knowing that the kingdom would investigate, find the auction, and shut it down. So, she was glad the man got caught. That said, being told that she was a criminal for exposing Ubis wasn’t just rude—it was downright lazy.
“So let me get this straight. You’re saying that I handed my business partner a rare flower in broad daylight—while being escorted by a member of the Royal Guard?” Sara asked. “Do you think that I’m stupid?”
“I don’t know,” Telskal said. “You aren’t an oracle, so you had to know of him somehow.”
“Like I knew about Lena Robolt?” Sara said. She narrowed her eyes. “And know about you?”
“Ah, yes, the sedition,” Telskal said. “You’ll hang for that alone, though I think they’ll need a guillotine in your case. But let’s not get off track. We’re not interested in your dealings with Mr. Grancole. Dozens of people claim that they saw you outside his tavern during your so-called meeting, and we want to know why he helped you escape.”
Sara summoned raw willpower from the deepest pits of hell to keep her face static. She had prepared for this exact conversation and had obfuscated her whereabouts so thoroughly that proving where she went was impossible. Still, the question raised her blood pressure. “If you offer people rewards to tell you what you want to hear, you’ll find exactly what you’re looking for,” Sara said. “And in a place like Helscope, people will testify to anything for a glider.”
Telskal’s lip curled. “We didn’t offer ‘rewards.’ We obtained the accounts under threat of incarceration or death.”
“Innocent people confess under torture.”
Telskal strode forward to slap Sara but pulled back. “We know you left, and we will find out where. The militia will make sure of it.”
“Don’t you have somewhere to be?” Sara asked dryly. “You know—writing your will or something?”
Telskal grinned murderously. “I’m going to enjoy your execution.”
“You’re the type that would.”
Before the woman could lose her cool, she yanked open the door and slammed it behind her. 

Sara crashed onto her bed, feeling as though the reaper was cradling her heart and preparing to squeeze. She wasn’t worried about the kingdom. King Escar and his advisors were working around the clock, trying to find a way to execute Sara without causing the heroes to rebel—all while trying to contain the fires she lit through the city. Last night, nobles binded allegations of corruption on every statue in the city, permanently etching the contents into the monuments. Between the rebelliousness of the action and the content of the claims, the citizens were doubtlessly spreading the word like wildfire, and there was likely rioting in the streets. King Escar was fucked—and his problems had only begun. He would organize a public execution within days, not weeks. That was a certainty. That was the plan.
No, Sara was worried about Kyritus, Rokus, and Tyran. If the militia was combing through Helscope, it meant that they could face King Escar’s forces—assuming that Tyran and Rokus ever went.
That was ultimately the torment of being locked in a prison cell. Sara didn’t know if Kyritus was alive or dead, whether Raul and Emma were under intense interrogation, or if Edico was under investigation—as they clearly didn’t trust his account.
Sara gritted her teeth. It would be a very long week.
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Kyritus tucked his hands in his armpits, bumping against the back bar and making the bottles clank together. “What do you mean, wanted criminal?”
Tyran sighed, swirling the amber liquid in his rock’s glass. “You look confused, which is good for us and bad for you. So I’ll lay out what we’re doing here and outline the consequences of speaking of it.” He took a deliberate drink and then pointed his finger at Kyritus with his index. “I’m an apothecary, and I’m here to make your sister a silverena elixir with that silvermoon bloom she gave you.”
Kyritus’s arm hairs bristled, and he took a sharp breath.
“Considering your sister’s dying of tyrexis, I’d say that’s a miracle,” Tyran said. He swigged the rest of his glass and exhaled sharply, shivering. “But….”
Kyritus balled his hands. Everything he wanted was right in front of him—but. That was a word that always conveyed a heavy price in Kyritus’s life.
“Your girlfriend fucked it up. She gave two tavern owners silvermoon blooms, thinking that it’d confuse the narrative. It worked—but it also means that if someone learns a little girl was miraculously cured of tyrexis, and she’s the sister of a tavern owner….”
Kyritus swallowed hard, feeling gut-wrenching emotions crashing within him. “They’ll lock us up?”
“Not exactly.” Tyran shrugged. “They’ll likely torture you and kill you. But that’s about the gist.”
“T-Then what can we do?” Kyritus asked, looking upstairs.
“I’m so very glad you asked,” Tyran said, rocking back the rest of his tres. “And thankfully, the instructions for surviving this situation are very simple: do exactly as I say when I say it. Otherwise, I’ll throw you to the hounds and roll the dice with your girlfriend. Got it?”
Kyritus swallowed hard. “Got it.”
“Brother?”
Kyritus’s heart nearly stopped when he heard Tiber’s voice. 
“Oh, hello there, little one,” Tyran said, grinning as he looked up the stairs. “Please, please, come join us. I bear wonderful news. Don’t I, Kyritus?”
Tiber trembled in fear, and Kyritus forced a smile. “Yeah, that’s right. Honest. Things are a bit… complicated. But they’re good.”
“See? It’s true,” Tyran said. “Now please come join us.”
“Touch the kid, and I’ll murder you,” Rokus said, putting down his twalla.
Tyran scoffed in astonishment. “Do you think that I—“
“Just don’t fucking do it.” Rokus stood up, casting a long, giant shadow on the bar. “Don’t threaten her. Don’t coerce her. Don’t play your fucking games. You don’t fuck with children. Now make that silver… whatever. There’s ironbloods out in the streets, and they’ll be here soon enough.”
Tyran took a deep breath, turning away. “Fair en~ough,” he drawled. "Let’s get to work.” He activated his spatial ring, retrieving a mortar and pestle and various vials. “Procure me the silverbloom and we’ll—“
Suddenly, someone yelled, “There’s one over here!” outside, followed by the shuffling sound of soldiers’ boots in the alleyway.
Rokus grabbed his sword by reflex but took his hand off it.
“What are you doing, you brute?” Tyran asked. “Don’t tell me you’re going to turn us in. You’ll go down for—“
“I’m not,” Rokus said. “I’m doin’ this for my General, but it ain’t worth sheddin’ the blood of my kin over.”
Tyran’s face turned purple, and he turned to Kyritus. “Exit. Now.”
Kyritus nodded quickly. “Let me get the silvermoon.”
Tyran looked at the door. “Hurry up.”
The soldiers started knocking as soon as Kyritus started up the stairs. “Open up! We’re on orders from His Majesty!”
Kyritus ignored them, shooting over to his room, picking up a bag, and stuffing it full of clothing. Then he put the silvermoon bloom jar into the center of the mass before looking at the book he read to Tiber on the bad nights. With anguish in his eyes, he turned away and rushed back downstairs without it. If things worked out with Tyran, Tiber would be healed by the end of the week. If things didn’t… he didn’t want to think about what would happen if he didn’t.

            

    
        Chapter 31: Rokus Jomther

    
    
    
    
                Kyritus’s world slowed when the third knock came, followed by a blunt order: “We know you’re in there! If you don’t open up, we’ll assume you’re the enemy of the state!” He cringed at the thought, but he didn’t stop moving, lost in a state of higher senses. His eyes were sharp, and he was flooded with the smell of sour ale and rotting wood, two odors that his brain had learned to ignore. Every step matched his heartbeat, thudding in his heart like a tight drum.

It wasn’t just him—everyone was on edge. Tyran was hissing at him to hurry, Rokus was watching the door with a conflicted expression, and Tiber stood silently, pressed up against a wall with her hand on her mouth. For a moment, Kyritus hesitated—considering the consequences of going against the kingdom. Then adrenaline shot through his veins, and he found Tiber in his arms, moving toward the cellar through the kitchen.

“That’s enough,” a soldier outside said, “kick it down!”

Just as Kyritus and the group entered the kitchen and could smell the scent of charred metal and rancid soup, the door shot off its hinges, crashing into a table.

“Find them!”

Kyritus struggled to move through the kitchen. Tiber was seven, and while she was depressingly light, she was awkward to carry, so he bounced around. He gripped her tight. “I’m sorr—“

Suddenly, something yanked Tiber from his arms. Kyritus tried to scream, but a hand clamped down around his mouth, and Tyran whispered in his ear. “Keep quiet.” The noble lifted Kyritus’s head, allowing him to see Tiber sitting in Rokus’s arms. “Now move.”

Kyritus gulped and nodded. Then he weaved through the kitchen, leading them to a cellar where he kept his food. He fumbled with the lock as the soldiers flooded the tavern.

“Hurry up!” a soldier who was likely a commander yelled. Then, soldiers ran up the stairs and rushed behind the bar.

“Hurry!” Tyran hissed.

Kyritus opened the lock and opened the cellar door, leading them down the stairs into a dark, dank space that smelled of rotting vegetables. There were depressingly meager supplies, enough food for two days at most. Kyritus and Tiber lived day to day, but at the moment, another day might not come. So he activated a mana crystal and led them through the narrow space, Rokus crouching as he moved.

On the other end, there was an identical staircase and lock that he fumbled with as well, unlocking it carefully.

Suddenly, soldiers rushed into the kitchen. “There’s a cellar!”

“Hurry!” Tyran whispered.

Kyritus’s fingers felt slippery and cold under the rusted lock. But he unlatched it by virtue of his muscle memory and then opened the door. Light flooded in from the cobblestone access road—along with the sound of yelling soldiers. Their forces were half a street over, entering from the front, but they would hit the alley as soon as the commander determined that Kyritus was a suspect.

Hurry, hurry, hurry! Kyritus turned and saw Rokus duck a full head to get out of the cellar, followed by Tyran, who threw up his hood. Fuck, I don’t have a cloak.

It was over. Once he and Tiber were seen, they would be permanent enemies of the kingdom—assuming they weren’t already. Kyritus lost his tavern and only source of income. What would he do now? He couldn’t make ends meet as is; now, he had to fend for himself and Tiber as a wanted criminal. What would happen to Tiber if—

“Snap out of it,” Tyran said. “Move.”

Kyritus turned and saw Rokus moving through the access road with Tiber in his arms. Then he heard the inner door to the cellar bang open. “There’s a cellar!” a soldier yelled.

Kyritus acted, rushing past Rokus. “Follow me!”

The both compiled, with Rokus holding the rear and Tyran keeping at his side.

At the end of the alleyway, a commotion broke out as citizens clashed with soldiers in the confusion. Kyritus knew that there would be a confrontation, but—

“There’s an exit!” a soldier yelled from behind them. “Go after them!”

No time, Kyritus thought. It was either run into the street blindly, risking being seen by passing soldiers, or wait and be discovered by the soldiers swiftly moving through the cellar. Kyritus decided on the former, rushing into the road without thought. If he died, at least Rokus knew where not to go. Parents protect their children at the cost of their lives, and as the person who raised Tiber from infancy, he felt that bond. So he rushed right into the middle of the road—

—and ran straight into a soldier.

“Hey! Watch out where you’re….” It only took a jolted pause for the soldier to link the disturbance with citizens running from an alley. In an instant, the soldier grabbed their sword. “Wait! Hands up!”

Kyritus didn’t stop. He rushed past the soldier. But he didn’t make it far before the soldier closed the distance, grabbing Kyritus’s shoulder with an iron grip that made him yelp with pain. Then he whirled around involuntarily, coming face-to-face with the soldier. They were close enough for Kyritus to see the stubble on the man’s cheeks and the gold flakes in the man’s brown eyes.

“You’re not going anywhere,” the soldier said. “Come with—“

Suddenly, Kyrtius’s vision went red as hot liquid splashed his face, and then the man’s headless corpse dropped to the ground, providing rhythm to the head that bounced on the cobblestones.

“Keep running!” Tyran snapped, hiding his dagger in his cloak.

Primal fear triggered in Kyritus’s mind as Rokus passed him. Then he took off at a full sprint, ignoring the sound of soldiers screaming at them as he weaved through the streets, cutting off monta-drawn wagons and citizens bustling through the road.

“This way,” Kyritus said, cutting down another access road. “It’s a shortcut.” Rokus and Tyran followed suit, but it proved to be a bad decision.

“They’re up ahead!” a soldier called in the distance. “Send the signal!”

A mage shot a fireball over the access road, cutting it off with pinpoint precision above the group, leaving it suspended there as if to say, They’re there—right there.

“I’m not surprised they brought out the elites, but it’s rather inconvenient,” Tyran said. “Rokus, I know you don’t…. Rokus.”

Kyritus turned to Rokus and found that he had stopped, dropping Tiber in the alleyway.

“What are you doing?” Tyran asked. “Whether you like it or not, you’re part of—“

“I don’t care,” Rokus said. “I’m not here because I have to be, and I’m not going to fight my own.”

“Tell that to them.” Tyran pointed behind Rokus. A mage in a white and green cloak—the colors of a Royal Mage—swiftly cut into the access road, followed close behind by a group of soldiers. “Are you aware what a Royal Mage will do to—“

“I don’t care, now leave!”

Tyran clenched his jaw and turned to Kyritus. “Pick her up, we need to—“

Another group of soldiers ran into the other side of the alleyway, cutting them off on both sides.

“Son of a whore!” Tyran said.
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Sara stared blankly at the stone ceiling above her, drifting in and out of consciousness. She gauged the hours by the number of times soldiers unlocked her shackles to let her go to the bathroom, trying to figure out her schedule. But when a person’s all alone with no one to speak to, the mind plays tricks on them, bending space and time in strange ways. The time between breaks sometimes felt like ten minutes for the first—ten hours for the next. And through it all, she was hallucinating while awake, reliving memories. They always started out good, but then she’d focus on the cringe-worthy details, and it would spiral downward until she couldn’t remember anything good about it. Eventually, her mind would snap into the present, and then the true hell began:

Please be okay…. Once Sara admitted her doubt, it gripped her in a vice and twisted until she couldn’t breathe. Images of Kyritus in chains in her imagination made her limbs lock up, but the very real memory of Tiber being held hostage by Jason’s forces entered her mind.

Put the bow down! Jason’s soldier yelled, pressing a dagger to Tiber’s neck as Sara pointed the Bow of Rymac at him. We’re not stupid. You’ll kill us the second this girl’s free, so we will kill her if you even hint at killing us.

Sara pointed the arrow to the sky and released it.

Do you think we’ll look up? he snorted. You’re—

Suddenly, the mana arrow nose-dived behind him and then shot back toward Sara like a boomerang. He sensed it, but it was too late. The arrow hit the back of his skull, making it explode like a ripe watermelon—

—then the slaughter began. Within twenty seconds, Sara had killed the other soldiers.

The difference between then and now was that she was there and armed; now, she was in a cell fifty miles away from her family.

In a fit of frustration, Sara pulled against the chains until they were taut against the wall. Even with her energy drained, she could probably snap the chain and then overload the cuffs in an hour, even with the thin mana in the room. But then what? Slaughter her way free? Make it all for nothing? And then what? If Rokus was with Kyritus and Tiber, they would be moving from Helscope any moment now. In the worst-case scenario, they’d be dead.

Regret washed over her. History favors the bold—

—but history only writes about those who succeed.

Sara gritted her teeth. Please be okay….
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“Yield.” The Royal Mage said, walking through the access road as soldiers flooded in from Kyritus’s back. Kyritus looked around, looking for somewhere to run. “Bad move,” the mage said.

A crushing wave of magical pressure flooded the alleyway, making Kyritus’s arms prickle with gooseflesh as he took a knee. Tiber screamed from severe mana exposure, clutching her little chest as she hit the ground wheezing. “Tiber!” Kyritus yelled, reaching for her, but the magical pressure increased, making him drop to the ground.

“Please….” Kyritus wheezed as Tiber cried, pale and seizing.

Rokus looked between Kyritus and Tiber before looking at the mage. “Stop. She has tyrexis!”

The Royal Mage didn’t release the pressure. “Tyrexis? How interesting. Are you the owner of….” He turned to a soldier, who pulled out a piece of parchment and listed the names of taverns.

“Grollens?” the soldier read. “Telko? Hestiafern?”

Kyritus knew what the soldiers were doing, but he was helpless to stop it. He wasn’t a liar or trained against interrogation. So his eyes widened at the mention of Hestiafern, and his body tensed.

“Thought so,” the Royal Mage said. “A tavern owner and a girl with tyrexis. Interesting.”

Kyritus’s blood boiled, listening to Tiber scream. The man got what he wanted, and he was still torturing his sister. What was worse was that Tyran was dead silent, and Rokus wasn’t moving. No one would help her. “Stop…” he begged.

“Silence.” The Royal Mage released even more pressure, dropping Tyran to his knees. “I want them in shackles—“

“You’re killing her!” Rokus suddenly snapped. “She’s just a fucking child!”

4

Sara took a deep breath, praying that Rokus was with Kyritus and Tiber. She could count on Tyran being there. If all the statues had notices on them, it proved that Tyran saw the writing on the wall, complied with her plan, and left the capital. Now, his entire life hinged on Sara’s success. He would help them, but Rokus… he was a different story. The man was her comrade, fighting with her during the Great War. He was a good man, putting service before everything—but his family. The world would burn before he put his family in danger, and that zealousness made him sensitive to protecting all children. That’s why she chose him. That said, the only blackmail she had on him was a severely low blow, and she tasked him with taking her family to safety before she became a traitor. Now, helping her was treason, and she didn’t know if he would protect them from his own soldiers. Still, if he was there and Tiber was threatened….
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“Silence, you swine!” the Royal Mage demanded of Rokus. “These ‘children’ are wanted in connection to treason. Now yield, or I will kill you on the spot.” He released even more mana to suppress Rokus, making Tiber scream—

—and Rokus snapped.

He silent-casted a movement spell and then closed the distance with the Royal Mage in less than a second. Grabbing the man’s head, he slammed it into a wall multiple times. He just meant to knock the man out, but he snapped out of his ire-filled daze when the mage’s head exploded in his hands.

Rokus took deep breaths, trying to comprehend what he did. He wasn’t bothered by killing the Royal Mage. Those fuckers did whatever the fuck they wanted with impunity, and he should’ve cracked a few earlier. The fact that the man was torturing and killing a child made his death worth it, but….

“Ranker! Zenth formation!” The soldiers on both sides of him lifted their shields, creating a wall on each side, closing off the alleyway.

Rokus’s mouth contorted in anguish when he saw Edico’s battle formation used against him. These were his people. Royal Mages could get fucked, but these were his brethren. “Stay back!” he warned.

They didn’t. The soldiers took confident steps in unison, closing in on them like a vice twisting shut. What do I do…? he thought.

“Tiber….” Kyritus scrambled to his crying sister. Thick blue varicose veins webbed across her face as she wheezed. She had lost consciousness, and she was fighting for her life.

Rokus looked at the poor child with anger in his veins. These kids didn’t even know that woman’s name! But for whatever reason, Lady Reece decided they were “family” and tried to save the child’s life. Now, they were on their way to torture cells. It was fucked up. It was all so fucked up….

No. It was worse. This wasn’t what he signed up for. Rokus agreed to help the kids get to a safe house in Telsenlore—before Lady Reece was arrested and sent Lemora into an uproar. Now, just helping these kids was treason, and his family would also be in torture cells.

I’m sorry, Rokus thought, looking at his fellow soldiers. My family comes first. The air around him warped and bent as mana swirled around him. Tiber started crying out again. Sorry, little one. This will be over soon….

“Body Aura!” a soldier yelled, seeing Rokus’s body reinforce with an indomitable mana shield. “Into formati—“

Rokus charged like a wild animal before they could prepare, ramming his shoulder into the soldiers’ shields and sending them flying. “Pick her up and go!” Rokus yelled to Kyritus. Then he turned to Tyran. “And you! Stop holding back, or I’ll kill you!” Then he turned back to the soldiers, picking one up and throwing them into the others. A fallen soldier slashed his sword at him. Rokus pivoted and stomped on the man’s arm, making it crunch. Then he used his other leg to kick the man in the head, breaking his neck.

“We can’t move you brute!” Tyran yelled. Rokus turned and saw Kyritus grabbing his sister in his arms as Tyran brandished two daggers. Yet there was nowhere to go since there was a wall of soldiers getting up after Tyran’s wind spell.

“Gah!” Rokus punched a soldier in the face before turning back. He wanted to drive his thumbs into Tyran’s eyes, but there wasn’t time. Suddenly, more flares shot up over the alleyway, solidifying that fact. “Fine!”

Rokus barreled past Kyritus and Tyran, slamming through the soldiers blocking the two’s path. He used raw force to make it through, pushing, kicking, and punching a hole through them. “Now!”

Kyritus and Tyran flew down the path he had cleared.

“You’re on your own once you get out there!” Rokus yelled. “So don’t fuck it up!” He brandished his sword.

“Meet us at the—“

“Just fucking go!” Rokus turned back to his fellow soldiers, wrapping his blade in a sinister black aura. One of the soldier’s eyes widened. “W-Wait. Y-You’re Ro—“ Rokus sliced through the man’s skull in half before he finished speaking. One person identifying him could land his wife and son in torture chambers. He wouldn’t risk it on Lady Reece’s words, but he couldn’t help but remember them.

Do this, and I’ll ensure your family is never left unprotected again, she had said when she had tasked him with Kyritus and Tiber’s protection.

You just tried to blackmail me. Why would I ever trust you?

Because I’m trusting you with my family. You’re the only person that will know their location. You’ll hold that over me forever.

Lady Reece’s trust perplexed Rokus. Even though Edico had warned him that Lady Reece might know him from her visions or the future, her trust was far too great. But when she explained the stakes, he could finally see it—the pain and desperation in her eyes. She needed someone to protect her family.

And you’ll protect my family if I go? Rokus asked.

I have a safe house and two sycounts that will protect them with their lives.

Then why don’t you have them do this?

Because I don’t trust them.

But you trust me?

Lady Reece fell silent and then asked, Will you do it?

Is it optional?

She fell silent again.

Send your guy, I’ll decide then, Rokus said. That was a few months ago. Then King Escar arrested Lady Reece and Edico (the latter's arrest being the deciding factor of his participation), Tyran showed up, and all hell broke loose. Now, he was in an alleyway, committing treason, killing his own people, worrying about his family, and wondering how he ended up in his position.

You better follow through, Rokus thought. If you don’t…. Rokus turned to Kyritus and Tiber, running away. Then he turned back to the soldiers, lifting his sword high. He had no choice but to trust Lady Reece. But if she didn’t follow through and his family was drawn into this nightmare—he’d decide then.

            

    
        Chapter 32: Tyrexis Treatment

    
    
    
    
                Tyran rushed past Kyritus, exiting the access road. Turning, he saw soldiers rushing toward him. I’m a traitor anyway, he thought, putting a pin on his cloak that designated him as a member of the Escaran nobility. No sense in hiding.

Before he met the soldiers head-on to try to talk his way out of the situation, he turned toward the alley and cringed. Kyritus and Tiber were a gruesome spectacle, covered in blood from when Tyran beheaded the soldier. In a fit of doubt, Tyran looked down and ensured that his mana shield prevented blood from touching him. It did. He was clean.

This will be challenging, Tyran thought, glancing at the approaching soldiers.

“Are you dense?” he suddenly screamed, turning to Kyritus. “That flare wasn’t a firework, you dimwit!”

Kyritus froze in confusion, staring at him with wide eyes.

Play along, you knoll, Tyran said with his body language. He turned and saw soldiers pushing past the citizens. Ten feet away.

Kyritus seized up. “S-Sorry Lord—“

“Enough!” Tyran cut him off, grabbing Kyritus by the forearm and squeezing until he screamed. “You almost got yourselves killed. Look at your sister, for fuck’s sake!” 

“I-I’m going to drop her!” Kyritus cried, tears rolling down his cheeks.

“You almost got her killed, yet you dare complain to me?” Tyran released his grip the moment the soldiers arrived, exposing a dark bruise on Kyritus’s arm. It was a cruel action, but it had its desired effect. The guards froze to watch, and Kyritus ignored them, focusing all of his energy on the pain and keeping Tiber up. That was good. If Kyritus panicked at the sight of soldiers, it would all be for nothing.

“My Lord,” an approaching soldier said, eyeing Tyran’s pin. “What happened here?”

“Why are you asking me?” Tyran snorted, ignoring the blatantly obvious massacre happening right down the alley. “I wasn’t stupid enough to watch. But if I had to guess, I’d say that there’s a pack of mongrels butchering each other. And judging by the yelling, I’d wager that your breed is taking the brunt.”

The soldier’s face contorted in a scowl, and he turned to Kyritus with narrowed eyes. “What happened?”

“W-We were just checking out the fire, th-thinking it was a show.” Kyritus’s lips quivered. “Then this man… H-H-He just started killing people.” 

Good work, Tyran thought. He was impressed that Kyritus masked his fear and nervousness as trauma. 

“S-Soldiers arrived,” Kyritus stammered, “and—”

Suddenly, soldiers started screaming in the alleyway, followed by a loud boom that shook the buildings. “Retreat! We need reinforcements!” Another boom. More screaming.

Tyran turned to Kyritus. “How many men were there?”

“J-Just one.”

“Just one, and all those soldiers….” Tyran mused sarcastically. “Pathetic.” He turned to the soldiers. “Well? Are you going to do your job? Or are you going to be as useless as your ‘brethren?’”

The soldiers’ faces paled.

“I swear,” Tyran said, grabbing Kyritus, “If Plenth knew how incompetent our soldiers were, they’d attack.” With those words, he walked past the group of soldiers with a contentious sneer.
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Kyritus ducked into an alleyway a block away from the soldiers, his legs threatening to give out. Blood dripped from his face, but he couldn’t smell it. Or, rather, his senses ignored it in the way that he ignored the smell of body odor, booze, and bad breath. But he could smell something else: fear. It might not have been tangible, but it was real—real in the way that depression makes a person’s bones ache or how anger makes their chest hot. He could smell fear, and it smelled… sweet. That was the only way to explain it. It smelled sweet and it was everywhere—on his skin, on the soldiers, and most uncomfortably, Tyran. The noble looked cool and collected, but his body reeked of fear that was stronger than his own. 

“Take this,” Tyran said. He removed his pin from the cloak and then stripped it off, extending the garment to him. “If you’re rushing your sister to a medic, you can’t look like the one who hurt her.” He looked Kyritus in the eye. “Do you understand?”

Kyritus slowly put down Tiber and then accepted the cloak. “I… understand. But… I’m not skilled at deceit.”

“Don’t worry….” Tyran looked at Kyritus’s bruised arm. “I’ll just beat it into you. Now hurry up. We’re only halfway there.”

Kyritus pulled on the cloak. It was too small for him, and the breast section made it difficult to breathe. “Where are we going?”

“I wouldn’t use the word we,” Tyran said. “If you’re caught, then I will be going alone. As such, I will not tell you. Now let’s move.”

Kyritus picked up his bloody sister and then followed after the noble, determined to convince people that Tiber needed a medic. Judging by the blood on her and her strained wheezing, that wouldn’t be a hard sell. “Hold in there,” he whispered. “We’ll make it through this.”
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Sara’s mind deteriorated as the hours passed. Fear turned into doubt, doubt turned into paranoia, and soon, she felt like King Escar, imagining her life and dreams crumbling as a result of her actions.

She wasn’t a fool. If she were naive, she would’ve had Tyran make her a vial of silverena and then rushed to Helscope, dropping it off under the cloak of darkness—but she wasn’t. Tyrexis was the mother of all diseases, much like cancer was on Earth. If a young girl was magically cured, the townsfolk would spread the news like wildfire—and the kingdom would instantly investigate how a commoner could afford a priceless resource. That’s why she handed off the plant, waiting until she could get Rokus to get them out of Helscope before having Tyran (or another apothecary she blackmailed) make the silverena. That way, Sara could get Tiber the medicine while Rokus took her and Kyritus to a safe location that only he and Sara knew about. Judging by the situation, it was a good choice.

Sara knew this would happen. She ran the Escaran Kingdom with King Escar’s legitimate son, Alecov Escar, after Mary’s demise and watched Jason’s coup pan out. As a result, she knew what would happen when she challenged Escar—and how to counteract the backlash with martyrdom and the Hero’s narrative. That said, she wasn’t a politician in a direct sense. As someone with a no-games personality and the power to destroy armies, everyone bent to Sara’s will by default, just as they did with Mary. So, she wasn’t versed in the subtleties and strategies of politics. As a result, she used what she knew—

—and regretted it. Her plan would work, but at what cost? King Escar was scouring for weaknesses and was on her family’s trail. She shouldn’t have trusted anyone with their lives and should’ve prioritized them over taking over the kingdom. 

Why did I do this? Sara thought. She wasn’t a particularly smart or well-guided person in her last life, and even with a second chance, that hadn’t changed. More often than not, she’d lay in her bed at night, reflecting on the day’s events, wondering why she knew what she should’ve said or done yet always seemed to do the opposite. And when her life’s report card came in, she was reminded that her decisions were almost always driven by the needs of her current objective at the cost of other elements of her life. This was a prime example. When her goal was to protect Kyritus and Tiber, she obtained the silvermoon bloom, made contact, and set up escorts for them. But when her task was to rip apart the kingdom (in the event King Escar attacked her), she let herself be hauled into a prison cell in mana-deprivation handcuffs because it was the best decision to accomplish that goal, putting aside the possibility that Kyritus and Tiber were in danger despite her over-elaborate plans.

Sara tried to roll on her side, but her cuffs prevented her from doing that. Of course…. Sara chuckled, white-hot coals burning in her chest. She wanted to rip out the chains for good. I swear to fucking God—

Suddenly, the door opened, and Telskal walked into the room. She looked confident, but she oozed uncertainty. Whether that meant that Telskal had prepared a lie or if she was just contemplating her mortality was unclear.

“We found your friends,” Telskal said.

Sara’s body tensed up, and her vision turned white. That visual experience was always followed up with her picking up something—or someone—and throwing them into a wall. Yet primal instincts told her to hold back, knowing that if she got furious, it would showcase how valuable her family really was to her. “What friends?”

“Kyritus and Tiberiyori Senecaru,” Telskal said. “Either of those names ring a bell?”

Sara’s arms developed webs of varicose veins, and she imagined herself peeling Telskal’s face like a potato. Yet she once again held back, knowing full and well that Kyritus, Tiber, Emma, and Raul were her only weaknesses, and two of them were untouchable. As for her family, killing them wouldn’t do them any good. At the end of the day, hostages were only hostages if they were alive.

“Nope,” Sara said.

“Oh really?” Telskal mused. “They told us all about you. The blonde-haired beauty they met a year ago.”

Sara took a deep breath and contemplated the situation. This isn’t Earth. If she doesn’t know how valuable they are, she’ll torture them for information… she thought. Or they’ll continue to torture them…. Adrenaline hit Sara’s bloodstream, making her heart beat as fast as a hummingbird’s wings. “Tell me, Telskal.”

“I’m listening,” Telskal grinned.

“Do you understand how fucked you are?”
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Lord Metha trembled as he looked over a document containing the allegations posted in Lemora the night before. While every one of the king’s statues was debased, there were dozens of other important locations that should have had allegations posted on them—

—but didn’t.

“Lord Tibult didn’t follow through…” Lord Metha whispered. He opened his drawer and pulled out a stack of envelopes that had Lord Tibult’s name at the very top of the stack. Each envelope had the address of an influential business person, herald, or government office. He opened one as his heart thudded. On the page was a letter containing all of Lord Tibult’s crimes—and Lord Metha’s signature at the bottom of each.

This is insane…. Lord Metha thought. They’re going to kill me….

Yet he didn’t put the letters down. After all, if he didn’t send the letters, other nobles would send out letters with his crimes—and what the kingdom would learn about him was worse than dying for being a righteous whistleblower.
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Telskal’s grin disappeared when Sara asked if she knew how fucked she was. “If you think your stunt will kill me, you’re sorely mistaken,” the advisor said.

“Oh, I don’t think it will,” Sara said. “I have something special planned for you.”

Telskal clenched her fists. “Threaten me again, and I’ll have your friends tortured.”

“I’d refrain if I were you,” Sara chuckled, clenching her jaw. “I’d refrain from doing any~thing to harm me. Because I’ll warn you, Telskal. By weeks’ end, you’ll be groveling at my feet, clinging to any leverage to entice me. So, for your sake, I’d pray that your leverage holds sway.”

Telskal scoffed and turned away. “Act tough all you want. By weeks’ end, you’ll be dead.” She opened the door. “I can’t wait until you see what we do to those two. It’ll be a treat.”

Sara watched the politician slam the door. You’ll never see them, she thought. You’ll be lucky if you see the light of day before your execution. 

While every corrupt politician Sara knew of—and countless others—would experience the might of her wrath, only Telskal would understand the true depths of her fury. And she had something very special planned for the woman.
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Margrave Alama, the man tasked with guarding the border between the Escaran Kingdom and its main enemy, the Prenth Kingdom, looked at a stack of envelopes in front of him. The addresses on each were labeled to the top nobles of the kingdom and powerful merchants. Then he looked at the letter inside the envelope. It contained dozens of businesses and the corrupt deals that the owners made with Telskal Serok to obtain business contracts and funding. Each of them was horrifying. If he sent the letters, the entire kingdom would be in turmoil.

This is madness, Margrave Alama thought. But if I don’t…. He opened his drawer and looked at the other three stacks of envelopes. They were all identical except for two lines that had changed. The first was the signature of another high noble. The second was the top line of the corrupt dealings, which read:

-

Margrave Delas Alama: Secretly owns a hidden mine (known as the Tranka Mine) in Neiha on the border of the Prenth kingdom. He pays approximately 1.5 million griffins worth of gold to our greatest enemy, the Prenth Kingdom, in anti-hostility bribes. The rest of the gold is exchanged for Prenth coinage, which he presents as proof of successful raids and seizure of land, all of which is fabricated. The remainder of legitimate taxation from Margrave Alama’s plantations is deposited into his private treasury. Be warned: discovery and seizure of the Tranka Mine will immediately result in war with the Prenth Kingdom. The location is as follows….

-

Margrave Alama cupped his head in his hands. Unlike other claims, if even one person brought this allegation to King Escar, there would be an immediate investigation—and he’d be executed. Yet…. If he sent the letter… the kingdom’s populace would riot, and the economic structure of the kingdom would collapse.

What am I going to do…? He rested his elbows on his desk and took deep, labored breaths. He only had a few hours to decide.
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Kyritus stopped when Tyran put up his hand. They had escaped the soldiers and landed in the Elsom District, the poorest neighborhood in Helscope. The people there were mean and untrusting, but seeing a little girl “bleeding” in Kyritus’s arms as he was led by a “noble” made them turn a blind eye. After turning down an alley, Tyran led them to a cellar door, which he unlocked with a key. Then, they descended into the abyss.

For a moment, there was only darkness. Then, a series of mana crystals lit up in unison, making Tiber cry out in pain.

“Careful!” Kyritus said.

“What would you have me do?” Tyran asked. “Make silverena in darkness? Put her on the bed.”

Kyritus turned and saw a dingy mattress with red blood spots from bed bugs. He winced, but Tiber whimpered, and he complied, laying her on the mattress. “How long will it take?”

“Forever if you speak again,” Tyran said, pulling out a mortar and pestle, vials, and other tools. “Hand me the silverbloom.”

Kyritus froze, realizing that the silvermoon bloom was in his backpack the entire time. He had forgotten about it. If he had fallen….

“Don’t hesitate!” Tyran snapped. “We’re running out of time.”

Kyritus fished into the backpack and sighed in relief when he saw that the jar was whole in its mana suppression bag. Then he handed it to Tyran, who casually pulled out the glowing plant, placed it on the desk as if it were a desk lamp, and then continued his work. That told a story in its own right.

“Mana will flood into the room once I open this,” Tyran warned after he finished setting up his equipment. “Usually, we’d do this far away from the patient. But right now, we don’t have a choice. Remember that if she dies.”

Kyritus turned to Tiber with lead lungs, fighting for breath as the jaws of anxiety bit down on his chest. “There isn’t another way?”

“You could wait outside with her,” Tyran said. “I’m sure the soldiers would appreciate that.”

Kyritus folded his arms and tucked them close to his chest. “Can we… wait?”

“I hate to bear the news. But that stunt that mage pulled almost killed your sister.” Tyran’s voice became strained. “If we don’t heal her soon—she’ll die. That’s a cruel fact, like how I’ll die if she dies.” 

Kyritus clenched his fists under his armpits. For the first time, he felt… pity for the man. It seemed their situation was the same, even if the context was different.

“Now please….” Tyran sighed, turning to Kyritus. “Be quiet and let me work. I’ll do everything I can to save her.”

Kyritus looked at Tiber. She was sweating heavily, her small chest rising and falling as she fought for breath. “I’ll trust you.”

Tyran nodded. Then he picked up the jar, chanted a spell that broke the seal on the lid, and unscrewed it. The second the jar opened, Kyritus was blasted by overwhelming mana—

—and Tiber let out a bone-chilling scream.

            

    
        Chapter 33: Downfall

    
    
    
    
                
 






While Tiber fought for her life, King Escar entered his audience chamber with thick bags under his eyes. He looked like he was mourning his mother’s death, and he felt like a mage was taking a razor to his lungs. Just kill them all, he thought about his nobles. I should just kill them all! There was rioting in the streets from the posted allegations, and Prenth could choose to attack, knowing his kingdom was plagued with internal struggles and strife. His nobles threatened his entire kingdom.

King Escar slouched in his chair. Part of him just wanted to sit in silence, letting his kingdom burn so he didn’t have to face it. Yet he couldn’t, so he turned to his guards. “Let them in.”

The guards opened the audience chamber’s door, and dozens of advisors flooded in. Just the sight made his vision darken.

“Do not speak unless requested,” King Escar ordered. The advisors nodded. “But first…. Where’s Lady Serok?”

An advisor gulped. “Lady Serok tried to flee the city early this morning. The second layer caught her moving toward Prenth on back roads.”

King Escar’s mind became foggy, and he slouched deeper in his chair. “She betrayed us?” He couldn’t believe he even had to ask. Telskal had amassed a fortune working under him, and she was effective and honest when asked. The thought of her betraying him felt unreal.

“No, it’s more likely she was trying to seek asylum,” an advisor clarified.

“For what?” King Escar said.

“My Liege, there were over 137 corruption allegations made about Lady Serok this morning, each signed by members of the nobility,” the advisor said grimly. “The same has happened to other nobles. It seems—“

“What allegations?” King Escar demanded, standing up.

The advisor grimaced and reached into his spatial ring, pulling out a dozen letters. “Thousands of these letters were sent this morning from dozens of nobles.”

King Escar reached out with a shaky hand and grabbed a stack of envelopes. He opened the first one.

-

To all it may concern,

I’m writing this letter to inform you that we have uncovered evidence that Baron Rolks is behind the disappearance of two boys in the Trenta Villa. He spotted them during a hunting expedition, and his soldiers hunted them with cross bolts for sport.

King Escar does not condone this behavior, and I will do everything in my power to relieve Baron Rolks of his position.

Sincerely, Lord Restling

-

King Escar’s fingers gripped the paper until it ripped. Then he threw it and opened another envelope.

-

Viscount Rolam,

I’m reaching out to you to inform you that your wife was seen kissing Lord Grene during the Crimox Opera last winter. It's believed that she got an emergency abortion. This may be the reason that you have not been successful in conceiving this year.

I write this letter in good faith and pray that it is not true.

Lord Helim

-

King Escar dropped it and looked at another.

-

I have recently discovered that Lord Teeton, the city management advisor, has doubled rent in the last two years. His Majesty would never have allowed such a….

-

It’s been brought to my attention that Lord Nell’s recent seizure of your property was a result of your wife’s refusal to sleep with….

-

After a thorough investigation….

-

With a heavy heart, I must inform you that….

-

“How many?” King Escar asked. His voice was sharp, and his body was shaking.

His advisor looked up. “H-How many what?”

“How many people were implicated?”

“Forty-three, My Liege.”

King Escar took a deep breath that lasted three seconds, and then he spoke through his teeth: “The nobles that posted these…. Have any of them had allegations posted about them?”

The advisor swallowed. “No.”

King Escar chuckled, bobbing his head. So that’s how she did it, he thought. Do it lest it be done to you. Choosing between being executed for crimes and reporting others, the nobles chose the latter—even if it would lead to punishment. The secrets they must be hiding….

King Escar turned to another advisor. “Bring them to me.”

“Sire. If we relieve these nobles from their positions, there will be no one to run the government,” they said.

“No one?” King Escar’s muscles flexed. “Are you all corrupt?” 

“N-No, My Liege,” one said hurriedly. “There are hundreds of nobles that haven’t been implicated. It’s just….”

“Just what? Speak before I have you hanged!”

“It-It’s just that the nobles are high-born. No one can replace them on short notice.”

King Escar threw the rest of the letters onto the ground. “Bring them to me! They will keep their positions, but they will not leave unpunished for their crimes!”

“Y-Yes, My Liege!”

Most of the advisors ran outside the room, leaving only those in charge of the city, the heroes, and Lady Reece’s investigation.

“Wh~at?” King Escar asked a shaking advisor, his tone laced with death and fury.

“S-Sire. The citizens are rioting in the streets. General Kelm is maintaining order, but he must know how to proceed,” the advisor said.

King Escar took deep breaths, walked down the steps of his throne’s podium, and stood before the advisor. “Listen to me, and listen well. I will not repeat myself.”

The advisor looked at the ground sheepishly.

“Look at me.”

The man looked up but turned away under King Escar’s glare.

“Look at me!” King Escar backhanded the man onto the ground. The guards rushed in to seize the man, but the king put up his hand. “Look. At. Me.”

The advisor looked into his eyes.

“How many allegations did you say that Lady Serok had?”

“O-One hundred thirty-seven.”

“Would you say that she was involved in most of these events?”

“M-Many, yes. Not most.”

“But plenty.”

“Yes.”

“Good. I want you to host a grand spectacle tomorrow,” King Escar said. “Bring the populace. And when they get there, I want you to blame everything on her.”

“T-Then?”

“Draw and quarter her. Right in the Alacom.” The Alacom was the public square in the center of the economic district where most public celebrations were held. He wanted everyone to see. The people wanted blood, and he’d give it to them—without regret. Telskal had used him mercilessly and then tried to flee to his greatest enemy after damaging his kingdom. She would pay. 

“Y-Yes, My Liege,” the advisor said, accepting the macabre responsibility. 

King Escar turned to another advisor. “Where are we with Lady Reece?”

“We’ve found a lead on her motives,” the advisor investigating Lady Reece said. “There’s a tavern owner named Kyritus Senecaru who has a sister with tyrexis. We believe that Lady Reece used the mission to obtain a silvermoon bloom to bring him one.”

“How didn’t we know this?” King Escar yelled.

“We don’t know. The whole case is perplexing. We—“

“Stop making excuses! Where are they?”

“We don’t know, My Liege. They were seen with a noble by Lord Tyran’s description and a soldier with Rokus Jomther’s build. Both of them are missing, as well as Rokus’s family.”

“Find them!” King Escar said. “Mobilize the silver gliders. Mobilize the military! Mobilize every resource at our disposal. Find them!” 

“Yes, My Liege!”

Only one remained. King Escar looked at the woman. “How strong are the heroes?”

“We don’t know,” she replied. “We estimate that it would take hundreds to kill them if they banded together.”

“Then send hundreds to watch them,” he said.

“Yes, My Liege.”

Once she left, King Escar was left in a state of shock. For a time, he just stood in the center of the room, staring at the tiles, bathing in the light of the mana crystals. Then he slowly turned and walked up the stairs, taking a couple of seconds for each step. He didn’t even want to sit when he reached his throne, but he didn’t want to stand either, so he sat in silence, reflecting on the events.

From the start, King Escar thought, looking at the envelopes on the floor. From the very start….

Even if all his nobles banded together, they couldn’t have organized something at this scale in months. This plan would’ve taken meticulous planning.

She’s been coercing them for years… King Escar thought. And no one told me…. No one told me…. “No one told me!” he screamed aloud, his voice echoing in the audience chamber. Dozens or even hundreds of his nobles knew what was happening, and they all decided to keep quiet to save their own skin.

I should’ve killed her from the start, King Escar thought. I should’ve killed her once I knew…. I should’ve just killed her.

His greatest nightmare was coming true on a scale that he couldn’t have ever imagined. That drove him to madness, but it also filled him with a grim sense of vindication. He was right—

—and it was a hollow victory. The difference between bravery and stupidity is whether a person dies, and the gap between paranoia and intelligence is vindication. Unfortunately, no one knows where they’ll land until it’s too late—and he was on the losing side.

She needs to die, King Escar thought. If she exposes Tanta, there will be war. But…. The thought of his wife being exposed made him grimace, flooding him with a primal need to execute Lady Reece without a trial. Yet he couldn’t. The heroes…. he thought. They were the real problem. Just as Lady Reece was too powerful, the heroes’ collective power could prove devastating. Lord Martinez was a threat to the sycount forces as a whole. We need to control them….

King Escar turned to his guards. “Fetch me Lord Newborn and Lady Jansen.”

“Yes, My Liege.” Two guards left the room to obtain the fallen heroes. King Escar loathed both of the conniving cretins, but they were his only shot at controlling the heroes after Lady Reece’s execution.
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Raul stood in front of the other heroes. They were in the Royal Amphitheater that they competed in during the Royal Trial, sweltering in their armor under the scorching sun. No one was practicing. Most were in the stands, hugging their knees in groups. While there were only a dozen sycounts posted in the arena, many offering to facilitate training, there were hundreds of soldiers posted outside for their protection, but everyone knew they were herded like cattle. “Hey guys, listen up,” Raul said. “We should talk about what’s happening.”

“What’s happening?” Tara, Mary’s co-leader in the anti-Sara faction, asked. “Sara betrayed the kingdom; now we’re all prisoners. What’s more to talk about?”

Her group stirred, and Sara’s supporters sneered back.

“Let’s put aside the blame,” Andy, a neutral party, said. “We don’t even know what Sara was accused of.”

“Does it matter?” Tara asked. “Literally everyone knows that Sara is from the future or whatever. She abused that. King Escar doesn’t like it. We’re locked in here. That’s all there is to it.”

Raul grimaced when over half of the heroes hugged their knees or looked away bitterly. He couldn’t blame them. Sara was at fault for their predicament. Good reasons or not, she was running around destroying people and was now taking on King Escar. Judging by the screaming citizens that he heard when the heroes walked to the Royal Amphitheater, it was clear that she waged war—and she was doing serious damage to him.

I can’t believe I’m doing this, Raul thought, taking a deep breath. He stepped into the center. “Look, guys!” he yelled. The uncharacteristic boom of his voice silenced the heroes and drew their attention. “That’s not what I want to talk about.”

Emma turned to him with a pained expression. He swallowed.

“King Escar has locked up Sara, Jason, and Mary,” Raul said. “They’ve surrounded this place with soldiers. I think we should stop worrying about who’s at fault and start thinking about the danger we’re in.”

“Lord Martinez!” A sycount rushed toward him in the center. “I advise you to refrain. Due to the volatility of this situation, your words are akin to sedition.”

“Sedition,” Raul chuckled, looking at the ground. “Did you hear that, everyone? Even talking about how the king’s locking us up is ‘sedition.’”

“Lord Martinez!” The sycount grabbed his shoulder, but Raul released all his magical pressure and sent the man to his knees. Then the sycounts mobilized, running onto the arena’s floor.

“You see this?” Raul asked the heroes. “This is the real problem. We have the power to crush the kingdom’s strongest—and now they’re regretting bringing us here.”

“Lord Martinez….” The sycount wheezed. “Do not do this.”

Raul released his pressure. “I was just making a point.” Then he grabbed Emma’s hand and led her away.
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Mary suppressed a grin. King Escar loomed over her, his eyes fixed on her neck like a guillotine. His voice was sharp, his words threatening. Jason took him seriously. He was kneeling like a sycophantic dog who was grateful for another chance. But Mary couldn’t help but feel a creeping excitement between her thighs as she looked into King Escar’s eyes. He had just told them that he was reinstating them as heroes, and they were expected to be loyal and subject to constant supervision. And he was threatening, oh so threatening. But Mary knew the truth. She could see it, almost taste it on the man’s expression. He couldn’t kill her or Jason. He could suppress them, yank them around, make them play fetch. But at the end of the day, he wouldn’t touch them. 

That’s because he needed them.

Sara did a bang-up job on the man; Mary would give her that. Whatever she did sent the nobles spiraling into disarray. It was like everything was running fine, and no one was under stress. Then, Sara got arrested, and Mary could hear rioting from outside the castle walls. The military was active, moving in and out of the castle, and the heroes were locked away in the Royal Amphitheater. Most importantly, King Escar had called in Jason, offering to make him the Hero if he could keep the other heroes in check. 

King Escar was fucked, and Mary was about it. Why wouldn’t she be? Without Sara in the picture, how long would it be before they were the most powerful people in the kingdom? How much influence would they have? How much would people need them to quell the riots and chaos? It was wonderful. All she had to do was make sure that Sara died and then let the chaos take its toll. It was the perfect opportunity, and God did it shoot excitement through her body.

“Do not misunderstand me,” King Escar said. “This isn’t a pardon for your behavior. You tried to kill an unarmed man, and everyone has testified that you pushed Sara Reece into that cavern.” He looked between Jason and Mary. “But I believe in redemption, and as heroes, you have immense potential. That’s why I will support your growth, subject to scrutiny and supervision.”

Once guards unlocked Mary’s mana chains and she felt energy flood back into her limbs, her pulse quickened, sending energy to her brain until it tingled. “Thank you, My Liege,” she said. Jason said the same.

“Now go to the other heroes,” King Escar said, looking down at Mary. “I expect you two are capable of breaking Sara’s control over them?”

Jason looked into the king’s eyes. “I am, My Liege. I’ll make sure of it.”
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Raul punched Jason in the face the moment he walked into the amphitheater and declared that Sara was a criminal.

“What was that for?” Jason yelled, touching his crooked nose. It was bleeding everywhere. The other heroes were gasping, dead silent, and backing away. 

“You’re a criminal.” Raul turned to Mary. “You’re a criminal. You both tried to murder people. Everyone watched you try to kill your protector; Edico watched Mary push Sara into a cavern. Anyone who believes this shit is absolutely delusional.”

“Wake the fuck up!” Mary said. “Do you really think that I could even touch Sara?”

“I went into that cave. There was barely enough space for one person to move. Unless she pushed you, there was no way she could’ve got past you.”

“That’s a lie!” Mary said. “There was room for three people in there.”

It was a lie. There was room. Sara set Mary up, but for whatever reason, he was following her, lying against the truth, acting just like Mary. Like Jason, like Sara; like Mary, like Raul. It made him sick, but whenever he saw Jason and Mary, he could see it. Their potential for tyranny. Their lust for power. Mary’s cruel vindictiveness. Jason’s unwillingness to admit that he was wrong for trying to kill Markine Vallas. Raul wasn’t a good person; neither was Sara. Yet there was nuance, and he found himself driven to it.

“No there wasn’t,” Raul said. “Edico watched you and locked you in chains. Would he have done that if he wasn’t certain?”

“He obviously did—and King Escar locked him up for it!”

A static wildfire of whispers jutted through the amphitheater, and the nearby sycounts cupped their eyes, rubbing their foreheads.

Raul chuckled breathlessly, mouth open, watching them. “What did you just say?”

Mary looked around and swallowed. “King Escar locked him up for lying.” The arena fell silent.

“Let me get this straight,” Raul said. “Everyone but Jason testified that you pushed Sara into the cavern—including Daniel. And King Escar locked him up for lying about it and released you?” He took Emma’s shaking hand again and once again led her away.

“Where are you going?” Jason yelled.

Raul stopped. “I’m not sure yet, but I can tell you one thing.” He turned and looked at all the heroes. “I’m not fighting for this kingdom anymore.” Then, he continued walking away, supporters following close behind him.
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Raul sat on the stands on the opposite side of the amphitheater. Jason had amassed the anti-Sara faction and some side-liners, and Mary was weaving together a redemption story of mistakes and promises for him. Raul could already imagine what she was saying about Sara. Yet the majority were sitting near Raul, not necessarily in support of Sara, but because they were comforting Emma, who had been an emotional wreck ever since she returned from the mission. Yet even though she was emotionally unstable and grieving, she was still trying to comfort the others. It was admirable. Just seeing that made Raul look at her a bit differently. With respect… admiration… and something else.

Suddenly, one of the sycounts came up. She was a beast of a woman with a face that could sharpen an axe and a body that hinted at steroid use. Her name was Narian, the second in command of the sycounts under Sycount Romly (the man who took over once Edico began teaching Sara). 

“Go away,” Raul said.

“I think you’ll want to hear what I have to say,” Narian said, sitting beside him. Suddenly, the sounds dampened all around him as if his body was stuck inside a water glass.

“I really don’t,” he said.

They sat in silence for a few minutes until she whispered.

“Lady Reece will be executed this week.”

Raul’s heart pulsed, but he kept silent. That didn’t surprise him, and he needed to find a way to save her instead of talking to the king’s guards about it.

“I can see you want to save her,” Narian said.

“Is that a crime?” he asked.

“It is.”

“Then I don’t,” Raul said. “Anything else?”

She paused and then whispered. “Do you want to save her?”

“You know I wouldn’t tell you shit even if I did,” Raul said. She was a member of the Royal Guard.

“Then just listen,” Narian said. “King Escar locked my leader up, and I’m going to save him. If you want to join, meet us at the library at nine.”

“Tonight?”

“Tonight.”

“Sure, I’ll make sure to walk into a trap.”

“Lord Martinez, allow me to give you a piece of advice,” Narian said, placing her hands on her thighs. “King Escar doesn’t need proof or permission to lock you up. That should be evident.”

Raul bit his lip. “So what should I do?”

“Prepare to kill people.” Narian stood up. “In times like these, it’s all you can do.”

Raul walked away with hollow breaths.

“What did she say,” Emma said.

Raul furrowed his brows. “You didn’t hear her?” Emma was right next to him.

Emma shook her head. “No. She put that barrier over you.”

“So that’s what it was….” Raul said.

“So?”

“She just warned me not to cause trouble.”

“Will you?” Emma asked.

Raul looked away. “I don’t know.”







            

    
        Chapter 34: Humanity

    
    
    
    
                Raul gripped his axe when he reached the Royal Library and saw Narian standing with her back against the door. She was with two soldiers, moonlight reflecting on her terrifying face. He always thought that the permanent red moon was ominous, but seeing it tonight, heart racing, “prepared to kill” if necessary, it looked macabre. “Only three of you?” he asked, a statement that could mean They only sent three of you to kill me? or You want to save her with only four of us? depending on her next words.
“Groups draw suspicion,” Narian said. “We’ll pick ’em up as we go. Now swing that thing or put it away. We’re on patrol, not on call duty.”
Raul looked at his axe, an executioner’s blade hidden behind strange and beautiful arrays, and chuckled grimly. “Do you really do night calls?” 
“Is that a serious question?” Narian snorted and walked past him, lacking the slightest hint of sardonicism in her expression. Raul couldn’t believe she admitted it so matter-of-factly, and seeing her wearing uncloaked sycount armor when she said it drove in the blackened sense of realism he wanted to ignore.
“Wait….” Raul stopped, and she and the soldiers turned to him. “I just need to know something.”
Narian turned and gripped her forearms, tapping her index against her braces. “You’re not one of those people that will regret this shit before, during, and after, are you? If so, fuck off. We don’t have time for children.”
Raul shook his head. “No. It’s not a matter of regret—it’s a matter of trust. I get you wanna save Edico, but you’re committing treason to do it. Why?”
The other sycounts turned away, but Narian stood tall. “We’re not just committing treason, kid. We’re takin’ over the kingdom.”
Raul’s Adam’s apple turned into a rock as he swallowed. “What?”
“You think we’re just throwin’ our lives away?” she asked. “No. This kingdom’s collapsing, and we’re showin’ where we stand.”
Another sycount turned to him. “Listen, Lord Martinez. I know you’re just trying to save your friend, and we get that. But to us, it goes much further than that. We’ve spent our lives protecting the scandals that just leaked. Hell, our people died protecting them. We guard the meetings and then die for hearing too much. There’s not one amongst us that hasn’t seen it happen.”
Raul stared at the man with parted lips, lost as to what to say.
“Satisfied?” Narian asked. “Now trust us or leave.” She strode to the lead again, walking faster to make up for lost time. As they walked through the moonlit halls, more sycounts, guards, and soldiers joined, picking up speed like a game of Snake. Each saluted Narian, either as a conspirator or an ignorant soldier addressing their superior. But almost everyone was nervous around Raul, whispering about his presence, unsure whether to be nervous or grateful. They knew he was strong and would make all the difference, so they gave him a wide berth.
Raul’s heart pounded once he noticed that they weren’t moving toward the dungeons. “Wait. Aren’t we breaking them out?” 
Narian snorted. “Do you think they made it easy to get in or out of your girlfriend’s cell?”
Raul’s eyebrow twitched, but he thought about it. “No. So what are we doing?”
“We’re going to the Royal Treasury.”
“Wait. Are we funding a war?”
“No. We’re obtaining leverage.”
“What kind of—“
“Just shut up, kid,” Narian snapped. “Until you prove yourself, you’re just muscle.” Raul complied. 
The treasury was in the Inner Garden, a courtyard in the center that was about the size of a football field, teaming with beautiful, imported flowers that were fragrant in the open summer skies. There was a barrier over the area, ensuring that aerial forces didn’t drop from above, but it didn’t stop the hot, sticking humidity that clung to exotic tree leaves and made the soldiers wish they weren’t in leather and armor plating. The building itself was similar to a modern bank, hidden behind a beautiful wood door with a mural engraved into it. The door was a priceless work of art—
—but it became a pile of splinters as soon as Narian kicked a saluting guard through it. It all happened in seconds, and it left Raul speechless, realizing that there was no going back.
“No witnesses!” Narian said. “Move!”
Half a dozen guards within the treasury rushed forward, and Narian’s soldiers met them, slicing them to ribbons. By the time Raul saw the corpses, they looked like people who were caught in horrible car crashes, crumpled between steel car frames. He trembled.
“Keep in the present, Hero,” Narian said. “You don’t need to kill anyone, but you need to pack out supplies without getting caught.”
Raul swallowed and nodded.
“Ready,” an allied mage said, putting his finger tips on a red array they had painted on a steel door within the treasury.
“Proceed,” Narian said.
The mage activated the array, and it glowed an ambient blue light that quickly turned dark green and then purple as the steel door shifted from oven-coil-orange to blacksmith-red from intense heat. Raul was blasted with dry heat like a Nevada summer, and when he unshielded his eyes he saw that the door turned into a hole of melting slag, sizzling as it touched the floor. 
“Barriers up!” Narian said.
Two mages threw up barriers as a third started chanting. When the mage completed his chant, an icy gust of wind hit the door, and it violently shattered.
Suddenly, bullhorns went off in the kingdom, followed by the distant sound of soldiers yelling. “Breech at the treasury!” Another horn sounded, followed by the sound of metal shoes clacking on the stone steps. Raul turned and saw torches and mana crystal lights approaching like police cars responding to a heist. Hurry up! Raul thought. The word prison entered his mind. No. He looked at the dead bodies in the building. Death row. 
“Quality over quantity!” Narian yelled. “If it looks like it’ll be impossible to get out, that’s what we want. Now move! We’ll deal with the guards!” She turned to Raul. “Fight for your girl, or go into the treasury. Choose now and prepare to kill either way.”
Raul trembled, gritting his teeth. Then, his face scrunched up, and he gripped his axe’s helve. His heart was pounding, and he wasn’t able to admit it yet—able to admit that he was committing treason and would soon be killing innocent soldiers who were just doing their jobs. 
“You see this?” Narian showed him blood dripping from her sword. “This isn’t ‘murder.’ This is my job. This is your job. I’m not sure what the kingdom sold you kids, but this is reality. You’re a weapon, and your job’s to kill people. You’re only decidin’ whether you’ll do it for yourself.”
Raul gripped his hands on his helve tighter. It was hard, but…. It was his role, and he was tired of fucking his roles up. Everyone had a role to Raul. In his family, the men took care of most of the work, fixed up the house, and made problems disappear. The women cooked and took care of the children. They had roles. That wasn’t to say that women had to do the cooking or men had to do the work. It could be the other way around. What was important was that there were roles to ensure things got done. If there weren’t, things went to shit—and this was a perfect example.
Raul was the mediator. It was his job to keep Jason in check, talk to Sara for the rest, and keep morale up—he fucked that up spectacularly. Then, his role was to protect Emma—he fucked that up, too. Now, for better or worse, he told Sara he’d support her, and she was locked in a prison cell on death row. It couldn’t get more fucked than that. He was tired of messing up his roles. Still, the thought of killing innocent soldiers to fulfill his role was disturbing, even if it was the way of the world. For a moment, he wanted to turn away, but then the memory of Sara offering him the bottle flashed across his mind:
Trust me, she had said, you’ll need it.
No. The whole situation was fucked up. King Escar abducted them, stripped them away from their families, friends, and futures, and then trained them to kill demons. The real tragedy is that they had to deal with the emotional damage that their new life wrought. Seeing Sara was proof of that. She and Narian understood the way of the world, cruel and unforgiving as it was. But they didn’t turn away from it, and if he wanted to make any type of difference—
—neither could he.
Raul took a deep breath, the acrid smell of smoke and burning metal curling in his lungs. He could hear the soldiers getting near. He could see archers lining up on towers and surrounding them. He gripped his helve and swallowed hard. “I want to be here.”
“Want’s a strong word,” Narian warned.
“Need,” Raul replied. Then he watched soldiers rush through the courtyard.
“Formation up!” A rebel yelled.
The soldiers pulled up their shields in a phalanx formation, blocking Raul’s vision as they prepared to meet them head-on. Yet he could still see their spears over the shields. Raul was a Goliath in a world where rations were relatively meager, and it made him a giant amongst men. Compared to the others, he was like Ajax. Yeah, like Ajax the Great. Raul didn’t like reading, but he picked the Illiad in literature class, and now he was living it. Ajax. Tonight, that was his role.
 The enemy soldiers’ battle cries shattered the soundscape as they approached, and the rebels screamed, “Brace!” A collective shift occurred, and Raul’s allies dug their boots into the ground. “Now!”
Suddenly, there was a terrifying boom as enemy forces slammed into the soldier’s shield formation. Then, the battle began.
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A sudden knock roused Sara from her sleep, and the door thrust open. Sara eyed the brunette that walked in with bleary eyes. She wore a tight bun, the type of woman who could pass for a nun at a Catholic boarding school. Her name was Jeska Rooten, a taxation official from the Holo Province in Destra to the west and the past accountant during Mary’s reign. King Escar likely chose her because she was scandal-free—and because she was a dry, ruthless woman who lacked empathy, much like a Wall Street banker doing data analysis behind a computer screen, ignoring the lives her trading decisions impacted. 
“Good evening,” Sara said dryly.
“Your execution date is set for tomorrow,” Jeska informed her.
“You’re in a good mood tonight.”
Jeska pulled up a chair and sat down. “But you have a chance to save your friend.”
“Bring this fabled Kyritus Senecaru to my chamber, or stop talking about him.” Sara lay down again.
“I’m not talking about Kyritus Senecaru.”
“You know what I find fascinating?” Sara asked. “The fact that you think I have friends. Have you done any research on me?”
“It’s true,” Jeska said. “You care deeply for Emma—“
“Threaten Emma again, and you’ll be spayed by week’s end.” Sara clenched her bed sheets, her cheek twitching.
Jeska smiled. “See? You do have friends.”
“No, I have people I care about. And I’ll warn you, if you incarcerate Emma or Raul, terrible things will start happening. You think you’ve seen hell, Lady Rooten, but I assure you—you haven’t seen anything yet.”
In negotiations, it’s best not to show one’s weaknesses or desires—unless one’s warning someone of tangible consequences. And oh, would there be consequences.
Jeska responded with a confused grimace as if the entire situation had suddenly changed. 
Sara’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t tell me you idiots locked them up.”
“We have not,” Jeska said. “However….”
“’However,’ what?”
“Lord Martinez has been spotted in the Inner Garden with rebel forces. Once we capture him, he will be executed—unless you make a deal with us.”
Sara’s blood ran cold, and the iron hands of anxiety caressed her lungs and squeezed. “Wait, what?”
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Raul didn’t think about the first strike. It was less of a decision and more of a reaction. Just moments before, he watched as soldiers crashed into the shields, causing a captivating wave of kinetic force that pushed everyone back. Then came the shrill of blades against steel, the groans of swords piercing through skin, and the grating of steel shoes pushed back against stone. For a moment, he thought everything would stand like a game of tug of war. Then, amidst the moshpit of promised death, there was a buckling. One allied soldier tripped backward, and the entire line fell like bowling pins right in front of Raul, allowing him to see the hundred enemy soldiers he was facing, sprawled out over every inch of the garden like swarming bugs, stomping over rare flowers as if they were dandelions. 
That’s when it happened.
In that split-second after the drop, enemy soldiers ran over their fallen brethren, and one bolted forward, cleaving his sword down toward Raul’s neck. Right then, as if Raul was expecting a fastball instead of a slowball, he swung his axe into the soldier like a baseball bat, and the man flew twenty feet backward, slamming into other soldiers. Once that happened, Raul stared at his axe blade’s red sheen, realizing—
—how easy it was to kill someone.
The action came with a hellish array of terrible consequences, from incarceration and trauma to guilt and regret, and once the adrenaline wore off, he would be left suspended in a state of hell. Yet… the act of killing…. It was no different than a sport. And right then, in a game of life and death where hundreds of soldiers sought to claim his life—
—he needed to win.
As if responding to his desire, the red blood on the axe soaked into the arrays, making the symbols and lines glow faintly in the red moonlight. Energy flooded into his body, connecting his hands to the axe’s helve and the world seemed to disappear. Then, the moment passed, his mind awoke in the present, and the world’s sounds converged in his mind.
“Top barriers!” Narian yelled.
Barriers launched above Raul’s allies just seconds before a comet spell sent fire and brimstone raining from the heavens. The fire slammed into the barriers with a crack as the fire set unprotected soldiers, flowers, and trees alight without prejudice. Then, as the inferno reflected in Narian’s eyes, she thrust her hand forward to release a wind spell, which blew combatant soldiers forward as the fire raged out of control.
It was a hellish scene but short-lived. Distant mages released fire suppression spells, and the world turned to ash and smoke. 
Raul watched the smoke curl, his mind clear, hands glued to his axe by a strange energy. Then, as his eyes followed air fluctuations in the smoke, experienced sycounts shot out of the blackness with barriers covering their bodies. The sycounts around Raul shot forward to meet them, and, for whatever reason, Raul found himself flying into the action with the rebels. 
4
Jeska didn’t blink. “Your friend’s out there right now fighting the kingdom. He’s no longer innocent, and he will never be a martyr.”
Sara bit her lip, smiling wryly. 
“That’s right, Lady Reece,” Jeska said. “Raul Martinez will be executed alongside you. But you can change that.”
Sara chuckled, and she shook her head. Her grief for Raul was replaced by intense heat, molten blood flowing through her veins. “When is King Escar going to learn his lesson?” she whispered.
Jeska froze.
Sara looked her in the eye. “Listen to me, Ms. Rooten, and relay this to the king. I’m not worried for Raul’s life.”
Raul rushed across the battlefield, slamming his helve into soldier’s helmets. With his speed and dexterity, just the handle was enough to cave in their armor and send them flying. Blood splattered across his vision, and his energy seemed to grow, heating his body until it was unbearable.
“Surrender!” Raul yelled, lifting his axe to block a vertical sword slash. The blade hit between his two hands on the helve, letting out a metallic clang. Then he push-kicked the man’s chest, sending the soldier flying into a group. “I don’t want to fight you!”
No one listened to his pleas. They kept coming in swarms, and the arrays on the axe kept burning brighter, flooding him with intense energy that was getting harder to control.

Sara looked Jeska Rooten in the eye. “I’m worried about his humanity.”

            

    
        Chapter 35: Halkon's Executioner

    
    
    
    
                Emma watched the battle from the window of a nearby building. When she heard there would be fighting, she rushed to the area, preparing to heal people. But that was before she saw the blood and gore and battle, and her heart seized up. Now, her eyes were glued to Raul. He looked like… an animal, ramming into soldiers’ shields with his shoulder, slamming their faces with his helve, smashing them with the butt of his axe. His speed was twice as fast as the sycounts around him, and he looked like a bolt of lightning, weaving through the crowd at high speed, laying waste to everyone. If he decided to kill them, it would be a massacre, and Emma feared that at any moment—he might.

Emma’s heart wrenched as she analyzed Raul’s unstable magical aura. He needs to release it… she thought with teary eyes. If he doesn’t…. His mana core was like a furnace stuck inside a pressure cooker, and his body was leaking mana through his pores. If he didn’t release that mana, his core could explode. But he didn’t know how. He wasn’t ready… for that axe. If he was ever going to be ready.

Why…? Emma thought, wondering what Sara was thinking. Why would you give that to him?

The axe just looked ominous, releasing red smoke that left chem trails as he swung it. Yet people didn’t understand the half of it. That axe… was evil. It ate blood….

No. Emma was just being dramatic. It wasn’t eating blood. It was more like boiling it, extracting the processed mana, and allowing it to be absorbed directly. But that energy was flowing directly from the helve into Raul’s hands, flooding his body as if he were a vampire. It seemed like a weapon with intense power and potentially devastating drawbacks, but right now, Raul wasn’t ready to wield it. If he didn’t release that pressure, it would shatter his core. It was likely excruciating, and she felt at any moment, he would snap and release a massive blast that killed dozens just to prevent himself from bursting.
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Raul took a deep breath, tasting the ash and smoke on the battlefield. Suddenly, a soldier flew out of the smoke to strike him. Raul lifted his helve, and the blade hit between his two hands, letting out a metallic clang. Then he push-kicked the man’s chest, sending him flying into a group of soldiers. Without pausing, Raul slammed a soldier with the top of his axe and then dodged to prevent a strike.

They were slow. So slow. It was as if he had reached a rift in time where he could move faster than everyone else and was preemptively striking. It was thrilling—yet he couldn’t enjoy it. His body was a furnace, and he had so much energy that it was painful. Crumpling soldiers’ breastplates, push-kicking, blocking, and slashing all felt terrifyingly cathartic, as if violence was an insatiable itch that he needed to scratch to gain relief. He needed to use magic, but if he did, dozens of people would die—friend and foe.

What the fuck did you give me? Raul thought, looking at the axe he’d later come to know as Halkon’s Executioner. The runes and lines were once dim; now, they looked like the glow of a game controller, clearly visible yet somehow able to blend into the background. It was ominous, yet he didn’t drop it. Sara gave it to him for a reason, and he needed to abide by her judgment—

—or maybe that was just an excuse to keep it. Either way, whatever it was doing, it wasn’t intoxicating. It didn’t make him angry or throw him into the pits of lunacy. Yet it did cloud the shit out of his mind because it was so fucking painful that he wanted to release his full power just to ease the strain.

No, he should drop it and use his hands. That was the rational thing to do because if he continued at this rate—

“Arrows!” a rebel yelled.

Raul’s eyes widened, and he looked up just in time to see archers sending a hail of arrows from above. He immediately shot forward and grabbed a random soldier with his left hand, using them as a shield. Five thuds hit the soldier’s body, and an arrowhead exited below the man’s shoulder blade, spraying Raul with blood.

Raul took sharp breaths and looked around. Many of the rebels had been stuck, but a dozen of the enemy soldiers were bleeding out beside them. “You killed your own soldiers? You really killed your own soldiers!” In a fit of rage, he threw the corpse in his hand at the archers. The corpse hit a wood railing, causing it to snap as the body continued forward, slamming into an archer and killing her.

“Shut up, traitor!” A sycount flew into the fray with a horizontal slash. Raul blocked with his helve, then swung it at the woman for a strike. The sycount pulled back, thrusting out her sword. Raul jumped backward but bumped into a soldier, killing his momentum. The sycount’s sword flew forward, puncturing through his armor and hitting his body-tempering skin and muscles. It still broke the first layer, making him scream out in pain. Instinctively, he grabbed the blade from the top and pulled it back, yanking it from her hand and then butting her in the forehead with her own sword handle.

They backed away cautiously, avoiding soldiers as they circled one another.

“I hate traitors,” she said, “but you ‘heroes’ are the worst of the lot. You’ve been given everything. Noble status. Wealth. Power. Everything we dream of. Yet you’re protesting, moping, and destroying everything just because you didn’t get your way. It’s disgusting.”

Intense pain and energy flowed through Raul. He didn’t hate her for her beliefs, but the pain made his patience run thin. “They’ve given us everything?” He chuckled and gripped his axe even tighter, thick webs of veins jutting up his arms. Then he released a tidal wave of magical pressure that stopped the fight, sending the weaker soldiers to their knees and making the sycount wince and back away. “Is that what you all think?” He took a step toward her. “King Escar stole everything from us. Our families. Our friends. Our peaceful world. And what do we get in return?” He took another step forward, whisps of red energy seeping out of the axe like miasma, surrounding his body in a crimson haze.

The woman’s eyes trembled as he approached. “W-What—“

“A death sentence!” Raul yelled. “You turned us into this! You’ve ripped us apart! And you’ve locked us up for it!” He stopped in front of her. “I don’t give a fuck about your power and prestige, he said, lifting his glowing axe high. “Give me my fucking friend back!”

Raul slammed the blade to the ground. It shook the earth with the crack and boom of thunder, shattering the clay under the dirt. A crevasse spread across the garden, splitting the battlefield in half before slamming into a castle pillar. Rubble fell from the castle’s wing, making it groan and threaten to collapse.
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Jason ran through castle corridors with Mary, his heart pounding from a massive explosion that rocked the building. There was an insurrection, and people were fighting out in the courtyard. As they approached, soldiers flooded within the halls, pushing past them. A few saw Jason and froze, blood draining from their faces as they turned away.

“H-Hero!”

Jason looked at the terrified soldier with wide eyes. “What?”

“P-Please don’t kill me! We surrender!”

Jason’s chest welled with rage. Don’t kill me? I surrender? Why the fuck were people treating him like a murderer? He hadn’t killed anyone! He had attacked someone unfairly, sure. That wasn’t cool on his part, and he’d admit to that and bear the hate. But this? Fear at sight? It was unbelievable!

Mary took a step forward. “What’s happening out there?”

“W-What?”

Mary wrapped her hands around the soldier’s cheeks like a seductive whore, and she spoke clearly. “Are you a rebel?”

“I-I….”

“So you are?” Mary asked, lowering her right hand, tracing her thigh to her dagger, unsheathing it slowly. “Because if you are, I’ll kill you.”

“Mary!” Jason yelled. “We’re not—“

“Shut up!” Mary snapped back, then grabbed the man by the cheeks. “Are you part of the insurrection?”

“N-No!” he yelled.

“Good,” Mary said, pushing him away. “Then you’re not our enemy. Now tell us what’s happening.”

“A-Another hero. He’s out there. We went there to stop him, but….”

“Who?” Jason yelled.

Mary pushed him away. “You’re not helping, psycho boy! Stop scaring him!”

“You just fucking threatened him!”

“I got him to speak! Now shut the fuck up.” Mary turned to the soldier. “Who?”

“L-Lord Martinez.”

Jason’s vision blurred. Raul? His friend Raul? The man who was so level-headed? Did Sara corrupt his soul so bad that he’d turn into a traitor? He didn’t believe it. He couldn’t believe it. Without warning, he rushed past the pleading soldiers, moving as fast as his legs could take him.

“Jason! Take this!”

Jason turned and caught something. It was an obsidian stone. “Wait… is this?”

“It’s an amplification stone,” Mary said. “You might need it.”

Jason gripped the stone. He didn’t want to accept Mary. She had just slapped her servant for being late with info on the insurrection, was sleeping with guards and heroes, and had just told a soldier that she—a hero—would kill them. She was maligning the name of the heroes, but… this world was cruel, and it felt like she was the only sane one when it counted. Now, she was helping him. That counted for something. “Thanks.”

Then Jason turned, rushing past terrified soldiers, running as fast as his legs could take him. If Raul was corrupted, he had to save him before it was too late.


Mary watched Jason leave with the amplification stone with a hardened expression. He clearly didn’t learn anything from their trip to Kent Forest—and she hoped that he didn’t have to.

Jason was too naive. Raul was far stronger than him, and despite her warnings to Roman Mournings and the other mages about the sketchy axe Sara gave him, they let him keep it anyway, claiming it was just fancy artwork. Yet they weren’t blind. Roman and the rest of the quacks were acting like Nazis, pretending it was insignificant while secretly watching, waiting to learn what it would do for the sake of research. They wanted it to be a murderous machine so they could use it to further their magical ambitions. Now, it was being used on the kingdom, and they’d have to bear that scar—

—but Mary wouldn’t. Sara was in chains, and she’d make sure she died. Raul needed to die, too, since he was also a threat, and she would ensure that at any cost.
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Raul looked around the battlefield. It had been a few minutes since his attack, and most of the soldiers had fled. The rest had a broken will to fight, were petrified with fear, or looked at him apprehensively, unwilling to abandon their post but also not willing to throw their lives away. As for the sycount he was fighting, her eyes were glued to the trench that somehow split the battlefield without hitting a single soldier (yet still threatened to kill dozens from a collapsing building). If he didn’t alter the trajectory, her body would’ve exploded in a mess of gore.

“Listen to me!” Raul roared, panning the battlefield. “I am not your enemy, and I will not apologize for asking you to surrender!” His mind felt much clearer after releasing the built-up pressure. “You have no chance of winning, so step aside, and we’ll leave once we have what we came here for.”

Just as the soldiers tentatively nodded, agreeing to a cease-fire as the rebels brought lockboxes out of the treasury, Jason ran out of the crumbling building, sword in hand. Then he froze, standing at the edge of the courtyard, staring at the labyrinth of corpses. Limbs were strewn everywhere, dead bodies still smoldering in the wreckage. And when he looked at Raul, he found him smoking with crimson miasma. “No….” He made eye contact. “What have you done?”

Raul fell silent.

“You… murdered them,” Jason said. “You’re a murderer….”

“Murderer? I’m here to save my friend.” Raul said, looking at Jason’s sword. “What are you here to do? Mediate?”

Jason’s lip curled. “I’m doing my duty. The one we swore to uphold. Or have you forgotten?”

“I did no such thing,” Raul said. “I’d never swear an oath to protect people who kidnapped us.”

“Don’t twist this around, Raul. You were going to fight Agronus with the rest of us until Sara got locked up.”

“That’s right. I was. That was until I saw this.” Raul reached into his spatial ring and pulled out dozens of envelopes that had been delivered to his door that afternoon. “Sara exposed hundreds of crimes committed by nobles this week. Extortion, human trafficking, over-taxation, murder, assault, and other crimes. That’s why she got locked up. That’s why I’m protecting her. What the fuck are you doing, Jason? You’re here to slaughter people to protect their crimes.”

Jason’s eyes widened.

“This is why no one will see you as a hero, Jason,” Raul said. “A few friends and nobles? Sure. But the people never will. They’re grateful to the person protecting them.” He threw the letters at Jason’s feet.

Jason stood frozen, and for the first time, Raul thought that he might see reason. Jason had an ideal version of himself, and contrary to popular belief, narcissists don’t necessarily think of themselves as the best. Oftentimes, they latch onto others who represent their ideals, using their belief in others as a way of expressing their own inner image. That was Raul’s one chance.

“Join Sara,” Raul said. “Be a hero.”

Jason hesitantly stuck his sword into the soil and picked up one of the letters, exposing Mary hiding behind him. Her eyes flitted between Raul and Jason with disbelief in her eyes. She was furious. She wouldn’t be convinced. Raul had to find a way to deal with her without breaking Jason’s potential moment of redemption.

Jason stood back up and read the letter with trembling eyes. “Wait… is this true?”

“That’s a signature from a high noble on the bottom,” Raul said. “They’re all signed. If they weren’t, the kingdom wouldn’t be rioting.”

“I don’t believe this….” Jason mumbled.
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Emma watched Jason with a bleeding heart, praying, wishing, and begging he would take Raul’s side. She didn’t care who was right anymore. She just wanted the fighting to stop. She hated fighting in general, and the thought of Raul and Jason killing each other was too much to bear. Please, Jason… Plea—

Emma’s eyes widened in horror when she saw Mary develop a small fireball that blended in with the flames, using Jason’s body to hide it. It was only the size of a baseball, but…. She looked at Jason and saw his body warping with intense energy that pushed out like amplified sound waves on a visualizer. He has an amplification stone…. Emma opened her mouth to scream, but she couldn’t. Instead, her body shook, and the day in Kent Forest, when Sara’s small fireball turned into a raging cyclone flashed across her mind. The way it exploded with mist… and from that mist, the web… it hit Titus… and—

“So?” Raul asked, snapping Emma back into the present.

Jason looked up. “If this is true—“

“What the fuck are you doing?” Raul yelled, jumping backward.

“Huh?” Jason jumped by reflex, and a small fireball shot forward, turning into a raging vortex as it passed him. By the time it reached Raul, it was a raging inferno that exploded on contact, setting the entire courtyard ablaze. Screams rang out in the orange-flickered darkness as dozens of soldiers and rebels who were watching on the sidelines burned alive. And the center… it was on fire….

Emma suddenly got her voice back. “Raul!”

Jason looked up at her from the ground, and his face turned white as a sheet.

“You’re here?” Mary screamed. Her body was trembling, creating a strange strobing effect in the flames, and her tone…. It felt as if Emma’s presence just ruined everything. “You’re a traitor too? I can’t believe it!” Mary lifted her hands.

“I-I….” Emma’s body seized. Witness. Witness-witness-witness. She killed Raul and Jason… witness…. Her mind haywired like a skipping record. Primal instinct was telling her to run, but she couldn’t move. It was like she was paralyzed.

PTSD. Emma didn’t want to admit it, but she had PTSD. She often thought about Brandon nearly killing her, the hangs…. Bodies. Nightmares. Emma started to hyperventilate.

“Put down the arrow!” Mary yelled, pointing at an invisible archer near Emma but not at her.

Psychopath. Kill. Witness, witness-witness-witness. Emma couldn't move. She was going to die. Raul…. Save me.

Suddenly, the flames shifted, and something shot out of the flames like a red lightning bolt. For a second, Emma watched the object stop. It was only for a split second, like when someone takes a picture on their phone, and they can see it still for a moment before the camera returns. It was just a snapshot—of Raul next to Mary, his body wrapped in red smoke, unharmed by the flames. Then the snapshot was over, and Raul slammed the back of his helve into her neck.

Mary’s body shot across the courtyard like a meteorite, slamming into a stone wall and sending rocks tumbling down on her body.

“W-What just happened?” Emma stammered.

Suddenly, Raul shot forward and grabbed Jason by the neck. Then time stood still again as Raul choked him. The petrified soldiers and rebels in the courtyard (the few who hadn’t died or escaped) were now just gawking and trembling against the walls, shielding their eyes from the scorching flames. It was now clear that they, the heroes, were in a different league than everyone else. Fighting was pointless. If the heroes ganged up on the kingdom, the kingdom would fall. So they waited, the rebels watching their Hero fight—the kingdom’s soldiers waiting for their Hero’s sentence.

“Did you two just try to kill me?” Raul asked, squeezing Jason’s neck. “If so….” He chuckled ominously, and Emma’s blood ran cold.

            

    
        Chapter 36: Guilt Trip

    
    
    
    
                 









Jason grabbed Raul’s wrists as he kicked his legs in the air, fighting for breath. “W-What… are you… talk-ing… about?” he wheezed.

“Can’t you see the fire?” Raul asked. “Can’t you hear the fucking screams? Mary just tried to kill me! And who was hiding her attack? You!”

“Lord Martinez!” Narian yelled from beyond the inferno. “The treasury’s on fire, and our people are dying. We’ve gotta go!”

Raul ignored her. “Tell me. Did you try to kill me?”

“I-I didn’t!” Jason choked. “I-I had no idea.”

“It’s really hard to trust you when you tried killing Marki—“

“I didn’t… do… that!”

Raul gripped Jason’s neck tighter. He couldn’t believe that Jason still couldn’t admit to something all the high nobles witnessed!

“Raul!” Emma yelled in the distance. “She hid an amplification stone on him! She tried killing him, too!”

“W-Wait… not you, too….” Jason wheezed. 

Raul wanted to snap Jason’s neck for treating Emma like she was betraying him. Did Jason ever really consider the morality of the situation? Or was he really only weighing the pros and cons of his image?

“Lord Martinez!” Narian screamed. “Right now! This is an order!”

Raul’s face twitched, and he threw Jason aside like used trash. “Wake up, Jason,” he said, “because if you don’t, I will kill you.” Then, he turned and jumped through the inferno, feeling the flames lick his skin. 
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On the other side of the blazing courtyard, there were a dozen soldiers of the original thirty, holding lock boxes. “Did you get it?”

“Yeah,” Narian said. She looked at the axe. “Now put that shit down. That thing’s gonna kill you.”

Raul gripped the helve instinctively, unwilling to let go.

“Lord Martinez. I don’t know where she got that shit, but power’s gotta price. You gotta learn how to use it.”

Raul swallowed, and dropped it with a shaky hand. When he did, it felt like what he imagined heroin withdrawals would feel like, and he collapsed on the ground. It wasn’t just the massive outflux of energy; he could feel all the wounds and strain he put on his body by pushing past his limits. It felt like he was bathing in razor blades.

“Fuck. Well there goes our escape plan.” Narian turned to another rebel. “Pick him up.” The man complied. Then she turned to everyone else. “Protect Lord Martinez with your lives. He’s the only thing standing between us and failure.”

“Yes, ma’am!!”

Raul heard the absolute acceptance in the rebels’ voices with a slight tinge of pride. Then he blacked out.
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Panicked soldiers rushed into Sara’s cell. “Lady Rooten! The rebels….” They saw Sara grinning and froze. They had already given up too much. Jeska flitted her gaze between them and Sara a few times before her face welled in fury, and she looked at Sara, and yelled, “What did you do?”

“I didn’t do anything. Honest.” Sara smirked. “I was locked in this cell. But I can guess what they did.”

Jeska’s lips twisted into a snarl. “What did they do?”

“If I had to guess, I’d say that they broke into the treasury.” The soldiers paled, and Jeska did as well.

“What were they after?” Jeska asked.

“Ah, fuck it. I wouldn’t want to spoil the surprise.”

Sara felt a hot slap against her cheek. It burned, but God damn, did it feel good. “I’ll make you a deal,” she said. “I’ll tell you what they found in that treasury if you tell me if he died.”

“He did,” Jeska said.

“I was talking to the person who knows,” Sara mocked, looking at the pale-faced man who brought the news. He was shaking and looking away. “And now he’s told me. Well, you lied to me, but he told me the truth, so I got to tell you now. I’m a woman of her word, after all.”

Sara smiled as she explained what was in the royal treasury. When Jeska’s body drained to the point of anemia, Sara chuckled. “Do you know why I told you this? Because King Escar already knows. That’s why he’s trying to kill me. Now fuck off. You have an execution to plan. Don’t come back until you’re ready to be useful for once.”
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As the Battle for Proof (as it would later be called) was concluding, citizens gathered in the Alacom. During the day, it was a bustling town square, teeming with citizens moving between clothing shops, jewelers, and eateries. But during the nights, it really came to life. Mana crystals lined the cobblestone streets, reflecting off the public fountain like stars. While it was usually empty in the evenings except for festivals like the Sea of Lights on the summer solstice (a three-day celebration full of song, drink, and dance), it was filled with rioting citizens clashing with armed soldiers, trying to see the notice that was posted on the fountain the night before.

“Show us!” A protestor slammed into the wall of shields with a shovel, and the soldiers ran forward and stabbed him with their swords. “Get back!” the soldiers yelled. “Let this be a warning—“

The crowd exploded in fury at the killing, slamming into the riot shields and throwing bottles and rocks at the soldiers. Amid the screaming and chaos, there was a buckling, and the soldiers fell. Then, hundreds of citizens trampled the fallen soldiers as they rushed into the square.

One person made it to the fountain, where there was a message etched in the marble. She read it.

“What does it say?!” 

“It says that Hero Sara Reece—“

Soldiers rushed forward, stabbing the woman six times, turning the fountain red as she crashed into the water. Suddenly, the citizens released battle cries and pushed forward, using the opening to circle the soldiers, beating them with clubs, rakes, hammers, and everything else they had on hand. It turned into a bloodbath before the next person made it to the fountain.

“Hero Sara Reece!” a man screamed from the fountain. “That’s who exposed the corruption! The kingdom is executing her tomorrow!” That was the man’s last words before a soldier grabbed him by his ponytail and slit his throat. Yet the man’s voice was immortalized in that moment, made a martyr alongside the woman floating in the fountain. And while the soldiers did their best to contain the violence, the damage was already done.

“Spread the word!” A man on the outer edge jumped onto a supply crate. “Hero Reece exposed the corruption! Her execution’s tomorrow! Hurry before they lock it down!”

The citizens suddenly shifted course, running away as fast as their feet could take them. They finally found their hero—the spark that somehow got dozens of nobles to expose the crimes plaguing them for centuries.
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Mary had never had a panic attack before. Her classmate Jessica used to have them in class, and she always thought she was an attention whore fishing for pity. The way the attention-seeking goth girl used to hyperventilate and cry and make everyone rush around her—the way that she played off Sara’s sympathies and made her take the lead in gripping the girl’s hand and telling her to breathe, picking her up, and helping her to the nurse’s office—made Mary sick.

People like that they didn’t deserve pity. If anyone deserved it, it was Mary. Mary was forged in the fires of child abuse. The bad kind. The kind that changes them. Jessica? Jessica could get fucked. If the bitch just stopped dying her hair black, went to class, and stopped playing the victim, people wouldn’t have bullied her. Ignored her? Probably. But they wouldn’t have hated her. That was the difference between them. Jessica could change—

—Mary could not. That’s why Mary resented her. That’s why she would always sneer when the goth girl started hyperventilating as if she had magically forgotten how to breathe (something that even losers—unfortunately—could do). Yet now… now she understood. Empathize, even, or whatever people called it.

The panic attack started when Mary tried to push herself up and grab her head—

—and couldn’t.

She tried again—and couldn’t. Her body wasn’t responding. It wasn’t like those days when she woke up on her arm, and it wouldn’t move because it was numb. Those days were terrifying, but she could feel that strange static that felt like crawling ants when she woke up and the hot swelling in her arm when she rolled over. She had experienced it enough to know that it would eventually be resolved, even if there was doubt. But this? Mary could write a thesis on the difference between this and that. She couldn’t feel the static or the heat; she couldn’t feel it at all. Then came the memory. The last thing she remembered was seeing Raul beside her. Then the helve… it hit her neck… it….

That’s when it truly began. It started small, like an icy serpent that slid up her rib cage and then wrapped around her lungs, constricting them. Mary tried to breathe (the thing that even losers could do), but she couldn’t. She couldn’t. She couldn’t fucking breathe. That’s when the true panic set in, further aggravating the situation. Desperate, she tried to grip her chest as if to give herself CPR, but her body didn’t respond. It was an endless cycle where the panic begot more panic until she was blue in the face, choking, gasping, trying to move. That’s when she truly felt Jessica’s pain. Because even if that bitch didn’t deserve the sympathy of panic attacks, they were terrorizing. Horrible. Raw.

“Mary!”

Suddenly, her lungs decompressed when something disappeared from her line of vision, hitting the ground with a thud. There was a rock… there was a rock on her chest. Once it was gone, her body could physically breathe. But she couldn’t feel it. She didn’t even notice it. She didn’t even register the thing killing her! What the fuck—

“Mary!” Jason rushed up to her with a panicked face. She couldn’t see it because it was pitch black. The moon was directly behind him, so he looked like one of those interrogators from a movie. Not like an angel. He wasn’t a fucking angel. He….

“Thank God you’re alive.” Jason hugged her and pulled her out of the rubble, easing her panic and allowing her to breathe. The icy panic—it was still there, but it was subsiding like an ebbing tide. The fire was out. Jason must’ve expelled it with a fire suppression spell. Now, it just smelled like smoke and ash, and it wouldn’t be long before her sense of smell tuned it out. Soon, she’d even tune out the screaming soldiers. The storm was over.

“Are you… asleep?” Jason asked strangely.

“I….” Mary looked at him in confusion. “No….”

“Then why aren’t you….” Jason looked at her body. It was stiff. Limp. Broken. She was a cripple, oh God, she was a fucking cripple. “You’re not… moving….” He whispered.

“I-I….” Mary stammered. “I-I’m fine. Just stunned.”

“No….” Jason took a deep breath, looking around, searching for someone else to accept the responsibility. His arms folded, and he was small and panicked. He had that look—the look people get when they fall in love with someone, only to learn they had multiple sclerosis and that they’d have to spend the rest of their life dealing with drama and hospital bills and suffering to stay together. It was the look of someone questioning how much they loved their partner, weighing the pros and cons of whether to continue with the relationship. “Raul hit you in the….” Jason stopped.

Mary forced a brutal smile. He won’t even admit it… she thought. Because then it’d be his problem. Jason didn’t accept other people’s problems. Problems were time-consuming. Problems ate into his practice. They threatened his ambitions. “Jason, it’s fine—“

“No, it’s not fine,” Jason said. “I think Raul’s still around.”

“Raul left,” Mary said. She wasn’t certain that he left, but if Jason had time to spare, that meant it was over.

“No he hasn’t! Raul’s… I think he said he was coming back. I need to—”

“No he didn’t!”

“Yes he did! I heard him say it!”

“I thought you said he thought—“

“That was a figure of speech!” Jason yelled. “Look, I’m going to try to find you help. But right now, I gotta protect both of us. I’m doing this for you, Mary—“

“You always do this! You always run away when there’s something inconvenient!”

“No I don’t!” Jason strode up to her, fuming. “Don’t you dare turn this on me. Raul was the person that fucking hit you!”

Mary bit her lip and turned away. At that moment, she was far angrier with Jason than she was with Raul. Raul paralyzed her—but she deserved that. Yet Jason was standing there—completely ignoring the fact that she tried to fucking kill him—because he was worried that people would rail him for siding with the baddies and wanted someone who would scream Raul started slaughtering people! But now that she was an unfuckable time-sink cripple, he would suddenly remember that she tried to kill him. Just wait. It was destined to happen.

“You’re sick,” Mary said. “You’re fucking sick, Jason!” The fact that he couldn’t see that—

—really pissed her off. 

Mary knew she was sick. No one had to tell her that. She obtained sexual pleasure from people’s pain, but she didn’t think it was normal or okay. Every day, she looked at herself in the mirror with disgust but continued to enjoy it anyway. But Jason? He was tragic. He honestly felt that his words and ideals matched his actions. In her mind, that made him far sicker than she’d ever be—because he could do what she did and wouldn’t feel the slightest amount of remorse or self-hatred. 

Jason clenched his fists and turned away. “I’m sick. Oh, yeah? What about you, Mary?” He turned to her. “Slapping Krendo, sleeping with guards, telling people you’d kill them. Hell….” Jason’s eyes widened as if an argument-ending lightbulb went off in his head. “You tried to kill me, didn’t you?”

Mary chuckled and looked away. Right on schedule. “I gave you the amplification stone, remember? That was the plan. Or did you forget what happened in the forest?”

“Don’t you dare twist this! We didn’t discuss that plan. And even if we did, I wouldn’t have accepted it! I wouldn’t have murdered Raul. I’m not the—

“The bad guy?” Mary laughed. “I hate to break it to you, but Sara’s won. She’s Lemora’s savior, and you’re the guy protecting child predators, corrupt politicians and rapists. You are the bad guy, Jason, and without me, Raul’s going to skullfuck your reputation until you die a villain.”

Jason’s nostrils flared, but he fell silent, looking away sporadically, trying not to yell “Fuck!” at the top of his lungs. Mary was right. She owned the anti-Sara faction—not him—and she could twist everything on him. Hell, she probably would, just to see him suffer. She was paralyzed, and there was no point in grooming him as a pawn anymore. She just wanted the whole fucking world to burn.

Suddenly, during that brief moment of silent contemplation, they both realized that the area was deathly quiet, and there, amidst the smoldering pops of embered trees, they could hear a haunting wail. 

“Wait, is that… Emma?” Jason asked. His dark, vacant eyes that were staring past everything a moment before snapped open, and his pupils constricted to normal levels. Hope and vitality flooded his expression, and he turned up to a window above the courtyard. “Emma! Mary’s injured. We need your help! Hurry!” 
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Emma jumped when Jason called out to her. She didn’t know how long she had been standing there, sobbing, staring into dead space, trying to process what just happened, but it must’ve been long because when he called out, she stumbled backward, heart pumping rapidly like a stressed rabbit.

“Emma! Get down here! Mary’s paralyzed, and she needs healing!”

Mary’s… paralyzed? Emma couldn’t believe her ears. Raul paralyzed her. That was okay because she tried to kill him, and she knew that, but it was just… traumatizing to hear it like that. It was like thinking that Raul t-boned a drunk driver who ran a red light and killed them. She knew that he wasn’t at fault, but it was still morally crippling, traumatizing, knowing that the world would never be the same for him again. Everything had shifted, and his smile would fade like hers had. That type of thing. He wasn’t wrong. He left instead of hurting them. It was just—

“Emma! What the fuck are you doing? Get down here!” Jason’s voice had gotten louder—angrier, and Emma couldn’t figure out why. Didn’t she just try to kill him? Or at least use him as bait? What the hell was going on?

“S-She just tried to kill you….” Emma said.

“No she didn’t! She was trying to hit Raul!”

“Yes she did!” she said, rushing to the window. “She tried to kill you!”

“Emma! Shut up for a moment. Yeah, I get it. She tried to kill me. I’m not dumb. But this is Mary!”

“And she’s a murderer!” Emma yelled. “She tried to kill—“

“No I didn’t!” Mary yelled.

“—Yes you fucking did!” Emma screamed. “And even if you didn’t, y-you deserved it!”

Jason looked up at her in shock. “What? Emma. Did you just say that she… deserved it.”

“Yeah! She did! She just tried to kill you, Jason! Are you insane?”

“She was trying to kill a trait—“

“Raul’s not a traitor!” Emma burst into tears, and she sobbed on the windowsill.

Jason’s features softened. She couldn’t see it. Her eyes were marred by teary cataracts, and the world was blurry, shifting in and out of focus like one of those holiday images with motes of light to add festive spirit. But she could already see what was coming. It was the way he always was when he was being understanding. He was about to sound like Raul, forgiving and understanding, hugging her and telling her everything was alright. And Emma would know it was false, but the tears, they were so tiring. They drained her energy, and she just hated them. She hated the pain and suffering and torment, and she always just wished that the arguing and fighting and hellishness would just stop. That’s why she was the first to give up and say sorry whether she was right or wrong and accept his hugs and soothing words. But now? Could she right now?

“Emma, listen to me,” Jason said. “You’re right. I’m a bit emotional now, and I’m trying to see the good in the situation. Because… we need hope. The world’s all backward and bad and…. Look, I’m not great with words. But look. Even if Mary tried to kill me. Should we just let her die?”

Emma swallowed hard, wanting to scream Don’t put this on me! Let someone else deal with her! but she couldn’t. She wasn’t like that. She never told people her true feelings, so she sobbed instead.

“Emma. Look at me. Look around you. Look at all this killing. This is wrong, isn’t it?”

Yes, it is! But it’s what was necessary! Sara… Sara…. Emma thought, expressing her beliefs through a harrowed language of broken sobs. Nothing more.

“This world’s full of bad people, Emma,” Jason said. “This situation… it’s fucked up. But if we just continue it, aren’t we just as bad as they are?”

The guilt. Jason was a master of guilt. She hated his guilt-tripping. That made her snap just a little.

“No! I’m nothing like her. I-I… I-I….” Emma choked, feeling flem welling in her throat and feeling disgusting for swallowing it but more disgusting for thinking about spitting it out. Crying. It was an ugly thing, crying.

Jason’s gentleness receded. “Emma. Listen to me.”

“No!”

“Stop this! Are you really going to let Mary stay paralyzed? Because if we take her to a normal healer, they won’t be able to do shit! These fucking monks know nothing of neurosurgery or spines or anything else. Will you really let her be paralyzed?” His body shook with indignation. “Because that’s what’ll happen, and that’s on you, Emma! You want her in prison? Fine! But she gets a trial first. That’s democracy! Or do you think that dictatorships and rebellions are fine!”

Emma froze, feeling a crushing weight from his words. She hated guilt-tripping, but she cowered in the face of angry guilt-tripping. Anger didn’t go away. When she said sorry and accepted people, they turned charming and nice again, at least for a time. But whenever someone didn’t say sorry, they ended up in emotional prison, hating one another forever. Avoiding each other. Bad mouthing each other. It was easier to just let it happen. And what about this time? What would the others think when she, the person who helped everyone, just let Mary be paralyzed? Would they understand? Would they believe her?

The thought of that made Emma ill, but…. This was wrong. This was so wrong. For the first time in her life, Emma truly had to choose: would she throw aside her reputation to stand up for what she believed in? Or would she cave in like she always did?

















            

    
        Chapter 37: The Revolution

    
    
    
    
                Emma choked on her tears, taking breaths in rapid succession, coughing out flem as she exhaled. She didn’t want to heal Mary. She needed to help Raul. Yet….
What will they think?
That question became a scab that couldn’t heal because she kept picking at it. It was pervasive, eroding her mind, haunting her like dripping water. 
What will they think?
Emma could already hear Mary’s friends whispering:
Don’t count on her. She left Mary paralyzed.
Sure, it’d be Mary’s friends, but their words would seed subtle doubt among her classmates. Will Emma really help me? I bad-mouthed Sara. I’m not sure. She’s different. I hear she was healing rebels after they killed people. What? Emma? Yeah, Emma. What about the soldiers? That’s the crazy thing. She didn’t heal them. There were limbs everywhere, but she didn’t do anything. She just ran away with the rebels!
Emma grabbed her head and sobbed. She couldn’t hear the voices, but the mind has a strange way of autocorrecting neutral thoughts into something real, like how reading makes people hear and see things.
“Emma!” Jason yelled. “She’s dying! At this point, thinking it through is the same as not doing it!” 
Emma reflexively took a hesitant step forward but then stopped when she realized something important: Mary was paralyzed, and even if she went, she didn’t know if she could fix her. Emma wasn’t a spinal surgeon—she didn’t even go to med school! But she could already hear Jason:
Don’t lie, Emma! I know you could’ve healed her. But you didn’t!
“Emma!” Suddenly, Jason’s voice overlapped with her imagination’s version of him. “What the hell are you doing? Are you really going to let her be paralyzed? What the fuck happened to you!”
Emma trembled at his anger. Emma didn’t do anger guilt-tripping. She didn’t want the judgment. She didn’t want to be in this situation. She just wanted it to be over. 
“Emma!”
Emma hugged her arms against her chest, walking through the corridor. She passed by the windows, one after another, trying to ignore Jason’s impatient expression. Then she blinked, and she found herself in the courtyard as if she had sleepwalked through the building and down the staircase. But once she “woke up” and saw the burnt and dismembered bodies strewn across the ground, she immediately vomited on the ground. 
Once the convulsing subsided and she could think, her eyes welled with tears. These were the people screaming in pain while she just stood there, staring into dead space, cloistering herself off from the world. I-I could’ve helped them, Emma thought. I should’ve—
“Emma!” Jason’s voice turned into a guttural growl, but when she stumbled backward, it magically softened. “Thank God, I thought I lost you for a second. Come on. You’re doing good. I know you’re trying your best, but you need to get over here. Please….”
Emma bit her lip and looked away. Jason’s insincerity wasn’t just manipulative—it was lazy. It was like he knew she’d come and was just going through the motions to make her work faster. It made her feel like shit. Yet it hurt because it was true, and she followed suit, taking another step. Then another, and another, and another, and another-nother-nother until she saw the charred blackness where Raul was standing when Mary tried killing him—
—and froze as if time had stopped on everything but her lungs.
Jason stopped talking to Mary and yelled at her, but his voice sounded distant to Emma, and her body felt foreign. It’s as if her mind drifted away from her body, trying to latch onto something that she had forgotten and felt the need to remember. 
If someone pressures you to do something you feel is wrong or you’re not ready for—they’re not your friend.
Suddenly, Emma heard Sara’s voice. She turned and saw her friend standing on a rocky bluff, staring at her with ocean-blue eyes that were deep with sorrow. 
No matter how good the argument is, no matter how much they guilt-trip you, don’t do it. Giving in will get you killed.
That face. That haunting expression. The look that made Emma want to cry and rush out to her and hold her and tell her that she was here and wanted to help—
—it told a story. A horrible story. And now, standing in the courtyard, she finally felt like she understood it. Raul’s words entered her mind: I honestly think she’s from the future, and the future she’s from was pretty fucked up. We died there, and I think it stuck with her. Those words fused with Sara’s warning about guilt-tripping, her overprotective behavior, and her active campaign to destroy Jason, and suddenly, it felt like everything made sense.
Emma died in Sara’s timeline—
—because Jason guilt-tripped her. 
That was going out on a limb, but she could feel its authenticity in the marrow of her bones. She died because of the exact scenario playing out right—
“Emma!” Jason yelled, standing up. “Are you really doing this right now? You’re a healer, and someone’s paralyzed!”
Emma recoiled in fear, yet when she instinctively touched the ring Sara gave her, her heart welled with profound emotions and confidence she didn’t have before. “I-I’m leaving.”
“What…?” Jason looked at her in genuine shock. “What did you just say?” He started striding toward her.
Emma stumbled back. “No! Get away from me!”
Jason froze. “Are you shaking right now? Are you afraid of me?”
Emma took another step back. His face… was contorting in rage. His lips were curling. The lines on his face creased. His shoulders locked up, evidence of long-term stress and distress. His anger was boiling, and he was, in fact, becoming very, very scary. It was how he was… during the Golden Trial.
“You’re afraid of me, aren’t you?” Jason kicked a charred corpse out of his path and strode forward. “What the fuck did I do to deserve this? Why does everyone hate me so much? Why!”
“Stop! Get away!” Emma screamed. And when she did, her ring started to glow purple. Not the gemstone. That was pink—her favorite color. It was the band, which glowed purple—Sara’s favorite color. Then, it exploded with magical pressure that created a strange net of raw mana around her. 
“I want to hear it, Emma!” Jason yelled, rushing forward. “Tell me!” He reached for her to shake Emma, but before he touched her, an invisible barrier shot up around her. Then his hand hit the barrier, and he bounced back. That’s the only way she could explain it. It’s like he hit a wall—and the wall hit back.
Jason stumbled backward from the recoil, tripping over a body. Then he stared at her. “What… did you do?”
“N-Nothing!” Emma said.
“Bullshit! What did you do?” Jason yelled, standing up again. “Tell me!” 
Emma’s eyes trembled, but when she gripped the ring, it gave her confidence. Sara was protecting her, so she spoke her mind. “No!” she screamed. “I won’t do it! I’m not going to help Mary! She tried to kill you and Raul. A-And I’m going to tell people that! Everyone!”
Jason’s eyes widened in horror, and he spoke through his teeth. “Emma.” He took a slow step forward. “Think really carefully about—“
“NO!” Emma screamed, thrusting her hands down. “You’ve been a real asshole, Jason! I’m done listening to you!”
“Did you just call me….” Jason’s body trembled in anger. “Emma. I swear to fucking God.” He took a step forward, this one faster.
“G-Get away from me….” Emma stammered, gripping her ring.
“Stop this bullshit right now!” Jason started rushing at her.
Emma’s primal instincts took over, and she released all her energy in a scream. “I said, GET AWAY FROM ME!” 
The invisible barrier exploded from the ring and slammed into Jason, sending him flying ten feet backward. He hit the charred ground, sending embers exploding in the air like a dust storm in the depths of hell. Emma stared at him for a split second, heart rattling, mind screaming for her to run. She decided to listen to herself, running away, hoping to find Raul before it was too late.
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Jason pushed himself up, breathing ash, mind clouded in rage. She let Mary die… he thought. She’s just like Raul…. Jason couldn’t believe it. He stood up and looked around him. There were almost a hundred bodies, many of them dismembered—most of them burnt and charred. Isn’t she seeing this? This is evil! This is…. Raul was…. Icy chills shot through him in a low voltage. Killing… people…. Jason looked around at the carnage. Raul was actually killing people. The image of Raul standing amid a battlefield of corpses, body swirling with crimson miasma, wielding a bloody axe entered his mind. It was a massacre. Raul was massacring people. He was stronger than anyone else, and he was killing them without mercy.
Suddenly, the memory of Raul hitting Mary in the spinal cord and choking him seized Jason. That strength…. Raul was far stronger than both of them. That’s why Mary made that plan to take him out. She knew what would happen…. How could he have been so blind?
Jason felt like he had abruptly woken from a dream and could see the truth. Raul had sided with a tyrant, and Emma joined him. Sara had corrupted them, and no one from the kingdom could stop them. No one but him and Mar… him. Only he could stop them, and he didn’t even know if he could. And Sara…. Oh, God. If Sara was set free from her chains…. Jason turned and ran into the creaking building. 
“Jason!” Mary screamed.
Jason froze in the hallway and then rushed back to the door. “I’ll send help! Just… wait here! This is urgent!” 
Without further discussion, Jason ran through the building as fast as his legs could take him, going to warn King Escar at any cost. Sara needed to die, and he had to prepare for it.
3
Narian was beat to shit by the time she made it to an alleyway at the outset of the Dreena District. She had killed dozens of men on the way to the district and lost half of her soldiers hauling Lord Martinez; now they were a bloody wreck that wouldn’t survive even a basic battle. Her muscles were shot, her mind was tired—
—and there was a sea of people whispering in the streets, packing every side road and alleyway in the district. 
Through a weak divination spell (she didn’t want to alert people of their presence), she could tell that there was a military barricade with sycount and adventurer mana signatures in the front and countless other people. Getting through the area would be suicide. 

Shit, Narian thought. We’re fucked….
She pushed her back against the wall of the alley and let herself slide down, dropping Lord Martinez head-first on the ground. She was exhausted, and if they were going to die, she wouldn’t do it lugging around a 180-pound behemoth.
A sudden wave of mana crashed into her, a sign of a strong divination pulse. “Fuck…” she groaned. It was game over.
“They’re here!” a voice yelled in the distance.
“It was a good run,” Narian chuckled to her beaten soldiers. “Be proud of yourselves.”
“Yeah. I wish we at least knew what was in these damn boxes,” a man said wearily, slapping the decorated metal box he was sitting on. “Hell, if it’s the royal porn stash, I’d die happy.”
The other soldiers laughed breathlessly, slouching on the ground as dozens of people ran up to them.
When the mob of people rushed to the alleyway, Narian didn’t even look at them. “Since I’m too tired to kill myself, can you do it for me?” she asked. “Last request.”
An incoherent commotion broke out amongst the people who arrived, jumbled until a familiar voice started yelling over the others. 
“Get out of the way! Let me through!”
“Wait… Dox?” Narian finally turned and saw that the group of people near her were… citizens. Not the denizens of the Dreena District—farmers, blacksmiths, and merchants. 
“What the fuck is—“
“Commander!” Dox, the rebel sycount she left in charge of the base, pushed forward. “I said, let me through, you idiots!”
Narian shot him a suspicious glance. “What the hell’s going on?”
Dox chuckled with a wide grin when he looked at her. “What’s going on?” He spread out his arms. “The revolution! That’s what’s going on!”
“I’m too tired for this shit,” she said. “Just tell me.”
Dox grinned. “Nah, I’ll show you.” He turned to the crowd. “Spread the fuck out! We don’t have time to train you, so have some common sense!” The mob compiled as he picked up Narian and helped her limp out of the alley. What Narian saw made her seize up.
Dozens of dead soldiers were piled up in the streets, but she didn’t even look at them. There was something far more dramatic.
“What the hell… is this?” Narian murmured.
There weren’t hundreds of people in the Dreena District—
—there were thousands. Her divination pulse just tapped out early, but the people easily spread to the East Gate.
“What the hell happened?”
Dox grinned. “Word got out that Lady Reece was gettin’ executed, and well….” He turned. “This.”
“Did you spread the word that quickly?” she asked.
“Didn’t need to.” Dox motioned to a citizen who brought her a scroll. It read:
-
Hero Sara Reece, the woman who exposed the nobles plaguing your lives, is being executed for exposing their crimes. Rise up to protect your savior!
-
“What…?” Narian whispered. “And they just believed it?”
“What? You think that nobles would just expose themselves?” Dox snorted. “Obviously, someone was behind it. They just needed to know who.”
Narian looked up and saw dozens of faces staring at her, waiting for her words. So she cleared her throat. “You think this woman exposed some shit? Just wait until you see what we’ve got.”
A moment of electric silence passed through the crowd—
—then the area exploded in cheers.
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Kyritus shed tears of joy when Tiber’s breathing stabilized. She was finally safe. She would live.
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Sara closed her eyes, heart wrenched with anxiety. How was Kyritus doing? She didn’t know. They probably hadn’t found him; otherwise, they’d have brought him to her cell at knifepoint, demanding her to undo damage that was already too late to correct. How was Tiber doing? That was a more nerve-wracking question. If they weren’t found, it likely meant that Tyran and Rokus were with them, and if that were the case, then Tiber could’ve died from the silverena treatment. Likely? No. She was far stronger than she was the last time she took it. Still, Sara didn’t know. What about Raul? Did he survive the retreat? Did he shatter his core? What about Emma? Rokus? Rokus’s family? Sara didn’t know anything! It was eating her alive, and the worst part was that she didn’t know if it was worth it. If the citizens didn’t latch onto her narrative, all the hell and danger and suffering she caused would have all been for nothing. 
Amid her anxiety-festered mental hellscape, she heard a parade of soldiers crashing through the hall. I guess I’ll find out soon enough, Sara thought, heart drumming, remembering that she was also in danger. Even if Kyritus and Tiber and Raul and Emma and Rokus and the rest of them were fine, a revolution was happening, and everything else she planned worked out perfectly—there was nothing for her to celebrate over. Not yet. Not until the coin landed, and she came out on heads. Only then could she celebrate anything.
Sara frowned when Aelia burst into the room, Jason in toe, dark bags under both of their eyes. “You two look like you had fun—“ Aelia slammed her fist into Sara’s jaw, sending her recoiling on the bed. She looked up and saw the sycount shaking her hand, wincing in pain. “Yeah, I should’ve warned you—“
“Shut up, traitor!” Jason yelled. “Do you know what happened because of you? Hundreds of people died. And what are you doing? Laughing? Are you fucking serious right now?”
“Be quiet, Lord Newborn,” Aelia snapped. Her voice was stern and laced with contempt. “Now hold her down.”
Sara’s frowned when she saw the sycounts pull a pair of armbars out, the type of shackles that keep forearms glued together. Aelia’s leniency was over, and the sycount was proving that she knew Sara had the ability to break her shackles. That didn’t make things untenable, but it raised her potential for death significantly. It wasn’t just that the cuffs would be harder to break, it was that it would be impossible to grab her ring without breaking them.
Jason complied with Aelia’s directive, putting his hands on Sara’s chest and pushing down with enough force to make the wooden bed groan. Since her spatial ring was in her cleavage, Sara didn’t have to worry if he could feel it, so she could focus on the annoyance that Jason was thrusting her down despite having raised her arms for the cuffing. Prick.
Aelia latched the armbars on Sara’s forearms without removing the original cuffs. Then she unshackled Sara from the wall. During the process, even more of Sara’s energy was drawn away, making her feel sluggish. She started churning the Sayon Twilight core to test it in a weak-mana environment. The chains glowed faintly.
“You can break ‘em,” Aelia said, touching her dagger. “I know you can. But it’ll take you three seconds, and I’ll kill you in two.”
Sara snorted. “Touch me before your fake trial, and this kingdom will burn.”
Jason’s nose scrunched in. “Do you think we won’t do it?”
“Lord Newborn!” Aelia gripped his shoulder.
He grimaced and turned to her. “Hey! What’s that for!” 
“She’s right. Now get her up. We need to go.”
Jason yanked Sara to her feet by her armbars. She didn’t resist. She had a date with death, and she’d meet it head-on.
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Aelia led Sara through three circular staircases, two corridors, and an entire wing before they exited the prison’s walls and entered the courtyard. Prisoners watched her pass from behind lethal mana wards, whistling and commenting about her “hot ass.” Sara ignored it as she moved to the prison’s gates. The second the gates opened, the entire atmosphere shifted. As a few dozen sycounts joined up with Aelia, Sara was inundated with an all-immersive sound of yelling and screaming, distant yet pervasive, like cicadas singing in the summer heat. 
“You hear that?” Jason sneered. “That’s the sound of the people who suffered because of you.”
Sara ignored him, but she didn’t roll her eyes. There were layers of screams, some closer and others distant, and that only made sense to her. In war and politics, there are always two sides, and people suffer on both. Just or not, her plan shut down the entire economic structure of the kingdom, halting business operations and starting riots that shut down trade. Crops would go unsold, and then farmers wouldn’t be able to afford bread; businesses would burn in riots, and their employees would lose their jobs. And as loathsome as they were, the nobles Sara exposed were important officials, and without them, merchants couldn’t fulfill orders because they lacked the paperwork. Suffering was coming—
—and from the sounds of it, it had already begun.
As Sara moved onto the first main street, she was flanked on both sides by screaming citizens as if she were living in a dystopian version of the JFK motorcade parade where the execution was the attraction, not the surprise. The citizens were brought to her death march to add dramatic legitimacy to King Escar’s decision to execute Sara, but they were genuine victims of her actions. Each snarled and screamed with guttural tones, throwing tomatoes and rotten vegetables that hit her face and gown. The sycounts changed their formation to allow it, turning her entire body sticky with rotten fluids that made her ill.
“My daughter was trampled last night, bitch! Bring her back!” 
“Your people burnt everything! Everything!” 
“My wife…. Fuck you! I hope you burn!” 
Sara grimaced, every story about the aftermath of the riots stabbing at her heart. Burnings. Looting. Rioting. Stabbings. Assaults. Sara’s actions sparked the riots that hurt each of the people around her deeply. And when the man yelling about his wife broke down in tears, dropping to his knees, she felt a deep pain of guilt and pain. 
War is tragic... Sara thought, but her mind didn’t listen. This was her decision—and now people were suffering for her. And don’t forget….
Sara closed her eyes and remembered back to how it was under Mary’s reign, the wet fear that clung to everything like Florida humidity; the dreary Seattle depression that dampened every conversation. Public executions; nude whipping. Machiavellian tactics laced with Mary’s sadism. And the wars… millions died from starvation and disease. Commoners walked out of their homes to see their crop fields burned to ash, their wagons stolen in the night. Sons became soldiers; daughters became their incentives. War was tragic. War was….
“Finally catching up to you?” Jason asked. The fucker was reveling in the situation. Sara’s the villain, just listen! I’m the hero for stopping her! Smile and wave. It made her sick and helped bring her back into the present.
“Jason,” Sara said.
Jason turned to her with narrowed eyes. “What?”
“Pray I die.” Her lifeless expression hardened to stone. 
“Pray?” He laughed, looking at her shackles. Then he looked at the sycounts and then to the Royal Amphitheater, etching sharp lines into the hazy, sweltering sky. Just beyond it was the high outer wall that separated the Noble District from the rest of Lemora, strong and imposing, offering no escape to anyone who tried to run. “Do you seriously think you’ll survive this?”
Sara closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Can’t you hear it?”
Jason started to retort, but then he fell silent. Beyond the ear-piercing screams around them, there was a louder buzz (akin to a power transformer humming on a silent street corner). It was the sound of yelling and screaming, just like the ones around them, but it had a different pitch. It didn’t have the sharp twang of pain or the guttural growl of loss. No, it was hot and struck like a blacksmith’s hammer, forcing soldiers in the distance to scream warnings at the top of their lungs. That sound…
… drowned out the world.
The closer they got to the amphitheater, the louder it got until the citizens next to them screamed, but no words came out. Their voices just blended into the soundscape, neutralizing like burning planes crashing into a calm ocean. The only distinct noise was the sound of commanders using amplification circles to issue orders, telling archers to take aim and soldiers to hold the line.
“What the hell’s going on?” Jason shouted to Aelia.
“What do you think’s happening?” Aelia yelled back. “The people are rioting, and it’s only going to get worse.”
“Worse?” Jason furrowed his brow. “Isn’t it enough that we’re killing her?”
Aelia stopped in genuine shock and turned to him. “Are you actually stupid, or are you just that delusional? I need to know before everything goes to hell.”
Jason looked between Aelia and the people screaming at Sara. “What are you talking about? That’s what everyone’s here for, right?”
“Lady Twilix!” A sycount ran out of the Royal Amphitheater, which was now just a football field away. “We’re running late!”
“One moment!” Aelia yelled. “This is serious!”
“Ma’am!” The man saluted, and she turned back to Jason.
“Listen Lord Newborn,” Aelia said, “There’s a few thousand people on the other side of the wall trying to get in. There’s a couple thousand rebel soldiers behind them. All of them are trying to save Lady Reece, and you’re here to stop them.”
Jason’s eyes widened, and he looked at the screaming citizens on either side of them. “Why the hell would they save her?”
“Because she exposed corruption, and now we’re killing her for it,” Aelia said. “She’s a martyr, Jason. A hero. These people—“ She turned to the people throwing vegetables and yelling at Sara, “—they were just caught up in the aftermath.”
“So wait, we’re the bad guys?” Jason asked.
“No, we’re the kingdom,” Aelia said. “We rule the people, but right now, the people are rebelling because of Lady Reece’s actions. We need to fix that.”
Jason turned to Sara. “So you’re saying everything’s fucked up because of her?”
“Yeah, that’s what I’m saying.” Aelia nodded, but she didn’t look convinced. She was better at playing to people’s desires than Jason was. “Listen, Lord Newborn. Part of being good is putting the people first, even when the decisions are unsavory. Do you understand?”
Sara rolled her eyes as Jason nodded.
“Okay. Now join the forces on the wall.” Aelia pointed at the battlements on the outer walls. Archers were peaking through them, preparing to shoot rioters if necessary. “Ask for General—“
“Wait!” Jason’s eyes widened with panic. “I need to be in—“
“Lady Reece is cuffed; Lord Martinez is leading rebels right outside the walls.” Aelia pointed to the screaming people. “If he distracts us, even for a moment, Lady Reece will break out of her cuffs, and it’ll all be over. Do you understand?”
Jason swallowed hard, clearly taking Sara’s ominous warning to pray to heart. Then he looked at Aelia, fidgeting. “This really is for the good of the people, right?” 
Aelia’s face slackened into a frown. “That’s what I just said.”
“Just making sure.” Jason gave Sara a damning expression before rushing toward the wall, caring about her opinion to the last.
“Come on,” Aelia said, grabbing Sara’s armbars. “We’re late.”
Sara listened to the sound of rioting people from beyond the wall, latching onto her as a symbol of their beliefs, fighting their government due to the indignation they felt toward her execution. She didn’t know how much she sacrificed to pull it off—or if she sacrificed anything at all—but she had accomplished her goal. Within the span of a single week, Lady Reece had died, and Hero Reece the Martyr was born. With confidence welling in Sara’s heart, she walked through the iron gates of the Royal Amphitheater, preparing to face the farce waiting on the other side.
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If a monarch wants to kill someone, they can have it done in their audience chamber, in a public setting, or even in their bedroom (execution or otherwise). It’s their right as the ultimate authority presiding over their citizens. Yet in situations of martyrdom, where the person getting executed has symbolic importance, represents a cause, or is an established individual, killing them can have severe consequences. A dramatic one is rioting and burning, which Gandhi’s hunger strikes and imprisonments were notorious for. That’s what was playing out all around Sara before she walked into the Royal Amphitheater, and the evidence was also clear as day when she stepped foot inside. 
A massive guillotine marked with arrays stood on a platform, holding a blade with a thirty-foot drop. It was built with the aid of a siege tower, which made it look like a half-built building surrounded by a crane. It was a bleak sight, but it provided no strength or comfort to the fidgeting nobles in the stands. Hundreds of soldiers packed the stands beside them, and the nobles glanced between them and the exits, preparing to flee if the rioters broke through the gates. Everyone knew that once that guillotine fell, their lives would be in danger, and they’d have to bunker down for days or even weeks as the military fought for control.
Yet that wasn’t all. Each of the nobles had bags under their eyes that were so dark they looked like the sports grease that football players use to reduce glare. Each knew that martyrdom extended far beyond rioting and revolution. Merchants didn’t want to trade with kings who executed merchants and nobles. Kingdoms didn’t want to invest in politically unstable environments. Most importantly, citizens didn’t want to listen or abide by the orders of the people who imprisoned or killed the people who symbolized their beliefs. Whether Sara lived or died, they would go through social, economic, and political hell.
Sara turned her eyes to King Escar, who stared at her with contempt. She couldn’t blame him. No one could magically become a mass martyr in months, let alone a week. She betrayed him the moment that she stepped into the kingdom, laying C4 in every nook and cranny, and made her arrest the switch trigger. He now knew that Sara was his enemy from the moment she was summoned to his audience chamber, and couldn’t wait until the blade dropped.
“Move,” Aelia said, pushing her forward.
Once the nobles saw Sara fall to her knees, they released cathartic cheers, nervous but primal. Their voices boomed in the atmosphere as if played over loudspeakers, and when she looked up, she saw the soldiers looking at the arena’s floor.
“Who activated it!” a mage yelled, looking at dozens of robed figures.
“Shut up!” a soldier hissed, voice booming in the amphitheater. “Don’t make it worse!” Even though he was speaking under his breath, his words were broadcast clear as day to everyone in and beyond the wall.

Sara chuckled, looking at a faint green glow peeking through the sand on the arena’s floor. You have rebels in your ranks, she thought. Thanks for the voice. Sara was expecting a long and lengthy trial where the king read out her crimes to legitimize the reason he was executing her. But this? Being able to speak directly to the people made it so much easier.
Closing her eyes, Sara felt the profound magical energy in the arena, attracted by a large crowd of powerful soldiers, hired adventurers, and nobles. Then she churned her Twilight Core, warping the atmosphere around her. The arm bars radiated bright white as the mana-deprivation bar sucked in mana. Contrary to what most believed, mana deprivation shackles didn’t reflect or suppress mana—they absorbed it. They were made with rontum, a precious metal that absorbed mana like a sponge, sucking in the mana so that a person couldn’t use it for spells. Yet, just like sponges, once they were full, they would stop absorbing. Then, magic was free game. That said, it’d typically take years before fresh shackles needed to be replaced, yet one look at how bright they turned in an instant told the entire kingdom just how weak they were to Sara Reece.
“Don’t let her break free!” a sycount yelled. He rushed forward and kicked Sara in the jaw, sending her rolling over. The man screamed in pain from a broken toe, but she barely felt it. Yet that didn’t stop her from moaning loudly: “I’m not doing anything!” Sara yelled. Her voice boomed to the entire kingdom, triggering even greater rioting beyond the amphitheater’s walls. Sara silently chuckled, grateful to the traitor who activated the circle, making her job that much easier.
“Shut up!” Another guard hit her in the stomach, and three more unsheathed their swords, eyes crazed in the heat of battle.
“What are you doing?” Aelia yelled. “This is a trial!”
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Raul’s body flooded with adrenaline when he heard Sara groaning on the ground. She sounded injured, perhaps a sign of long-term torture or worse. He didn’t know. It could’ve been a ruse, but his mind didn’t care whether it was real or contrived. Just hearing it made him grip his axe.
He peeked outside the building that he, Narian, and three dozen rebels were inside. There were hundreds of rioting citizens at the wall, pushing back against soldiers’ shields. Dozens of civilians were dead, stuck with arrows, and bleeding on the ground. Sycounts were in the back of the riot-shield-style formations, and archers had arrows pulled back, waiting to strike anywhere.
“Now?” Raul asked.
“Your power, your call,” Narian said.
“Then now,” Raul said. A rebel nodded and used a dagger to cut their hand, then smeared fresh blood on Halkon’s Executioner. It boiled on the array’s strange glyphs, creating a thin layer of miasma. Then he gave the signal to soldiers outside.
“Back march!” a soldier yelled cryptically.
As if by magic, the rioting civilians rushed backward, and rebel soldiers shot forward, picking up civilians who were injured on the ground. 
The kingdom’s soldiers were stunned when a clear path magically opened up to the wall.
3
Sara moaned on the ground, flailing around as the guards tried in vain to get her to shut up. During the entire charade, she was churning her core, making the arm bars even brighter. Mana was flooding into her body faster than the shackles could absorb it, restoring her energy, slowly giving her the energy to break them.
“Lock her in place first, and then decide!” King Escar yelled. 
Aelia rushed forward, heaving Sara over her shoulder and then moving toward the guillotine. Sara could already see that the stocks that would hold her hands and head were made of rontum, which would drain her energy yet again. Showtime was over. She needed to break through the shackles and seize control. There was no way she’d willingly put herself under the scythe.

Then something unexpected happened. Before Sara even had a chance to break through the chains, Aelia chopped the back of her spinal cord with all her strength, making Sara's ensure body buzz as it fell limp as they dragged her away. Sara had gotten too trusting with Aelia. For whatever reason, she believed that Aelia would have demanded that Sara get an actual trial—but she was wrong. Aelia remained a pragmatist to the very last, realizing the danger of giving Sara even a moment to speak. It felt cruel and cold—but Sara understood.
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Raul’s mind grayed out. That’s the only way to describe it. It was like the time four years ago when he was 4,000 feet in the air, strapped to a skydiving instructor, preparing to jump out of a plane. One moment, his body and mind were grounded and focused; the next, he was crashing toward the ground with nothing but air pressure standing between him and death, mind clear and unhindered. That’s how it felt when Sara was dragged away to what he imagined was a torture device. He was inside, and then suddenly, he found himself charging at dozens of soldiers guarding the wall, lifting his axe up high.
“S-Stop him!”
Suddenly, a hail of arrows shot down at Raul, but a wind spell from behind Raul crashed into them, sending them flying as he rushed forward. The soldiers put up their shields, and mages released barriers—
—but their efforts were in vain. The moment that Raul’s glowing axe touched down, it sent a vibrant arc of red light shooting two hundred feet through the ground, cracking the earth and vaporizing soldiers before it slammed into the wall.
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Sara snapped back into focus when a massive boom shook the amphitheater. She looked forward and saw Aelia standing hesitantly, looking toward the south, when a soldier yelled “Breech!” from the Royal Amphitheater’s embattlement. Nobles shot up from their seats, soldiers unsheathed their swords, and guards flooded out of the gates in a frenzy.
“Don’t stop!” King Escar yelled. “If she’s released, everyone’s dead!”
Sara chuckled bitterly. He had enough sense to cut his losses and deal with the heroes and the fallout later. She looked at her cuffs, they were still glowing but faintly. She had a ways to go.
Aelia hoisted her up, and guards hastily unlocked the mana deprivation stocks under the guillotine. The stocks were built out of pure rontum, and she didn’t know how long it’d take to overload the structure with mana. Either way, if they got her head locked into the stocks, it would be over anyway.
“Just kill her!” King Escar yelled.
Sara’s primal instincts took over, and she churned her core aggressively. Cracks spiderwebbed up the armbars, giving her enough mana to revitalize her energy. Then, she flexed her forearms, and the shackles groaned. This is what should've happened before they even got there, and now she was working overtime.
“We can’t if she gets her mana!” Aelia yelled. “Hurry!” 
Right as Sara cracked the armbars, a dozen soldiers grabbed her hands and thrust them into the hand locks of the stocks (which were modified to fit her armbars). The second the mana deprivation stocks clamped down, the ability to add her head was gone, but energy shot out of her body in torrents.
Sara’s amygdala haywired when she saw someone preparing the guillotine’s rope. While it couldn’t kill her, the blade could sing downward and chop off her hands.
6
Raul stormed inside the twenty-foot crack that he had just created on the side of the Noble District’s outer wall—Narian and rebels in tow. His heart was drumming violently, his thoughts suppressed. He believed in Sara. Somewhere within him, he understood that she probably had everything under control; that at any minute, she would spread her arms and destroy those shackles and make her move. But he wasn’t going to put fate into the hands of faith or God or other people.
Kingdom soldiers rushed toward them like white blood cells, preparing to kill the intruders. Raul gritted his teeth. A clash was inevitable. He killed a dozen people a moment ago; thousands would die alongside them. This was war. So without hesitation this time, he pushed away thoughts of murder and moral injury and lifted his axe toward the soldiers.
Raul was saving his friend. That’s all that mattered.
He swung down.
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Sara’s mind short-circuited as the executioner grabbed the guillotine’s rope. One pull would shoot the mana-reinforced blade 30 feet downward at terminal velocity, cleanly slicing through her wrists. Permanent. Her mind wouldn’t let her accept that, so she set aside her morals, image, and humanity as she planted her feet on the ground, churned her mana core, and lifted.
The guillotine didn’t budge at first. It was cemented into the platform, and the thirty-foot structure weighed a few metric tons, so her efforts only earned her a grisly powerlifter image. Her forearms sprouted thick veins like growing roots, and the shackles turned bright white as the full power of her unrestrained mana core worked over time. Yet it didn’t move—
—until it suddenly did. Then, an ensemble of screams cut through the soundscape when the guillotine structure suddenly toppled as the cement cracked and gave way.
“What are you doing?” Aelia yelled to the man holding the rope. She shot forward with a dagger and cut the rope herself.
Sara’s heart thrummed when she heard the blade singing down toward her hands. The blade was locked into rails, so the blade didn’t move, it merely slowed from the angle—and was still on course to chop into her wrists. Even with her body tempering, the mana-reinforced blade would do serious damage. 
Fuck you! Sara silently screamed, ramming her forehead onto the stocks while pulling back with her wrists. It was a barbaric movement, but it bent the rontum stocks, allowing her to move. Since she had already broken free of her right armbar, she removed her right hand—
—but her left wrist got stuck. 
Sara’s brain captured screenshots of the blade sliding down the slide from hell, each image getting closer to her left wrist. No. Without thinking, she churned her core, releasing an intense aura around her right fist. Then she timed it perfectly, hammer-fisting the array-decorated guillotine blade right before it reached her wrist, resulting in a loud snap as the rails burst.
At first, the sycounts, nobles, and soldiers stood still, hypnotized by the sight, frozen in time like a real-life photo. Then, the guillotine’s blade cut through a mage and two soldiers (creating a spectacularly gruesome fountain) on its way to the arena floor. It slammed into the ground, kicking up dust a split second before the guillotine’s base followed, falling onto a group of soldiers trying to escape.
Sara’s body lurched forward, and she heard her left wrist (which was still locked into the stocks) snap from the sudden fall. She screamed in pain, but that was only the beginning. Aelia and multiple sycounts shot forward, stabbing her back. She dodged and protected her body, but she was stuck in a kneeling position on her hands and knees, locked into the stocks. So Aelia landed a serious blow into her side, sending hot blood pouring to the ground like mixed pain.
“Nothing personal?” Sara asked.
“Nothing personal,” Aelia said. She thrust out her sword.
Sara churned her mana core, and aura shot up her right arm like a launching spaceship. Then she grabbed Aelia’s blade with her bare hand, stopping her attack. “Good.” 
Sara clenched her hand, and the blade shattered. Then she took a shard of the metal and threw it into Aelia’s eyes. As the woman screamed and stumbled back, Sara reached into her cleavage and pulled out a ring.
“Stop her!” Aelia screamed, rushing forward.
It was too late. Sara put on the ring and activated it.
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Raul’s first strike killed a dozen people. The next swipe killed an equal amount. It seemed excessive, but it wasn’t. As he pivoted to dodge a soldier’s vertical strike, he turned and saw a spear stab into a rebel’s eye. Then he blinked, and a rebel had smashed an axe into the spear-wielder’s skull. A sword sliced through the axe-man’s neck, and that’s when Raul finally snapped back into focus. After successfully dodging his opponent’s vertical strike, his feet were planted firmly. Without hesitation, he swung his axe and cleaved the soldier in half.
It was a bloodbath, a macabre orgy of passion and gore, and no matter how strong Raul was or how many people he killed—
—it wasn’t enough. One misstep would reap his life like ripened grain, and he refused to let that happen. 
“Tow the line!” Narian yelled, cutting down a soldier who was slashing at Raul from a blind spot. His heart pounded as he turned and saw a man rushing at her. Without hesitation, he returned the favor, swinging and cutting him in half. Not a moment later, another rebel blocked an incoming soldier with their shield, giving them breathing room. 
It was hellish. No matter how many they killed, they just kept coming out. The courtyards inside the castle’s walls were small, maybe half a football field at any point. And with swinging swords and clashing, there could only be a hundred people at a time—out of thousands waiting to rush in. It was horrible. Mixed with the unbearable pressure Halkon’s Executioner was putting on his body, it became untenable.
“Relieve the pressure!” Narian yelled. “And break their spirits while you’re at it!”
Raul froze, and his eyes darkened. “Break their spirits? Are you asking me to…..”
“Massacre ‘em?” Narian kicked a soldier and cut down another, reminding him where they were. “Yeah, that’s what I’m sayin’. If they have hope, they’ll fight until the last. Break their spirit, and they’ll give up. It’s grim, but you can save ‘em.”
Raul swallowed hard. Narian’s words made sense—but was it worth massacring people over? It wasn’t that he was opposed to the killing so much as it was that he wasn’t invested. The rebels were. They were fighting for Sara—for what she symbolized—and were willing to sacrifice their lives for her. But Raul didn’t care about the people’s plight or motivations. He’d be hard-pressed to round up the nearest dollar on his grocery bill to help them. Yet….
Raul’s family and friends flashed across his mind. His nana. His parents. The life that was promised to him before King Escar stole it away. Then, the memory of Sara in Lillie’s Tavern, puking her guts out, spitting out the viscous liquid that she tried to ease her depression with, followed. Just as Sara represented an end to corruption in Lemora to the rebels, she represented the ugly truth behind their summoning to Raul. She looked like a sheltered prep who was living off her Daddy’s money—and would’ve been without the summoning. Now, she was corrupted, depressed, and morally destructive, teetering on alcoholism and waging war. That was the truth behind their kidnapping—
—and it really pissed him off. 
Raul lifted his axe and released a massive pulse of mana pressure, freezing kingdom soldiers in place. Then, he juxtaposed his rage for his summoning over his primal need to survive and released a primal roar. He slammed the blade into the ground, shattering cobblestone underfoot as the strike vaporized an entire platoon of soldiers, easing the pressure.
The battlefield froze as soldiers backed away, dragging their comrades away from the buckled crack that launched them backward. They all stared at the bloody crevasse, shaking, their wills to fight broken.
Raul took deep breaths, feeling better after releasing the mana that was ripping his mana channels apart. Then he stood tall and addressed the soldiers. “We’re here to save Sara Reece!” he yelled. “Let us pass, and we won’t—“
“Watch out!” Narian yelled. 
Raul stumbled forward when Narian pushed him from behind. He had barely started moving when an arc of searing white light flew past his blind spot, making his mana channels vibrate as he hit the ground. His chest rattled like a jackhammer as he pushed himself to his knees, feeling grateful for Narian. But when his mind caught up, he realized that Narian was in the path of that attack. Suddenly, his heart started clicking, and his motions became choppy like a mechanical clock as he turned.
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Soldiers flooded the arena like army ants as archers carpet-bombed the area, trying to hit Sara. They were desperate. From the moment they saw her pull out the ring, they understood something was going to happen—what, they couldn’t know, but guess they did, and hysteria it wrought. Everyone tried to kill her simultaneously—
—but the time for that had long passed. As Sara smoothly pulled out Qualth from the warp gate, the platinum blade glimmered in the sunlight. Then, the stunning white arrays turned blood red, and the entire arena floor warped and compressed as if the mana in the amphitheater suddenly sucked into a black hole.
For a gruesome split second, time froze, allowing people to process the direness of the situation. Then, a mana vortex exploded like a nuclear bomb, turning the rontum stocks vibrant white before they disintegrated into dust.
Nobles and soldiers screamed, but Sara cut them off with a divination pulse that captured their fearful attention. 
Then, there was silence.
Soldiers, nobles, kings, and princes stared at Sara Reece, clutching their chests and wheezing from the magical pressure. She panned her gaze, realizing the magnanimity of what she had done—the truth etched in their faces.
Hegel once spoke of Zeitgeist—the Spirit of the Age—which referred to the set of ideas, beliefs, and cultural norms that shape and define a particular period in history. Before that moment, the Zeitgeist was one of decadence lavishness in a time of feudal society, filled with power, greed, and flowing cups of wine. Those were good days, back when money flowed freely and power came cheap. Yet the look in the noble’s eyes said they knew that that age was long dead. Now, they could only see Sara—the symbol of absolute power and otherworldly ideals they couldn’t fathom. 
Sara let the reality of the situation sink in; then, she locked eyes with King Escar. 
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Raul stared at Narian’s body with trembling eyes. Narian wasn’t there. Only an arm and half a breast remained of her upper half; the rest was used as red paint for a macabre abstract art piece that blended in with the pools of blood from dozens of other rebels. His crevasse was now cut through by another, this one perpendicular, creating a grim cross of soldier and rebel blood, cut from earth and broken cobblestones.
He understood that he was staring at the reflection of what he had done not a moment before—
—but it hit differently.
Narian…. Raul didn’t know Narian well. Hell, he met her the night before. She spoke very little, she didn’t get to know him, and he was only following her orders. Yet she was a person—not just another soldier dying for their personal cause. He knew her, and just like that, she was gone, obliterated by a single strike. 
Raul stared at Narian’s remains a moment longer, and his heart welled with a torrent of hateful emotions as he turned and looked at his attacker.
Jason was standing there, donning a golden sword covered in elaborate arrays. He had a nasty look on his face, looking at Raul with absolute contempt. “I can’t believe you,” he said.
“Shut up, Jason,” Raul said.
“You killed all these people, and that’s all you’re going to say?” Jason panned his gaze on the battlefield. The kingdom’s soldiers were shaking and silent, traumatized by Raul’s attack. The rebels were trembling and backing away from Jason’s. The alive ones, anyway. Most people in the area were dead, hacked limbs strewn about the courtyards, blood running between cobblestones. It was a grim sight to behold. “You killed all of these people, and you’re just going to brush it off?” Jason asked. “Just tell me to fuck off? Really?”
Raul looked at the gash that Jason just left on the ground. “You just killed dozens of—“
“I’m protecting my kingdom!” Jason strode forward but stopped when Raul gripped his axe, and red miasma started oozing from the arrays. Yet he didn’t slow down his verbal assault. “And these people? The people you’re with? They’re terrorists, Raul. They’re massacring innocent—“
“Shut the fuck up, Jason.” Raul stood up and locked gazes with him. “These people are executing Sara for exposing pedophiles, human traffickers, and rapists. Don’t you dare call them innocent.”
“Is that really what you think is happening?” Jason snorted. “Look around, Raul. Do you think she gives two fucks about the people’s plight? No—she doesn’t. Sara’s siding with a cause to get her way. This is a coup, Raul. That’s what this is. And she manufactured this.”
Raul could tell that Jason was blindly regurgitating King Escar’s words or a statement from some other general, noble, or soldier. Yet he spoke the truth. Sara planned for this exact scenario to play out, and yet—
“I’ll be honest with you, Jason,” Raul said, trying to ignore Narian’s remains. “I simply don’t care.”
Jason’s eyes widened, and he chuckled breathlessly. “What did you—“
“I don’t care if it’s a coup, and I don’t care if it was planned,” Raul said. His mind cleared as blood sizzled on his axe, flooding his body with intense pain that helped him ignore Narian’s death. “King Escar kidnapped me, forced me to be a soldier, and now he’s executing my friend,” Raul said. “That’s why I’m fighting. These people?” He panned his gaze on the rebel soldiers. “They’re fighting because they were abused by the kingdom. Let me ask you something, Jason.” Raul’s pain turned to resentment, and the hateful emotions swirling within him pierced his mind, giving him a splitting hangover that only a violent rampage could cure. “You just killed a couple dozen people. What the fuck are you fighting for?”
Jason clenched his hand over his sword’s hilt. “Tell yourself whatever you want, Raul. But at the end of the day, you’re just making excuses for killing people.”
“Answer me, Jason,” Raul said.
“What?”
“I said, answer me. You just massacred a bunch of people. Why?”
“I’m not killing people, Raul. I’m killing terrorists attacking my fucking kingdom. Don’t you dare—“
Raul had enough. He kicked off the ground with the speed his axe afforded him, all but teleporting in front of Jason’s face. Then he cocked his fist back
(One man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter. Wasn’t that how it went? Well it was a constant.)
Raul hit Jason in the jaw, sending him flying straight the fuck into the outer wall. An explosion of rubble crashed down around Jason. Raul didn’t intend to use lethal force—
—and he immediately wished he had. 
Jason let out a haunting laugh amid the dirt storm, and when he emerged, there was no mark on his body. A thin layer of mana shielded him from even dust, making his face as pristine as his teeth, and the green gemstone in the center of his armor was glowing, protecting him. “And here I was thinking you were strong,” Jason laughed, looking at Raul’s axe. “Turns out, equipment makes all the difference.”
Raul gripped his axe’s helve, taking a deep breath. Intense energy pumped like fuel in his veins, begging him to test his axe’s full power on Jason’s armor, but Raul hadn’t forgotten his lesson from the night before. Even though he was regulating his energy levels by continually releasing magical pressure, his body couldn’t handle the strain of moving faster, turning sharper, and hitting harder. Now, if Jason even knocked Halkon’s Executioner out of his hands, he’d lose everything. It was a race against time.
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Sara released a crushing wave of magical pressure that brought Aelia and the rest of the soldiers around her to their knees. She was in excruciating pain (her left wrist was snapped at an unnatural angle, and Aelia left a major gash on her side), yet she stood tall as if she felt no pain in the world—as if she were invincible.
Sara knelt and checked the amplification circle. It was deactivated. So she flooded it with mana, and suddenly, her voice boomed in the atmosphere like the voice of God.
“For those who don’t know, my name is Sara Reece,” she said, walking up the platform she had ripped the guillotine from. “I’m the Hero who was summoned to fight Agronus and put an end to the Thousand-Year War.”
King Escar looked at her with a stiff expression, whispering to sycounts wearing grave expressions. The “crown prince,” Prince Halter, sat next to him, face pale as a ghost. Prince Aelcov, the boy she had tutored in mathematics and economics for almost a year, sat on the other side, crying and sobbing and rubbing his eyes. 
Tanta Escar was conspicuously missing.
Sara paused for dramatic effect. “I’m also the woman who exposed the corruption plaguing your people.”
Rioters beyond the wall suddenly shot back into motion like a backfiring engine spurting to life. Her words had captured the revolution, and now she had to seize control.
“King Escar. You tried to kill me today, not because I’m guilty of a crime or because I’m too strong. It wasn’t even that I exposed noble corruption. It wasn’t even that I exposed your nobles’ secrets—” Sara looked him in the eye. “It’s because I know your secret.”
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King Escar’s eyes turned rabid as he rushed to his skybox’s window. “What are you doing?” he yelled to the hundreds of soldiers in the arena. “She’s injured—kill her!”

Sara grinned. The moment she threatened to expose his secret, he tried to kill her. Thus, her martyrdom soared to new heights. The rioting intensified, and the rebels released distant battle cries. Satisfied, she quickly chanted a spell as soldiers rushed forward. A barrier shot up around her, stopping arrows raining down, and she released tyrannical pressure that dropped soldiers to their knees. Once she neutralized the threats, she spoke to Lemora over the amplified soundwaves:

“People of Lemora, did you know that Crown Prince Halter is a bastard?”

Heads turned to King Escar, moving in unison, cascading like falling dominoes. Then, a chilling gale of wind caressed the audience members and soldiers when they saw his pale complexion, looking like a cheating husband caught by their wife.

“Lies!” he yelled, broad-casting his nervous voice to the kingdom. “What kind of farce is this?”

“It’s not a farce,” Sara said calmly. “Tanta Lemings began showing before your marriage. That’s why the ceremony was held a month in advance and why Queen Escar made no public appearances before Prince Halter’s birth. The midwife and royal doctor presiding over the case were summarily executed in secret, but their written record remains. I believe that rebels also stole a signed confession from Queen Escar from the treasury last night.”

King Escar paled and stammered, but he couldn’t refute or defend himself. To be honest, the situation was tragic. While Sara’s claims were true, she wasn’t telling the full story. King Escar married Tanta to avoid a war with the Lemings Kingdom. He was weak at the time, and if he sent her back, it could’ve incited a war he wasn’t prepared for. Thus, King Escar had Tanta confess her sexual history on written record so if Lemings ever confronted him about an illegitimate blood alliance, he could prove that they were the ones who provided him with a bride who had conceived out of wedlock—an obvious breach of their pact. The whole affair was Tanta Escar’s fault, and both kingdoms were afflicted by her misconduct. Yet it wasn’t solved correctly (signed off by Lemings’ royal physicians), so ultimately, it fell onto King Escar for not disclosing it and, worse—entering a blood alliance without a child. The entire purpose of political marriages was to create alliances where if either side attacked each other, they would be attacking their own family. Creating a blood alliance without actually having a child defeated the purpose and was the gravest sin that a monarch could make. It was a tragic situation, and King Escar’s decision likely saved countless lives, but whether he was at fault or not, or whether he was wise or foolish for his decision, it was legitimate grounds for an upheaval.

Prince Halter, a young man of fifteen, shot up. “What is she talking about? Kill her for spreading lies!”

King Escar didn’t move.

“That’s also why Queen Escar isn’t present today, is it not?” Sara asked. King Escar remained silent under the nobles’ shocked gazes.
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A minute before, Jason lifted his sword. It radiated with intense light as he prepared to strike Raul. Suddenly, Raul blinked out of existence, reappearing at his side, swinging his axe. Jason blocked the attack. The impact locked them both in place for a split second, a bright flash of red and white erupting between them. Then, Jason’s foot buckled, and he shot backward. For a moment, the world’s colors blended into each other as he crashed into the ground, rolling backward until he slammed into a building.

“Wha…?” Jason opened his eyes, and Raul was before him, axe raised. His primal instincts took over, and he rolled out of the way just before Raul swung down, cutting the building he flew into in half. “Fuck!” That weapon was cheating!

Jason scrambled to his feet and jumped, barely avoiding an axe swing that would cleave him in half. He’s trying to kill me! he thought. He’s actually trying to kill me!

He backed away, heart pounding, but then… Raul stopped. It seemed like the entire world had stopped. Sara was speaking. At first, he was terrified to hear that she was still alive, but then, after hearing Sara’s accusations, he found his teeth clacking together, unable to lock long enough for him to grind them.

This? It was all for this? Jason thought abstractedly, not putting real thoughts together. Terrorists were killing people, riots were breaking out, and it all boiled down to petty slut shaming? Worse, she was attacking King Escar because… his wife was unfaithful? How the fuck was that his fault?

Jason looked at Raul, who was listening with rapt attention like a fucking idiot. No, it wasn’t just him. All the rebels looked stupefied, yelling dumbly, enraptured by her words, and trembling in anger as if they were listening to a fiery sermon and were carried away by the bloodlust. Was society here so primitive that females couldn’t have sex without starting a damn revolution?

“King Escar,” Sara said over the amplification circle. “You didn’t report that she was showing to Lemings’ royal physicians. If you had, it would’ve been their problem. Yet you didn’t. You accepted the marriage to fulfill your ambitions. In doing so, you broke the vow of a blood alliance—the gravest sin a king can make and threatened your people. People of Lemora! Your king has condemned you to war! You should know….”

Jason chuckled, tuning out her grand speech, grinding his toe in a cobblestone until the stone cracked and gave way. “She put this kingdom in chaos, and now she’s giving our enemies a reason to attack us?” he mumbled. “Is she fucking serious?”

Jason admittedly had zero fucking clue what was going on. He didn’t understand primitive feudal politics or their consequences. If he had his way, the entire system would burn to the ground. Yet he could surmise this much: Sara opened the door to terrorists, and now she was telling people they were weak and it was a good time to attack them. It was insane, yet the people couldn’t see it. The rioters in the streets were even louder than they were for the last hour (if that was even fucking possible), and the brainwashed terrorists around Raul were shaking. They looked like someone who picked up their phone in a fit of rage and were prepared to throw it against the wall—only instead of a phone, it was their lives.

How the fuck is she doing this? Jason thought. He had always heard of cults, but he never thought he’d watch one be born. It made anger boil within him until he finally snapped and screamed, “Enough of this!” He turned to the rebels. “Are you all fucking insane?”

“Shut up!” a terrorist screamed.

Jason’s body moved on its own, shooting forward and grabbing the woman by the throat. He couldn’t believe that he could slaughter her like an insect, yet she was so delusional under Sara’s trance that she’d snap at him.

“Get away from her!” Raul shot forward to grab him, but he dodged, instinctively swinging her outward like a shield to block him. Then, something… unbelievable happened.

Raul froze, unwilling to move, trying to find a way around him. He looked panicked, as if Jason was a bank robber holding a hostage, and he was willing to sacrifice his life for her. The whole thing pissed him off. Once again, people were treating him like a fucking villain, and what was worse, he could finally see the full picture:

“You really care…” Jason whispered, watching Raul’s panic as he tried to figure out how to defuse the situation. “You do, don’t you? This really isn’t just to save Sara or because that axe’s fucked up your head. You really are a terrorist. You genuinely care about these terrorists.”

“Jason, I swear to fucking God, if you—“

Jason’s rage took over, and he acted without thinking, crushing the woman’s neck with a sickening snap and throwing her at Raul. Raul tried to catch her with his left hand, dumbly opening himself up to an attack. Jason couldn’t believe it. He actually threatened his life trying to catch a dead terrorist. Raul betrayed him—betrayed his kingdom, the other heroes, and his family—but he was willing to sacrifice his life for a bunch of terrorists? No, he was a terrorist. It broke Jason’s heart and filled him with blackened emotions. And in a state of grief, he launched himself forward, taking advantage of Raul’s imbalance, and thrust his sword forward. Raul tried dodging, but it was too late. Jason’s blade slammed into his left arm, cutting it down to the bone.

Raul yelped and dropped the woman, running backward. He gained his footing and shot forward with speed that far surpassed Jason’s. But it only took Jason side-stepping behind another rebel to kill Raul’s momentum. Then he kicked Raul in his side, sending him flying backward.

Jason’s body flooded with hate. The fight went from nearly impossible to easy because Raul was a fucking terrorist. But that was okay. If Jason could kill him because he loved these freaks, fine. It’s just what needed to be done.

“Run!” Raul yelled to the other terrorists.

“No.” As the terrorists tried to flee, Jason (learning from Sara’s humiliating example in Lemca) released intense magical pressure that dropped them to their knees. “You’re not going anywhere.”

“You’re a fucking coward!” Raul screamed.

“Says the person using that axe!”

“Shut the fuck up!”

Jason had enough. He rushed forward and kicked a terrorist who was dry-heaving on his hands and knees. The man’s chest crumpled on impact, flying across toward Raul. Raul didn’t catch him, but he hesitated, and Jason exploited that to throw a cross-cut at Raul. The vertical strike missed, but the horizontal cut slammed into Raul’s bad arm, making him cry out. Raul recovered with terrifying speed, kicking Jason and making him fly backward.

God damn…. Jason wheezed on the ground, scrambling to avoid another strike. He caught his step just in time to avoid a powerful strike and quickly found another terrorist to hide behind.

“Stop it!” Raul roared, swinging his axe.

Jason grabbed a young man and threw him at Raul. Raul’s swing lost its momentum, so when Jason met it with a sword swing, it shot Raul backward, spinning like a top as he tried to keep hold of his axe instead of letting it go. It was unnatural.

Can he not drop the axe? Jason thought. Let’s see.
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Sara broadcasted King Escar’s crimes while using her magical pressure and Qualth’s power to obtain silence or promote hysteria (manipulating audience “reactions”) where it suited her. It was harrowing—but it was coming to an end.

Sara wouldn’t fight King Escar right now. She wouldn’t kill him. That wouldn’t end the political troubles—

—it would start them.

Kings aren’t killed in coups; they’re executed using the same type of farce that King Escar was using against her. Otherwise, they became martyrs and created a permanent resistance force, just like the exact scenario playing out in her favor. To avoid that, she needed to legitimize her power grab by having the people do it for her. Since she had the power to seize the kingdom by force whenever she wished, she would take the time to do it right.

“People of Lemora!” Sara yelled over the soundwaves. “Your true king is the legitimate heir, Prince Alecov Escar! Meet me at the Royal Amphitheater! We will claim this kingdom to its rightful ruler… together!”

With those words, Sara walked to Aelia and hit the woman in her spinal column, knocking her out. Then she walked out of the amphitheater’s gates to meet up with (her friend) Raul and the rebel forces and wait for the people to arrive. Once the battle concluded, she would seize the throne.
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Sara’s announcement was a blessing and a curse. Raul’s heart welled with hope that she would aid him, but it also made Jason snap. He wasn’t just a narcissist anymore. He was deranged, unhinged, psychotic, and mad, born from the depths of lunacy and resurrected in the throes of insanity as he actively attacked Raul’s axe, trying to get him to drop it. Raul’s mental state deteriorated as the fight progressed, avoiding strikes as Jason found new victims to use as shields. This…. He didn’t know what the fuck would happen after this. He didn’t know what he’d do once it was over. His life…. Nothing would be the same again. It wouldn’t….

It wasn’t just Raul’s mind. His body was giving out, painted crimson, soaked like Carrie during the Black Prom. His left arm wasn’t working, his side was burning, and his muscles didn’t feel pain, but they weren’t working. If Jason succeeded in knocking Halkon’s Executioner (now dim and weak from not having killed anyone for ten minutes) out of his hands, his body would crumble like a sand castle.

Suddenly, Jason rushed to the side and seized a screaming rebel who had lost a leg. The rebel was barely sixteen, if that. Just seeing him crying made Raul’s heart clam up.

“That thing’s got a timer, doesn’t it?” Jason asked, looking at Raul’s axe. Jason placed his sword against the teen’s neck like a hostage. “Let’s wait and see.”

“Jason….” Raul bit his lip and took a deep, pained breath, tears welling in his eyes. He was so frustrated, and this… all of this. It was too much. “I wish Sara just killed you.”

Jason’s eyes snapped open, and he pushed the blade into the teen’s neck, drawing blood. “Past tense? Before now? What the fuck did I do that would be worth dying over? Tell me!” Spittle dropped from his lips as blood poured from the teen’s throat. “Why the fuck is everyone treating me like—“

Suddenly, a large rock entered Raul’s field of vision. It was like a bullet shown in an ultra-slow motion video on its way to destroying an apple. Then the world sped up after it hit Jason in the head, and Jason flew across the battlefield, crashing into the outer wall.

“Jesus Christ,” Sara said in the distance, making Raul’s heart leap. “Even for you…. I should’ve just killed you.”

Raul took a few deep breaths and then felt it… the pressure. It felt like he was in one of the gravity carnival rides that sucks a person’s body to the wall from the g force. He looked back and saw Sara walking down the cobblestones, a glowing sword in hand.

The God Slayer. That was the thought in Raul’s mind as she watched her walk, warping the mana around her until she looked like a mirage.

Hundreds of soldiers followed after her but kept their distance, hesitant to strike, terrified yet unable to ignore her.

The soldiers Raul

(and… Narian…)

were fighting started collapsing one after the other as she walked past as if Sara was death itself. “Sara…” he whispered.

Jason groaned on the ground, cradling his head. “What the fuck….” He stumbled to his feet. “What just happ….” When he opened his eyes and saw Sara, he stumbled backward and tried to run.

“Move, and I’ll kill you,” Sara said chillingly.

Jason froze.

Sara stopped next to Raul and chanted silently. Suddenly, his entire body flooded with euphoria as his shoulder and side wounds were mended in real-time. It wasn’t as clean as Emma’s healing, but under Halkon’s Executioner’s effects, he couldn’t feel the pain, just the cathartic release of his abstract suffering. Once she finished, she wiped her hand on her side, turning her palm red. “Brace yourself.” Sara wiped her blood on the axe.

Raul’s body skyrocketed with energy that threatened to destroy his mana channels. He screamed in pain and yelled, “W-What the hell is this?”

“Just hold in there,” Sara said. “This won’t last long.” She blinked out of existence, moving so fast that her afterimages just looked like a blurred line on the way to Jason. Then, before Raul could process what had happened, Jason was airborne, vaulting over Raul’s body toward the amphitheater. Jason hit the ground with a loud crash. His sword followed as she tossed it to him.

“Rebels, soldiers!” Sara yelled, walking toward the outer wall between Raul and the rebels and Jason and the hundreds of soldiers that followed her from the amphitheater. Her blonde hair radiated in the sunlight, and her sword glowed like uranium, making it look nuclear or angelic, depending on one’s interpretation. She looked… beautiful. Yet tragic. Sad, disheartened. That look in her eyes wasn’t one of cruelty or callousness. It was the look of someone who had seen worse but, even after enduring it over and over again, couldn’t get used to it. It made his heart ache.

“As of now, the kingdom is divided,” Sara said. “There are those that support Trinov Escar as their king….” She let the tip of her sword touch the ground, and she walked in a straight line, letting it scrape lightly over the dirt and cobblestones. While it just left a scratch, after two seconds, the ground cratered like an earthquake, buckling the ground, and splitting the battlefield in two. Anyone who wasn’t afraid of her or the sword immediately changed their mind. “Then there are those of us who seek retribution for the cruelties wrought upon us! The unjust beatings and assaults and imprisonments! The rise of crime and prostitution, human trafficking, and over-taxation! We seek to instill someone else more fit for the king to avoid war with Lemings over an illicit blood tie agreement between Trinov Escar and the Lemings Kingdom. As such, we demand that Trinov Escar be overthrown and imprisoned and that the true blood heir of the Escaran Kingdom, Alecov Escar, take the throne!” She stopped and turned to the kingdom’s forces and then rebels, both cowering under her surreal might. “The Escaran Kingdom will still stand. The rightful Escaran Lineage—will still stand. Yet we fight for a new Escar to take the throne. This line symbolizes the separation between those who support Trinov Escar and those who seek to dethrone him. If you are willing to fight for your beliefs, take your positions on either side! Just know…” Sara looked the kingdom’s soldiers in the eyes, “I stand on this side, on the side of my beliefs. If you’re passionate enough to die for Trinov Escar… face me.”

Raul immediately stood up, healed and overflowing with energy as he took his place beside her. Jason also stood up, but he was trembling in rage.

“Is this a joke?” Jason asked, watching the kingdom’s forces backing away. “These people can’t fight you! They have no chan—“

“These people can’t fight you, Jason,” Sara said coldly, “yet I just watched you massacring them. Now fight for your beliefs—or I’ll let Raul cave your chest in.”

“You just healed him. That’s hardly fair.”

“Fair? Do you think this is a game, Jason? Do you think that we’re sparring right now? Did you think that there were rules when you used humans as shields against Raul?”

Jason turned away.

Sara didn’t press it. She turned to the rebels.

“Soldiers of the rebellion!” Sara yelled. “If you wish to fight for your beliefs, join me and your commander, Lord Raul Martinez.”

The traumatized and broken rebels who were screaming, crawling away, and running a moment before under Jason’s onslaught gained newfound strength and strode to the front, trembling yet strong as they faced down the hundreds of soldiers that followed Sara down the cobblestone streets beyond the amphitheater.

Sara turned to the soldiers who followed her. “If you wish to leave, do so right now. If you stay—“ Her eyes narrowed. “You’ll die martyrs of your beliefs and nothing more. Victory isn’t obtainable.”

The kingdom’s forces quaked, spreading whispers between themselves. And within twenty seconds, people started fleeing. Once they did, there was a full mutiny, with over two-thirds of the soldiers running away with the rest tentative or praying to their gods.

“There’s a difference between beliefs and paid loyalty,” Sara said to Raul. “Never forget that.”

Raul nodded.

Then she turned to Jason. “The battle’s starting. Fight for your beliefs, or watch from the sidelines and wait until I cuff you. Either way, if you try to run—I’ll kill you.”

Raul watched with grim fascination as realization donned on Jason’s face. It was like hearing about a war over social media for days, months, or even years, but not sinking in until jets were flying above one’s homes, bombing their wives and children. Now, he realized that there were no second chances. If Sara won, he’d be in prison—or worse.

Jason picked up his sword and stared down the rebels, unsure what to do. Then he turned to Raul. “Just remember that when this is all over, and Sara has the throne….” He chuckled and shook his head. “That this was what you killed people for. I hope the people you killed weigh on your soul forever, and you have to live every day knowing that you could’ve prevented this.”

Raul’s heart swirled like a bottomless black hole. The thought that Jason would massacre people, hold people hostage, use teenagers as shields, and protect criminals, only to tell Raul that his beliefs were meaningless and everything was his fault, really pissed him off.

The red miasma sizzling off his axe wrapped his body in a thick cloud, responding to his anger and allowing him to fuel his limbs with its raw energy. He gripped the helve.

“Time’s up!” Sara yelled. “Soldiers of the rebellion, expect no easy victory. While I’ll stand with you during this fight, I will not deprive you of your glory!”

The rebels released battle cries.

The soldiers did not.

It was a bleak atmosphere.

“Prepare yourself! For tonight, you make history!” Sara yelled. “Three… two….”

Raul gripped his ax and got into a running position, staring down Jason with absolute fury. His ex-friend looked panicked, preparing to flee.

“One…. Charge!”

Raul shot forward with Sara’s energy flowing through his veins. In an instant, he was upon Jason, swinging his axe. Jason blocked, but his blade spider-webbed and cracked under the Executioner’s tyrannical power, and Raul’s blade broke through to the armor, shattering the green mana crystal fueling the barrier. Free of resistance, the blade cut through Jason’s chest, sending out a geyser of blood as Jason’s limp body flew backward like a fastball, crashing into dozens of soldiers like bowling pins.

That’s how the final battle of the rebellion began.

















            

    
        Chapter 41: The Final Battle

    
    
    
    
                
Sara was disturbed by the things she had done in her life. She had killed more humans than she could count. Jason and Mary’s wars had brought kingdoms knocking on their door, revolutions broke out under their subjugations, and demon promises for autonomy had led other people to fight her. And as the Hero, the most powerful human in the world, her power naturally claimed hundreds of lives as she made demonstrations to break the will of soldiers instead of fighting them. It was harrowing—






—but she didn’t let it weigh her down.

War is tragic. That was her mantra, and after five years of warfare and killing, death lost its value. The notorious statement was true: if twenty people die, it’s a tragedy; if twenty million die, it’s a statistic. Killing quickly loses its meaning; warfare loses its edge. War is tragic. That’s all there was to it.

So when Sara rushed into battle, Qualth glimmering in the hot summer sky, she didn’t think of the soldiers she was fighting as people. She thought about them as chess pieces, trying to find the best way to use them to maximize her soldiers’ feelings of pride and glory. If she were to slaughter people in a grand attack, breaking the kingdom’s will to fight, she would deprive her soldiers of the value of their victory. They would just win because she was there, and that was the greatest disservice that she could do to them. So, instead, she ran into the fray, demonstrating courage in the face of overwhelming numbers.

The kingdom’s forces had gathered their courage, creating a line of over 50 shields, a steel turtle shell with spears poking out of it like a porcupine. It looked unbreakable—Sara proved it wasn’t. She immediately rushed to it, slicing through a soldier’s shield and body like a stick of butter. The wound was so clean that their body and shield slid off at the same angle, cleanly plopping on both sides. The nearby soldiers screamed. Sara didn’t listen. She did a crosscut, with the vertical strike cutting a woman down to her waist and the horizontal strike exiting the woman’s hip before Sara slashed in a wide arc, killing four people around her.

“Charge!” Sara yelled.

Rebels followed her example, releasing battle cries as they slammed into shields head-on. Kingdom soldiers thrust spears between the cracks in their shields, stabbing the rebels in their eyes and throats. For a moment, there was an impasse. But then Sara turned and plowed through the front line like a bowling ball, removing the shield wall from the equation. The rebels instantly seized upon the opening, killing kingdom soldiers in a frenzy of blood and clangs and groans. Within seconds, the battle was a blood bath with the rebels trampling through the ranks.

2

Raul’s mind was on fire as he watched Sara rip through soldiers like a human blender, strategically removing build-ups so the rebels could slaughter without resistence. It was cold, calculative, and crazed, lacking empathy, restraint, or hesitation. It was as if she was Zues, tipping the scales in Troy’s favor. It was brutal.

Raul was angry to the point it was painful. The rebels were being massacred, even with her aid. In fact, it was far worse than it was during his original assault.

Why won’t she just fucking end it! he internally roared, kicking a soldier. His body was in excruciating pain, and he swung his axe with savage ferocity, slicing three soldiers rushing him without remorse. Just fucking end it! If you don’t, I will!

Raul jumped back to leave the battlefield and gripped his axe, preparing to charge, watching the blade radiate with an explosion of crimson light. He wanted the whole world to burn. Suddenly, he snapped into focus and realized something was wrong.

Why am I so angry? Raul thought. Sara had given him power, but this? This was unbearable. Wait…. I cut Jason.

The pain he was in—suddenly made sense. He already had Sara’s magic flooding through his veins, and then he stacked Jason’s blood on top of it. And that fact made him pause, unwilling to strike down and kill dozens of people in a fit of rage.

Suddenly, fire spells shot across the sky above him like ballistic missiles, moving past the battlefield. Raul’s eyes widened, and he looked back to see where they were going. That’s when he saw them. Citizens. Rioters flooded through the original crack in the wall with rebel reinforcements and new recruits. Everyone was moving to the amphitheater to seize the kingdom.

Sara called them here…. Raul’s heart pounded in loud thuds, slamming like a drummer, raising each hand to the sky before nailing down. Then the fire spells hit, lighting the civilians on fire and closing off the gate to prevent more rebels from getting through.

Raul was stunned as he watched the civilians scream. He understood that the kingdom was just closing off the breach in the wall so more forces couldn’t join the battlefield. Yet…. They just massacred a hundred civilians from the heavens, dropping magical napalm on their own people as if they were in a Vietnam warzone, not their own city. Sara wasn’t a cold, calculating witch—she was just doing what everyone else was doing, but she sure as hell wouldn’t massacre citizens! Fuck! Even if she was irredeemable, she was not nearly as bad as this!

Raul whirled around, searching out the source. A group of mages stood on the amphitheater’s embattlements, preparing new fire spells behind the cover of magical barriers. He trembled for a moment, gripping his helve tight—

—then he charged. Raul rushed in a straight line like a rhino, joining Sara in a massacre. He swung his axe in a horizontal slash, killing five people and creating a magical wave of pressure that shot a dozen backward. Then, he ran on the pile of fallen bodies, listening to the soldiers cough as he stepped on their chests, and then jumped into the fray, slamming his axe on the ground. The earth cratered as if Raul were a human asteroid strike, and dozens of kingdom soldiers flew across the battlefield like shrapnel.

Soldiers turned to him—but he was already running away, rushing toward the amphitheater to kill the mages.

“Run!”

The mages panicked as he got near, but he didn’t give them a chance to escape. He shot to the edge of the amphitheater, swirling all the energy he had in the axe. Then he chopped the stone like an apple tree until it was solidly stuck. He gripped the helve and pulled, carving through the wall at a horizontal angle. Picking up speed, he ran alongside the building, slicing through the wall like he was peeling a potato. After passing half a football field’s length, he swung with all his power, and a massive sickle blade of crimson light cut through the building’s outer wall, causing the entire wall to crack and buckle.

Suddenly, Raul’s fight or flight response triggered when he heard the wall start crashing in on itself, casting a thick shadow on the courtyards as it started toppling. Fuck! he internally screamed.

Raul turned and ran away at full speed as rocks started crashing down all around him like mortar strikes, each kicking up dust. Then the wall crashed down like a drone strike as the wall hit the ground, shaking the earth and throwing him forward from the seismic quake. It wasn’t just him. Hundreds of soldiers hit the ground.
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Emma rushed to the opening in the wall. “Bring the wounded!” she screamed. “Hurry!” Her body was soaked in sweat, and her mind was running on autopilot and adrenaline. She reached into her pocket and pulled out the blue vial that Sara gave her on the trip to Lemca to heal others. She didn’t end up needing it. Now, she was already experiencing mana deprivation from having healed over fifty people—a drop in the bucket. Everyone was dying, it felt like. And she was one of the few people that could actually help them.

Emma drank it and got back to work, healing a disfigured woman with third-degree burns. She couldn’t heal everyone to completion, but right now, she was just making sure they didn’t die.

“Lady Cole!” Her ad hoc superior (rebel roles were loosely divided due to the short notice) ran up to her. “Get back to the tent!”

Emma trembled in anger. She had seen the crash and watched over a hundred citizens burning, so she ran to the scene. They needed her healing, or they could die of hypovolemic shock, Acute Respiratory Distress Syndrome, or sepsis. “These people won’t make it if I don’t—“

“That’s an order!” he yelled. “People have roles! If you get killed, who’s gonna heal everyone?”

Emma bit her lip. “But Raul….”

“If Lord Martinez gets injured, everyone, and I mean everyone, will stop what they’re doing to get him off the battlefield,” he said. “But if that happens, and you’re dead, who’s going to heal him?”

Emma’s body trembled with indignation. She finally had the courage to stand up for what she believed in and was risking her life to help everyone in the middle of a goddamn war zone, but people were still handling her with kid gloves. Yeah, she got it. She could die, and it’d be good to have a healer where it was safe. But Raul was fighting last night; he almost died! He was fighting now! Sara was almost executed and had barely fucking survived, and now she was fighting too. Everyone was fighting. So why the fuck was she the only goddamn mother fucking person who couldn’t fight! Sara lost her in a past life? Yeah, she got it. Sara wanted to protect her. But Emma wasn’t a fucking prize or a pet, and what Sara wanted didn’t actually matter. If Sara was in her shoes, she’d be healing people on Ground Zero! That’s who she was. Well this is who Emma was, and everyone else’s desires could get fucked!

Her superior took a deep breath, preparing to tell her what everyone else told her. “Lady Cole. I know you want to help, but we need you in the tents. If you die here, morale will tank.”

If I die…? Emma thought. Sudden memories flashed before Emma’s eyes—

—images she was repressing in cloistering herself from to avoid her trauma.

Sara begging her not to go to Kent Forest. Raul telling her it was okay not to go. Mary thinking she was stupid for going.

When she thought back to that trip, she didn’t think, Wow, I really should’ve listened and stayed behind, no! She really fucking didn’t. Emma healed Sara’s hand. How would Sara have survived if she didn’t? Emma healed Sara’s wounded body. What if Emma hadn’t? She wasn’t useless on that fucking trip. She was a healer, for fuck’s sake. Healing was a miracle skill! What she was angry about was the fact that she was pathetic. She couldn’t even think when the Crimson Weaver came out, and she locked up in battle after battle after battle to the point where Mary tried to kill Raul and Jason, and she almost healed her!

Weak.

Pathetic.

Useless.

Emma should be a miracle asset, not a liability! And right now, she was on a battlefield, risking her life, getting stronger, healing people faster than twenty healers combined—with skill that vastly outstripped all of them. They needed her!

“Everyone’s risking their lives,” Emma said. “Everyone’s fighting. I’m not going to be the only one—“

“Grow up!” her superior officer yelled.

Emma froze up. She didn’t do anger. She couldn’t—

“Lady Cole.” He took a protracted breath, looking at the battlefield where he belonged, making her feel worse. “You are fighting, can’t you see that? This—healing—this is how you fight. If you were a meathead like the rest of us, you’d be the one on the ground, begging for a healer to save your life! Fighting is for the idiots that don’t have a brain. Every once in a while, you find a….” He wiped his face in frustration, choosing his words, “a Lady Reece—”

(Emma almost released a grim giggle, but it wouldn’t be because it was funny.)

“—but that type of person isn’t normal. Powerful people don’t fight. They’re at a distance, making decisions to keep the meatheads safe. That, or they’re saving them after they did some dumb shit. That’s just how it is. You’re not Lady Reece or Lord Martinez, so stop comparing yourself to them. If you want to help them, you need to accept that and get back to the tent. That’s how you’ll help them. That’s how you’ll help all of us.”

Emma’s eyes welled with tears, feeling a torrent of strong emotions that gripped her chest and wouldn’t let go. He was right, but emotions didn’t let people act rationally. Not easily, anyway. Emotions were the worst, and Emma had too many of them. Yet Emma’s desire to actually be useful to Raul and Sara, to be a member of the team instead of a prized pet, took over, and she forced herself up.

“Okay, I’ll go,” Emma said, looking him in the eye. “But if I’m not busy every second before this is over, I’m coming back! And if Raul dies out there….” She balled her fists. “I’ll tell Sara!”

His face paled.

Emma felt… rebellious telling him what to do, even if it was petty. If there was one thing for certain, it was that there would be enough wounded to keep her busy. And it wasn’t fair. If Raul or Sara died, she wouldn’t be able to help them anyway. But Emma just wanted to be heard and to strike a small bit of terror in the man to make sure that he understood where she stood. And it felt good. With those words, she turned around and ran back to the tent where hell awaited.
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Sara looked at Raul. The idiot toppled a huge section of the amphitheater, crumbling it like a sand castle. In an instant, it went from a glorious structure to the modern Flavian Amphitheater in Rome, and stands and bleachers broke free from it, exposing the various floors like a broken honeycomb. Now, he was stumbling to keep standing, barely scraping by. If this goes on any longer, the effects will be permanent, she thought. It’s time to end this.

“Soldiers of the rebellion!” Sara roared, lifting Qualth high. It warped the atmosphere, its white arrays turning blood red. Then she released crushing magical pressure unlike anything anyone had ever experienced, and fifty soldiers hit the ground as if a shipping crate had flattened them. “You’ve fought well! This is your victory!”

Distant rebels released battle cries, emboldened by her display of power.

“Let’s end this battle! Not for us! Not for our lives! But for the people!” More cheers.

Sara released her pressure and let the kingdom’s forces stand up, adding her left hand to the sword’s hilt (despite her wrist being broken) to make it clear she was going to strike. Kingdom soldiers screamed and rushed out of the way, using the precious seconds she intentionally gave them and moved. Then, Sara sliced the sword down in an arc, and a biblical beam of white light ripped across the battlefield, vaporizing everything in its path. A football field-size crevasse split the cobblestone streets, moving past the amphitheater. It looked like an earthquake had split the area, but the way that the sand in the dirt turned to molten glass told a different story.

The pound and grind of swords against shields ceased, and the only sound left was the sound of the wounded soldiers releasing harrowing screams. Everyone was looking at her and the devastation she wrought without prejudice.

Sara turned to the soldiers and rebels, facing each of them. They looked at her like she was Agronus himself, but she didn’t look away from them. Instead, she gave them time, allowing everyone to see her bloody armor, red and gold hair, and visage as she faced the world. Sara Reece didn’t ask to be the Hero. She didn’t accept the role of destroying the demon king. But she did accept the role of saving this world from Jason and Mary’s tyranny and creating a world where Tiber would be healed, and Kyritus wasn’t chased to the ends of the world. As such, she needed to assume that responsibility.

Sara turned to the rebel soldiers and then to the kingdom’s forces. “This sword….” She lifted Qualth to the sky. “This sword borrows power from its allies. Their passion. Their sacrifices! Their life force when they die! Do you understand the depths of their beliefs? Can you comprehend the meaning behind their victory?”

Electricity pulsed through the rebel forces. They chuckled awkwardly. One of them cheered, and a cascading landslide of battle cries followed.

“These people don’t wish to fight their own people!” Sara yelled. “They don’t wish to overflow the Escaran lineage! They just seek a world free of corruption and without a ruler who puts their ambitions before the people they’ve sworn to protect!”

“Yeah!” A rebel thrust his sword in the air.

“That’s right!” An outburst of support broke like a broken water main, eradicating any resistence that the kingdom’s forces had left.

Sara glared at the kingdom’s forces. “Lay down your weapons and join us in rebuilding a better, stronger world for all people to live in….” She narrowed her eyes and released a devastating blast of magical pressure that rippled through the area like the aftershock of a meteor strike. “Or die.”

One after the other, the kingdom’s forces dropped their weapons and fell to their knees, creating an eerie scene. She watched them for five minutes, waiting as they surrendered, stood their ground, accepted their deaths, or ran. By the end of it, the area was silent save the screams of the wounded, and sparse forces remained. Then, Sara turned to the rebels.

“This is your victory!”

The rebels erupted in a violent explosion of bloodthirsty cheers.

“Prepare yourself, for we will soon bring King Escar to justice!” Sara yelled.
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Sara walked up to Raul as she passed on the way to the amphitheater. He was standing in front of Jason in a ragged state, watching his old friend wheeze on the ground. Jason’s chest was caved in, and he was gurgling blood. Blood had filled his lungs. It wasn’t clear if even Emma could save him. Raul knew that, and he kept lifting his axe but couldn’t swing the final blow to put him out of his mystery.

Sara gently passed between them, putting her fingers onto the blade and pushing it to the ground. “It won’t help.”

Raul burst into frustrated tears. “B-But I…. This is my responsibility.”

“No, it’s not,” Sara said. “It’s mine. I did this.”

Raul shook his head. “No. I accept responsibility.”

“And so do I. Let me do it. You don’t want this to weigh on you.”

He chuckled. “No. I’m the one that wounded him. Even if you kill him, it doesn’t change that I killed him.”

“Listen to me, Raul.” She put her hand on his shoulder. “It does make a difference. Trust me—I know.”

Raul looked into her eyes. “Did you….”

“I did.” Sara looked at Jason. “Jason…. In my last life, what Jason did to me… this world… was far beyond what he did in this life.”

“Worse than using soldiers as shields?” he laughed sarcastically.

“Far worse,” she returned grimly. “Listen, Raul. Put down your blade. This is my responsibility, and more importantly…. It won’t make a difference to me. But it will change everything for you.”

Raul swallowed and nodded.

“Look away.”

He was hesitant. He did.

Then Sara lifted Qualth, the sword that Jason tried to kill her within a life past, and thrust it into his heart. His death was quick and painless. Then she looked away apathetically. To others, this was an impactful moment that would shape their lives, but to her, this was merely a good excuse to bury someone who should’ve stayed dead. “Come,” she said to Raul. “This isn’t over.”

Raul’s sobs disappeared into the crowd of talking rebels, evidence that he had stopped. Yet they soon returned to her ears as he followed behind—albeit at a distance—haunting her as she led the mob to the secret tunnels King Escar doubtlessly tried to escape in. Unfortunately for King Escar, the letters she had others send out weren’t limited to simple demands to expose corruption.
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Raul tried to keep pace with Sara, but at some point (he couldn’t quite remember), he dropped his axe and hit the ground. His muscles felt like shattered plexiglass, feeling searing pain in the cracks, painful jabs from stray fibers. He was in pain, but he was glad. He wanted to be left alone. He had done enough. Good, bad, and ill, he had done enough. Raul drifted out of consciousness.
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Sara was grateful when rebels picked Raul’s unconscious body up and hauled him to Emma. That’s where he needed to be, and she didn’t want him to see what would happen next. He couldn’t handle it. No one could. So she did it alone, mounting montas with rebels on the way to the opening in the wall outside the west gate. Soldiers had tried to bar their exit. Sara sliced a square arch out through it with Qualth as rebels took care of the guards, and then they kept moving. Even with her preparations, they were short on time. At any point, King Escar could escape, and things would go to shit. That said, if he did escape, there’s nothing she could’ve done to prevent it. Sara was needed on the battlefield, and she couldn’t have brought him there without him dying. Besides, the people needed to seize King Escar—not her—and she had no internal rebels that she knew of that could and would’ve seized him during the trial if she wanted them to. Sara was just one person. There wasn’t much she could’ve done. That said, if he did manage to escape, there would be a permanent resistance force, and she would face war. She had to move.

Sara led the forces into Treelen Grove, a forest a few miles outside the west gate that was manicured with expensive plants and seating for outdoor meetings and day trips. That’s where the tunnel opened up. That’s where she needed to be.

Please be there, Sara thought about King Escar. Please be dead, she thought about Aelia.
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King Escar felt his heartbeat in his shoulders, neck, and wrists as he ran down the mana crystal-lit tunnels underneath the castle, keeping pace with Aelia, who, by some miracle, was the only one who didn’t betray him. The other sycounts guarding him just seemed nervous, as if they were praying for their lives instead of thinking of their king. They were just as bad as his wife, whom he left behind to suffer her long-coming fate, a decision he would never regret.

The only question on his mind as he ran was: how?

How-how-how-how-how?

She must’ve done this before, he thought about Lady Reece, There’s no other way.

The nobility wasn’t a government of officials. Nobles owned land and ran their own miniature kingdoms, controlling their people how they sought fit, conducting trade relationships, raising armies, and enforcing their laws while paying tribute in the form of taxation and military services to their kingdom. So it wasn’t as though Lady Reece had exposed simple minor nobles running roles and services within Lemora—

—she blackmailed minor kings and queens throughout a vast kingdom of smaller states. Even King Escar couldn’t do that.

More perplexing, politics was a skill that was contingent upon the exact situation that every kingdom faced. There was no way Lady Reece could come from another world, learn decorum, and speak to her nobles in a way that could make them feel true fear. The only explanation was that Lady Reece had already come to this world and had led a coup before, exposing the nobility en masse through trials. Then, she came back with her political skills and knowledge to take over. It was the only explanation that fit, assuming that the absurd, nonsensical, and truly unbelievable claim that she was a time traveler was actually true.

“What did I do to her to deserve this?” King Escar mumbled aloud, speaking to no one but praying one of his guards would answer.

“Nothing,” Aelia responded. “Whatever Lady Reece’s intentions were, serving you wasn’t one of them.”

King Escar smiled grimly. “Then what does she want? That’s what I’ve never understood. Power? Prestige? Both seem obvious, yet I have doubts. It’s driven me crazy.”

Aelia fell silent, contemplating his words. Then she turned to him. “Do you want my honest answer?”

“Yes.”

“I think…. I think Lady Reece actually plans to kill Agron—“

“Obviously not!” King Escar snapped. “Do you know how much planning she put into destroying me? She hasn’t even thought about Agronus!”

Aelia smiled ruefully and held her tongue. After a few minutes of silence, he snuck glances at her, feeling abstractedly ashamed for his outburst. Once the bleak awkwardness became unbearable, he finally spoke up, “Do you really think so?”

“About Lady Reece?” Aelia asked.

“Yes.”

Aelia scratched her head, trying to find words but falling short. She was a woman who chose the right words or kept silent. He liked that about her, but right now, it was inconvenient. “I don’t know. I think that….” She sighed. “I think that in her head, she’s saving the world as a single person, but…. These aren’t the actions of a hero—they’re the actions of a ruler. What she wants is irrelevant.”

King Escar laughed. “So after all this, she’s just like the rest of us?”

“That’s what her actions say,” Aelia said. “We’re coming up on the exit. Keep your distance. If someone leaked the exit, then we’ll be in for a fight.”

King Escar fell silent as the tunnel ended, replaced by a staircase to a cellar-style door hidden behind a rock face. Aelia opened it, allowing fresh air and light into the tunnel. Then, she developed a complex expression. “Sycounts.”

King Escar felt hope swirled with despair as he followed her into the fresh air, shielding his dilated eyes from the sun. He felt free, but when he saw Aelia freeze after passing the rockface, he changed his mind. “What is it?” he asked.

“My Liege,” she said warily. “Go back into the tunnel.”

“What? They’ll be coming through it.” At any minute, Lady Reece would flood the tunnel with rebel soldiers. There was no escape.

“Be that as it may, right now, the situation is more—“

“Just give up.” King Escar felt an icy tingle move through his limbs when he heard a familiar male voice. “Gurrigs?” As if pulled like a magnet, he pushed past the rockface to see his trusted guard.

Sycount Gurrigs, a balding man of sixty, stood with a straight back. The silver gliders they planned to fly away from the kingdom on were dead beside him, throats split and stacked in a pile alongside the soldiers that brought them there. It was a macabre spectacle, neatly designed to get him to concede without fighting. It wasn’t something he would’ve expected from a man who had guarded him since he was a child.

“I’m sorry, My Liege,” Sycount Gurrigs said. “They have my family.”

“You’re sorry?” King Escar shook, keeping himself standing by propping himself up against the rockface. “You’ve betrayed your vow, your kingdom, and king, and all you have to say is sorry?”

“My Liege,” Sycount Gurrigs said calmly. “If there were any chance of victory, I would serve you until the end. But I won’t sacrifice my family for nothing.”

“What does she have on you?”

“What?”

“I said, what does she have on you!” King Escar shot forward to confront the man, but Aelia held him back. Yet being held in place did not stop him from speaking his mind, mind rabid as spittle shot from his lips. “Lady Reece doesn’t take hostages! She’s blackmailed everyone. Everyone! Corruption! Lies! Deceit! Now, I want to know, what does she have on you? What did you do to end up here?”

Sycount Gurrigs swallowed and looked away in shame.

King Escar fumed and looked at the other four sycounts and the platoon of rebel soldiers. “What about you? What about all of you? Were you just raping every woman in sight? Killing whores and bedding—“

“Did I? Did I!” A sycount moved forward, but Sycount Gurrigs stopped him. Now, two people were held back, each staring at the other like wild beasts separated by a steel fence. “Your nobles assaulted my wife, you swine!”

“Matrice—“

Sycount Gurrigs tried to intervene, but another sycount joined in. “Do you have any idea how many of us get killed after the meetings we guard?” He trembled. “My brothers…. Do you have any fucking clue?”

Rebels started joining in, creating a barrage of accusations. King Escar didn’t make it long before turning back to Gurrigs. “You too?” he asked quietly. “Do you resent me, too?”

Sycount Gurrigs looked away. “No, My Liege. I’m only thinking about my family.”

“I see….” King Escar said.

“Now please,” Sycount Gurrigs said. “Come peace—“

“No.” Aelia unsheathed her sword. “You do not get to negotiate. You’ve lost that right.”

The other sycounts and rebels unsheathed their swords to match her.
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Sara closed her eyes and activated Divine Eyes for the third time, scouring the forest for miles. To her relief, the silver gliders that the kingdom brought to escape were dead. To her despair, all the sycounts tasked with capturing King Escar were dead. Now, there were just rebel soldiers at an impasse—

—because Aelia Twilix was still alive.

Sara swallowed back her frustration and then spoke.

“We’re approaching Trinov! Do not touch him! Do not provoke him! And above all else, do not let him take his own life!”

“Yes, ma’am!”

“Now ride on! Today, we make history!” Sara lifted the God Slayer, and the soldiers started whooping on their montas like ancient Mongolians, creating a living, breathing thunderstorm as they approached their enemy.

When Sara arrived, the situation was in disarray. All of Escar’s guards were dead except Aelia, who was gravely wounded. She had a side wound and a gash on her thigh (both bleeding profusely in thick streams), yet it didn’t stop her from fulfilling her duty. Sycount Gurrigs and the rebel sycounts were dead, and now there were just rebel infantry rushing at Aelia, each foolishly believing that she was finally wounded enough for them to win. Unfortunately, their predictions were wrong, and a dozen rebels were stacked up around her like sandbags in a flood, and more were adding by the minute.

Three attacked Aelia at once. She blocked a vertical strike from one and then parried a second slash. The third rushed forward with a thrust, but she dodged and circled him, using his body as a shield against the first attacker. The first stopped his attack to prevent hitting her new meat shield, and she exploited that to stab him in the mouth. That spelled the beginning of the end. The remaining rebels became disoriented, fumbling around as Aelia exploited their lack of coordination, making subtle movements to use their momentum against them. Within a minute, three corpses were added to the pile.

Sara found Aelia’s loyalty, skill, and resolve beautiful—

—and tragic. Just watching her made her feel like there were thousands of needles piercing her heart like a pincushion as she watched her grind on, true to her beliefs to the very end. Of all the people Sara respected—but never agreed with—Aelia Twilix topped the list. Strong. Talented. Loyal. The last virtue was the rarest of all in both worlds Sara lived in, and she didn’t know if she could do what Aelia was doing for anyone but Kyritus and Tiber.

Sara closed her eyes when Aelia turned to her in the distance, staring at her with shallow contempt, hateful yet respecting—the look they had for each other from the start.

King Escar had another reaction. When he saw Sara, he turned to flee but found himself pinned in place by rebel soldiers. The way he paced back and forth, determining whether to stay behind Aelia—the unstoppable wall—or to flee back to the tunnel (which would soon be flooded with rebels), spoke of his frustration. And when Sara approached, leading an army of soldiers who called him king not a week before, his frustration melted over. “Traitors!” he yelled, waving his arm in an arc. “Traitors, all of you!”

“Silence!” Sara yelled. In an instant, her tone became commanding as a monarch, ensuring her people knew that the authority in his voice held no value. “You will speak when spoken to!”

King Escar shook. “You will not speak to me in that—“

“Hold your tongue,” Sara demanded. “Otherwise, you may die in a spillover.” Spillovers were similar to the Earthian concept of friendly fire, but it was specific to magical attacks—like fireballs—which lit forests on fire and thus could kill unintended parties.

He fell silent, watching the rebels surrounding him. Only once Sara unmounted, and Aelia propped herself up on her sword did he accept his fate and ask the question he was dying to know:

“Why?”

“Are you deaf?” Sara asked. “Your people have dethroned you because—“

“Cut the political bullshit! I’m asking you why you’ve done this. I’ve given you resources, power, wealth, and glory. I at least deserve to know why you betrayed me.”

Sara’s expression shifted to chilling contempt. “Because you’re a fool.” She walked closer until Aelia lifted her sword again, but Sara didn’t attack. Instead, she just got close enough to speak in a low voice. “You summoned people powerful enough to kill Agronus—each with the potential to usurp your fucking kingdom—yet you let your paranoia—“

“Paranoia?” King Escar scoffed. “Paranoia about verities is called intelligence. And in your case—“

“This wasn’t the first time nor with the same person,” Sara said quietly. King Escar froze, and she could tell that he understood what she was conveying. “This was destined,” she said, “not because it was fate, but it’s because it’s who you are. Just as Aelia is here, defending you to the last because of who she is, you were destined to spiral into paranoia and lock us up. You were a fool to summon us despite fearing power, Trinov. Now you’re paying the price.”

“The first time,” he chuckled. “So you really did—“

“I did not,” Sara said. “Jason did.”

King Escar and Aelia stared at her, slack jawed and thoughtless.

“And it put me through hell like you have yet to imagine once he took the throne.” Sara’s body shook with contempt, and the rebels watched her in perplexion, curious about the quiet conversation playing out. “Question time is over. So dance.”

King Escar clenched his fists. “Did you just tell me to—“

“Step aside,” Sara said to Aelia. Her voice was loud, so everyone could hear it. “We’re Trinov to justice.”

“I will not,” Aelia said.

“Will you accept imprisonment?” Sara tried.

“No.”

King Escar’s eyes welled with deep emotions as he looked at his guard. It was as if he were looking at her for the first time, covered in blood and bleeding out, a pile of corpses at her feet. Sara felt the same way, moved and pained by Aelia’s indomitable loyalty. She was the rarest breed of human, loyal to the point where death was the only way out. If Sara executed Escar and locked her up, Aelia would bite and swallow her tongue. That’s what Sara didn’t understand when Jason killed her; that’s what she understood now.

Sara unsheathed Qualth and got into a battle stance, keeping the demon within it at bay. Simple steel. Aelia responded in kind. No aura. “I won’t hold back,” Sara said.

“I don’t expect you to,” Aelia replied.

Sara held back. She shot forward, striking with a vertical swing. Aelia parried, leading Sara’s sword to the ground. Then she swung upward at Sara’s neck. Sara dodged, moving backward. Then they locked swords with two diagonal slashes, Sara leaning in during the deadlock.

“Why are you doing this?” Aelia asked.

“Today we make history,” Sara said, “and history should remember you as the person who protected King Escar to the last.”

Aelia’s eyes welled with slight tears, and for the first time, she released a genuine smile. It lingered for the rest of the dramatized fight until Sara finally pushed Aelia back and ran her through the stomach. It was a painful death. Yet Sara wouldn’t deprive her of being able to contemplate her death, knowing that she protected her king to the last. She died three minutes later, with a pain-wrenched expression—but there wasn’t a hint of regret on her face.

Sara turned to the rebels. “Remember this day,” she said, starting in a low voice but picking up speed. “Remember this day as the day that Aelia Twilix protected King Escar!” The rebels stirred. “She is not a hero, and you should not remember her as one. She didn’t fight for justice. But she is to be respected. Do you understand?”

The rebels’ eyes welled with tears. Aelia Twilix was a famous sycount many already respected, so rebels naturally let out awkward cheers, unsure whether to celebrate, hate, or mourn. Sara eased their anxiety a moment later:

“But you.” Sara’s voice turned into a low, twisted growl of contempt as she looked at King Escar. “You are not to be respected. Your legacy will be remembered for your cruelty.” His face contorted in anguish as the rebels started jeering at him, picking up speed, flipping the raw emotions they felt for Aelia into wrath. “You make me sick.” Sara turned to a rebel soldier. “Cuff him.”

King Escar stood defeated as they locked him in chains. If he knew what Sara had planned for him, he would’ve struggled.
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Sara didn’t know many politicians or their deeds. But she knew Caesar, and he was popular enough. So she followed his example, leading King Escar through the streets in chains as a war trophy. It was a grim spectacle, but the enraged citizens thrived on it. The way spittle shot from their lips, the way they rushed forward and restrained themselves from hitting him, said it all. Humans are primal, disturbing creatures. And when led to the point of hysteria, they’re capable of anything. Sara harnessed that for her own goals.
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Sara unlocked the door to Edico’s cell. “You, in.” She pushed King Escar into the cell right next to her general. “You—“ She pointed at Edico and hitched her thumb backward. “—out.”

Edico blinked multiple times as he stared at King Escar’s broken visage, looking like he had stepped into an alternate dimension. King Escar wasn’t in chains, but he was bound so tightly by trauma that he was unable to move unless prompted. Edico turned to Sara. “You—“

“Out,” Sara waved her arm toward the hallway impatiently. “Now.”

Edico took one last glance at King Escar and then left, joining her and a dozen other rebels in the hall. Then they walked in silence until they left the prison. Only then did they speak, separating themselves from the others.

“I never betrayed my king,” Edico warned.

Sara looked at the sky. “No, I suppose you didn’t. But you will betray him now.”

Edico sighed in defeat. “Why do you know that?”

Sara smiled wryly. As usual, her only two methods of persuasion were threatening violence and telling the truth. She opted for the latter. “We were friends once.”

He glanced at her, interested yet unsurprised.

“And the man I knew did what he felt was right, no matter how distasteful it was.” Sara looked him in the eye. “I learned that from him.”

Edico smiled toward the sky, watching gold and orange clouds as the sun went down and the blood-red moon took the throne. “So this is all my fault?”

Sara took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Yeah.”
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It was dark when Sara met with the heroes in the courtyard, the blood-red moon dying her blonde hair scarlet. They were balled up, cloistered, scared, or frustrated, separated in two sides—those that supported her and those that did not.

The heroes instantly flooded her with questions when she arrived, asking about the execution, what happened, why the streets were rioting, and about her broken wrist. The big questions were left unasked—

—until Tara gained the courage. “Where’s Jason?” She whispered.

“He’s dead,” Sara answered. “He died in battle.”

Silence.

“Against you?” Tara murmured.

“He tried to execute me,” Sara said. “We fought during the battle outside the amphitheater. I killed him.”

Fear.

“And… Mary?” Tara whispered.

“I’m not sure,” Sara said. “She didn’t fight today. That’s all I know.”

Anxiety.

“What about Emma?” Emily, Emma’s close friend, asked.

“Emma’s okay. She saved hundreds of lives today and she hasn’t stopped. She’s stubborn and won’t leave the medical tent.”

The heroes chuckled nervously, uplifted from the pits of despair to a slightly less grim pit of despair.

“Raul?” Andy asked. The red-haired man was the only person besides Raul who mediated well. She watched him carefully.

“He’s in Emma’s care. He was injured fighting Jason.”

Sara sighed when they gasped, murmuring between them. As much as she would’ve liked to tell them it was all her fault, Raul would tell everyone he killed Jason the second he saw them.

An awkward silence followed as Sara looked for any other questions. Everyone had the same questions, but no one would voice them. Part of her yearned to explain, to tell them everything. Yet those things would be lies, half-truths born from the experiences of a time long past. More importantly, Sara was no longer their classmate. She was no longer their de facto party leader, hero, or potential friend. She was their ruler, and rulers don’t second-guess or explain themselves. So she didn’t explain herself. Instead, she left with a statement that answered all their questions:

“If there’s nothing else, get some rest. I’m instating a curfew at sundown, effective immediately.” After declaring herself in charge, Sara walked into the castle, preparing to meet the maelstrom she had created head-on.
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Advisors (those who survived her political onslaught) met her in the castle, kneeling, bowing, begging, and flattering her in cycles, hoping one of their strategies would stick.

“Lord Reets, fetch me Lysan Jethro,” Sara ordered.

His face curved into a forced smile, tightening his skin. “W-Why do you wish for—“

“Do not question my orders.”

“Y-Yes, My… My….” Lord Reets winced as he looked at her for clarification.

“Lady,” Sara said dryly.

“Y-Yes, Yes. Right away, My Lady.” He ran through the halls, barking orders in the distance.

“My Lady,” an elderly man said. “While I am sure you are tired, there are many people, I believe, waiting by the audience chambers.”

Sara frowned. “I am not a queen. Prince Alecov will run this kingdom.”

He swallowed, falling silent.

“Please, speak your mind, Tropan.” Sara knew the man intimately. He was a pacifist who encouraged caution and discretion for all matters, acting more like a mother figure than a politician to anyone who needed his council. And where he lacked decisive action, he compensated with fifty-eight… no, fifty-six years of institutional experience since he joined the inner court as a politician.

“This king-dom,” he said slowly, “is in chaos. It needs… direction. It needs… a leader. Soon, that leader may be Prince Alecov, but for now, it needs someone who can unite the people.”

Sara’s stomach twisted in knots. “And you believe I should be that person?”

“No, Lady Reece,” Tropan said. “I believe… that you already are… that person.”

Sara’s lips pursed into a straight line. She knew this would happen, but she imagined herself, like last time, becoming the head advisor to King Alecov Escar. Yet he was older when he took the throne—sixteen instead of thirteen—and the kingdom was prepared to bring him to power. By contrast, in this cycle, everything had happened so fast that they were in survival mode. “Is it the only way?” she asked.

“I’m afraid… so,” Tropan said.

Sara closed her eyes and took a deep breath. This, too, shall pass, she thought. Yet she didn’t quite believe it. Not this time. “Until his coronation,” she said.

“Yes… My Lady. Now come.”

Sara followed Tropan and the other advisors to the audience chamber, where dozens of advisors awaited, each with terrorized expressions. It was going to be a long night.

“Make way! Make way!” The advisors didn’t give way. They were in a state of hysteria, speaking over each other, creating a cacophony of sounds and cries and broken words.

“Silence.” Sara released a wave of magical pressure that made all the advisors kneel, their arms prickling with gooseflesh. The hall fell silent. Then, Sara took slow, deliberate steps to the audience chamber, each footstep echoing loudly in the space. She stopped before them.

“As of this moment, this government will change. The way it’s always been will no longer be the way it will be.” Sara looked each of them in the eyes. “I don’t care how you enact the change, but it will be done. Fail or oppose me, and I will strip you of your noble title and banish you to the countryside. Stand up against me….” Her eyes narrowed. “And die.”

Sara opened the doors to the audience chamber and stared at the throne perched under the ambient glow of mana crystals. “My body is resistant to poison,” she said, “and my heart’s made of stone. If you think the heroes can save you, do not waste your time. They can’t.” She fell silent, staring into the chamber, hesitant to step foot into it.

“Let’s go,” Tropan said, walking with her to the throne. There were two thrones: one for the king, one for the queen. In her last life, she spent a year sitting on the queen’s throne beside Alecov. This time, her feet led her to the chair that made decisions.

“Please… sit, My Lady,” Tropan said.

Sara’s heart pounded in her chest as she turned, facing the nervous advisors as she sat on the throne, sinking into its silky cushions. She gripped the armrests, rubbing her shoulders against the backrest.

“For now….” Tropan reached into a spatial ring and pulled out a crown. It was closer to the crown of thorns than it was a crown or tiara. It was made of gold metalwork, woven together in curves as if depicting an ocean. Leaves protruded from the sides, giving it elegant thorns to wreath her head. “Allow me….”

Tropan carefully placed the crown upon her head. Self-loathing immediately crept in as Sara accepted it, recognizing that she was now no different than Jason. The crown represented everything she hated, from being a politician to eliminating her plans for a simple life. Sara didn’t even know if she was doing the right thing anymore. It was as though she had spent so much effort getting to where she was that she couldn’t remember why she was doing it, and that gave her chills. Yet, no matter how much she hated or admonished herself, she couldn’t deny it. The crown symbolized absolute power—

—and it felt damn good to wear it.
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                Sara sat on the Escaran throne without Prince Alecov in the room. Advisors buzzed outside the audience chamber like mortally-conscious cicadas, awaiting their turn to speak with her, not as an advisor but as an acting monarch. Outside the castle, riots, and fires raged on as rebels tried to spread the word of their victory and quell the chaos. Beyond Lemora’s walls, ripples from Sara’s actions were spreading far and wide as deposed nobles’ allies found themselves without business partners, their trade routes in jeopardy. These were pressing problems that she had caused by exposing noble corruption and leading a rebellion against the kingdom after King Escar imprisoned her. Now, after seizing the throne, she had the power to fix any of them—yet she had other priorities in mind.

Immediately after donning the crown, Lysan Jethro, a female taxation advisor with frizzy hair and green eyes who never made eye contact with others, arrived.

Lysan swallowed and took a knee. “I hear you’ve called for me, My….”

“Lady,” Sara said.

“My Lady.”

Sara turned to Tropan, the elderly advisor who had crowned her. He was famous for being a resource rather than an advisor. As such, he had advised Jason, Mary, and Sara in Sara’s last life before succumbing to old age. He was reliable, but he had yet to earn her trust. “Thank you for your counsel. Leave us and return with available guards and then enter again once she exits.”

Tropan wrinkles creased as he smiled. “You… with guards?” he chuckled. “From what I hear… you made… quite the stir outside. These ears are old, and even I… could hear it.”

Sara smiled wryly. During the battle outside the amphitheater where she and Raul had killed Jason, she had ended the fight by using Qualth to leave a molten glass-lined crevasse in the Noble District, a reminder of her power to the people who might try to dethrone her. The blast would be used for myths for generations (a good one with any luck), and she only regretted that it wasn’t night, so half the city would’ve seen it. Tropan had heard it—as with all the advisors seeking to get into her good graces—so it was amusing to hear her calling for guards. Still—

“The guards aren’t for me,” Sara said.

Tropan looked at Lysan.

“Yes,” she said, “and all other people I speak to. You know how valuable information is.” The second she spoke to someone, they would be swarmed by people seeking information, and that’s something she wouldn’t allow in Lysan’s case.

“I… see. I will do… as you say.” Tropan nodded and walked slowly past Lysan, who shook on the floor, shutting the door behind him. Once he exited, Sara walked to Lysan and set up a privacy barrier over them, blocking their conversations from others.

“Have you spoken to Telskal?” Sara asked, dropping to her haunches and staring into Lysan’s eyes.

“No, My Lady,” Lysan said.

Sara cocked her head. “From what I understand, Telskal was conducting a search for Kyritus and Tiberiyori Senecaru. Kingdom citizens. Surely, she asked you about them.” Telskal Serok, King Escar’s head advisor, had led a thorough investigation into all of Sara’s activities to obtain leverage over Sara. Despite Sara’s efforts to obfuscate her meeting with Kyritus by having Edico and citizens witness her entering—and staying in—another tavern at the time she met Kyritus, Telskal somehow found him. The question was how. Was it through a brute force investigation? Or was Sara ratted out? Aside from Tyran and Rokus, there was only one other person who knew of them—

—Lyscan Jethro, the woman Sara blackmailed into getting Kyritus and Tiber new identity documents. 

“I-I….” Lysan trembled and looked away.

“Telskal Serok spoke to you,” Sara said. “What. Happened. Lie to me, and I’ll have you drawn and quartered in the Alacom.”

Lysan’s eyes welled with tears. “S-S-She heard rumors of a strange blonde at another tavern. B-But n-no one knew which tavern. It happened so long ago. B-But she still wanted a list of all the taverns.” She hit the floor and burst into tears. “T-Then she came back later for their identity papers. I-I gave them to her. I-I tried to say that they were buried in other documents, b-but she said she’d execute me if I didn’t find them. I-I’m sorry!”

Sara watched Lysan sob with a complex expression. The woman was just doing her job and choosing between being exposed for relatively lesser crimes (Lysan was guilty of tax evasion) and execution, so it was natural that she would comply with Telskal’s orders. “How much does the kingdom know about them?”

“N-Not much from the papers. Name. Date of birth. Taxes paid. B-But I’m sure they know a lot f-from the investigation….”

“I see….” Sara looked at the ceiling and took a deep breath. “Did you give Tyran the papers?”

“Y-Yes!” Lysan looked up, grateful to prove her worth. “I-I gave them to him the night you left on your trip.” 

“Do you know who Rokus Jomther is?” Sara asked.

“Y-Yes. H-He was spotted with Lord Grollis in Helscope. He’s been declared a traitor.”

“His family?”

“Missing.”

Sara sighed a breath of relief. “You did well, Lady Jethro.” She turned to the woman. “Swear your loyalty to me, and you will thrive.”

“I-I do!” Lysan yelled.

“Then raise your head,” Sara said. “As of this moment, you are in charge of finding Kyritus and Tiberiyori Senecaru. Suspend the current operation and take control. Use silver gliders to move with haste and spread the word to forces in Helscope. You will find them, but on paper, they will remain missing persons forever. Do you understand?”

Lysan stopped sobbing and looked up. “Y-You mean….”

“Yes.” Sara said. “Until they are safe, your only job will be to protect them by any means available. You will have unlimited resources. Now listen carefully. This is your first order.”

Lysan listened to Sara’s orders. Once Sara finished, Lysan nodded. “U-Understood.”

Sara narrowed her eyes. “Botch this, and you’ll only know pain for the rest of your life.”

The woman swallowed hard. “I-I promise.”

“Good. Now go.” Lysan took five minutes to grovel and thank Sara before leaving twice as nervous as she came in. Then Sara stared at the mana crystals, hypnotized by their glow. 

Tropan returned to the audience chamber.

“Did you give her the guards?” Sara asked.

“Yes, My Lady,” he said.

“Good.” Sara walked back up the platform and sat on her throne. “Send them in.”

One after the other, the advisors came in, bent the knee, swearing their fealty to future King Alecov and her despite her openly denying the position. Then, she went over the problems of the kingdom.

“Establish a curfew.”

“Create an award ceremony for the rebel leaders.”

“Gather a tally of the dead.”

“Set up an event for me to speak to the people in two days.”

“Create soup kitchens to feed the people.”

“Take tallies of the property damage.”

“Imprison all the corrupted nobles and get me their positions and people who can fill them.”

Over the next six hours, she went through dozens of requests before she finally returned to her room under the rising sun and fell asleep. Please be okay, she thought about Kyritus and Tiber as she drifted off. Please….

2

Kyritus sat with Tiber in his lap, hunkered down in the dimly lit Helscope cellar that Tyran originally called a “safe house” but now called a “tomb.” The atmosphere was tense in the room. Rokus had returned to them riddled with wounds, and Tyran had healed him after screaming that the man had led a blood trail into the cellar, ensuring that “even an idiot” could find them. Kyritus, Tiber, and Rokus all found it unfair, given that Rokus had saved them, but Tyran was stubborn about it, only focusing on his life, which according to him, was already forefit. It was deplorable, but it was also understandable. They all felt that way, and as the hours ticked on, paranoia gripped them, making them twitch every time they heard someone pass by the alley, and hold their breaths when they heard passing groups. It was a miserable experience—

—but at least Tiber was safe. She was still recovering, but he could tell by the way that she breathed that once she recovered, she would be healthy. That made his heart well with happiness, but he kept that to himself.

“When can we leave?” Tiber asked innocently.

Tyran laughed and sneered. “When?”

Rokus shot him a damning glare before turning to Tiber. “It’ll never be safe, kid. They’re probably not lookin’ for us now, but they’ll be at all the exits and crossin’s. We might be able to get ya out one at a time, but we can’t be with ya. That’s what we gotta figure out.”

Kyritus smiled wryly. Tyran brought him and Tiber identity documents. So if they separated (removing their identity as siblings), they could get out if they left city limits. But Kyritus wasn’t leaving Tiber, and without Rokus, they weren’t getting anywhere anyway.

“There’s nothing to figure out.” Tyran grabbed a jar of pickled vegetables and then put it down. There were about fifty jars for four people, in addition to a barrel of water. It wouldn’t last long. “Unless she won, we’re fucked. And we won’t even know if she won until we’re caught.”

“Delina will win,” Tiber said with a puffed out chest.

“Stop calling her Delina,” Tyran hissed. “Her name’s Sara Reece, and she fucked you. So stop acting like she’s a hero.“

“Stop takin’ that tone with the kid,” Rokus said.

Tyran scoffed and turned to him. “Are you a pedophile? Because your obsession with children—”

Rokus launched off the stairs and grabbed the noble by the hair.

Tyran winced in pain and shut his eyes. “Are you mad? I’m a noble, you—“

“You’re notta noble anymore,” Rokus said. “Piss me off, and I’ll break your face.”

“I just healed you!”

“I just saved your life.”

Suddenly, there was the sound of someone kicking a pale outside. Then, they heard someone enter the alleyway. 

Kyritus’s heart thumped.

Tiber crawled into a ball.

Rokus held his breath, slowly lowering Tyran back to his chair by his hair to prevent a sound.

Then, in a period of agonizing silence, they heard a soft voice by the door. “Rokus…. Lord Grollis?”

Rokus grabbed his blade and moved to the door, arms flexed and ready to kill. Kyritus wrapped his hands around Tiber’s eyes, closing his own and praying—praying that Sara’s plan worked out and that she was there to help them.
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                Kyritus’s pulse shot adrenaline through his veins as he watched Rokus grab the door. The hair on the giant’s neck was standing up, and his shoulders trembled slightly. It was clear that Rokus knew the voice on the other side of the door—and was afraid. Kyritus turned to Tyran and found the man’s face pale. He was terrified, too. Kyritus gripped Tiber, drawn into the terrorizing energy.

“You know these kids are innocent, right?” Rokus asked warily. Kyritus wasn’t a kid. He was around twenty. But he accepted the title gratefully.

“I know,” a male voice said. “I’m here to help.”

Rokus chuckled. “She got you, too?”

“Not exactly. Let me in, and we’ll talk about it.”

“What about the others?” Rokus looked to the right, as if looking at invisible soldiers. The other man couldn’t see him, but it came off in his voice.

“They’re Lady Reece’s.”

“She’s alive?”

“She’s the queen….” The voice hesitated. “Kinda.”

Kyritus’s heart thumped, and Tiber shifted in his arms excitedly. He wrapped his hands around her mouth. The man’s words meant nothing.

“Lord Grollis will attack them if cornered,” Rokus said. “So no sudden movements.”

Kyritus turned and saw Tyran’s dagger unsheathed, looking at Tiber. It made Kyritus’s heart nearly stop.

“Lord Grollis,” the voice said sternly, “Lady Reece left a 100-meter crater in the noble district. If you even look at them wrong, Lady Reece will peel your legs a centimeter at a time for the next decade.”

Tyran gulped and sheathed his dagger as silently as possible.

Rokus waited for him to finish and then opened the door, revealing a disheveled man that Kyritus recognized. Or rather, he matched the notorious description of the sycount that was with Delin… Sara the day that she visited his tavern. When the man saw Kyritus and Tiber, a look of relief washed over his face. He walked down the stairs and sat on the water barrel as Rokus sat near the door, watching him carefully.

The man looked at Kyritus and then Tiber with an apologetic expression. “I suppose I should introduce myself. My name is Edico. I’m here to help you get out of the third layer.”

“Why?” Tyran asked. “You don’t strike me as someone that could be bought or blackmailed.”

Rokus looked at Edico, who just chuckled and wiped his face. “I’m not,” he answered.

“So you helped her with… this?” Rokus asked.

“If you’re talking about the rebellion—then no. I didn’t know about it until she broke me out of the dungeons.”

“And you just looked around and thought, excellent, I have a new queen?” Tyran snorted.

“Have you ever seen a demon, Lord Grollis?” Edico asked coldly.

Tyran’s body tensed.

“Well I have. I’ve seen them roast human limbs on fires after battles. I’ve seen them torture people on battlefields. I once watched one club a dozen soldiers to death with their dismembered arm. They’re savage beings, and their king’s returning. If I had to choose between a tyrant hero and a good king, I’d choose the former.”

Tyran swallowed, and Kyritus held his breath.

“Is that all?” Rokus asked.

Edico looked at him. “No.”

A thick silence befell the room before Rokus asked the question that seemed to have been weighing on him since the beginning:

“Do you know if my family’s okay?”

Edico looked at the ceiling. “I can’t say. But if she could take over the kingdom, I’m sure she can protect a family.” He looked at Kyritus and Tiber.

Tiber’s eyes widened. “Did you hear that, Kye?” She turned and hugged him, giggling cheerily. “We’re Delina’s family!”

Edico looked at the siblings strangely as Kyritus’s cheeks heated up, and he turned away. Rokus ignored them and turned to Edico. “Is it safe for me to leave my family?”

Edico fished out a letter and gave it to him. “It wasn’t supposed to go like this.”

Rokus read the mysterious letter with emotional eyes, regret etched on his face. “I should’ve just done it when she asked,” he said. “Since I didn’t…. They’re dead. I killed so many of them.”

Edico put his hand on his shoulder. “Rokus….”

Rokus turned to him with a devastated expression.

“It wasn’t for nothing,” Edico said. His face twisted between positive confidence and… something darker. “I assure you. It wasn’t for nothing.”

Suddenly, Rokus, Tyran, and Edico turned in unison to the door when a divination pulse entered the room. Kyritus panicked and gripped Tiber, preparing for her to suffer an attack. Yet Tiber looked at him in confusion. “What’s going on?” she asked.

Kyritus didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. His sister… wasn’t suffering from Tyrexis. But there was still… this going on.

“It seems they’re getting impatient.” Edico studied Tiber. “She’s healed, right?”

“As ‘healed’ as it gets,” Tyran said.

Edico nodded and released a divination pulse of his own. Then he turned to Rokus. “News of Lady Reece’s takeover sounds like propaganda. The only way we can get you out is in cuffs and hoods. Will you trust me?”

Rokus smiled ruefully. “Just promise me something, general.”

“If I can.”

“Take care of my family. No matter what, take care of my family.”

“Protect them yourself.” Edico stood and pulled out some cloaks and threw them at Kyritus and Tiber. Then he pulled out cuffs. “Let’s get you out of here.”

2

Sara awoke from a knock on her door. What part of three hours didn’t they get? she thought murderously. She had just fought a battle and worked until six in the morning. Someone had a death wish to wake her a couple of hours after she went to sleep. “Is the kingdom literally on fire?” she called out.

“Um… no. I….” Emma whispered on the other side of the door. “I… can leave. Sorry for waking—“

Sara sighed. “Come in.”

There was a slight pause, and then Emma walked into the room, staring at Sara, who was lying with both of her hands out like a human crucifix. As for why she was in that position, well, that was likely the reason Emma was there.

“How’s your wrist?” Emma whispered. Sara’s wrist had been locked in guillotine stocks when she toppled the guillotine, making the mechanism crash down, snapping her wrist.

“Hurts.” Sara sat up and scratched her stomach lazily, hair sticking out everywhere as she blinked. Emma giggled at her half-heartedly as she sat down beside the bed.

“Let me see it.”

Sara didn’t protest. She just handed it to Emma like it was used trash. “Thanks.”

Emma smiled ruefully. “Sorry about this.”

“Don’t say—“ Sara’s eyes shot awake, and she screamed when her bones started shifting under Emma’s glowing hands. “God damn, I thought I did a decent job.” She had healed herself; it wasn’t perfect, but she didn’t think it needed to be rebroken!

“You did do a good job,” Emma said. “It’s just….”

“Just what?” Sara asked sarcastically.

“The wrist’s complicated,” Emma said. “You broke ten bones and half your metacarpals.”

“Oh….”

They sat in painful silence for about ten minutes before Emma finally asked the question on her mind:

“Was this… necessary? A… lot of people died. A lot of people… are getting hurt.”

Sara fell silent, contemplating her words, honestly considering it now that she had succeeded.

3

Rokus walked in mana deprivation shackles, head down in a cloak, as Edico led him and Tyran to a group of silver gliders beyond the wall. It had been a long walk through Helscope, with hundreds of citizens watching him and treating him like the criminal he was. The little one was beside him, holding Kyritus’s hand tightly. They were good kids. They didn’t deserve the hellish stares and jeering. But it was coming to an end. They had made it through the city and only needed to enter the silver glider stables. Yet that was the hardest because it was the most regulated and protected area of any point in the city, as only the rich or military elites could afford to write silver gliders. Thus, the silver glider stables were the genesis point of diplomacy and war.

Rokus’s heart throbbed as he heard a group of soldiers approaching.

“Oi! State your… wait! Isn’t that…?” The soldiers immediately recognized them and whispered about Rokus, Tyran, and the kids.

“I’m taking these people to the capital by request of the kingdom,” Edico said. “Please move aside.”

The soldiers shifted, but a wolf whistle cut through the air, making Rokus’s lungs seize.

“Don’t move, Lord Sullsburg.” A bold woman unsheathed her sword. Suddenly, the soldiers paused and then unsheathed their swords one after the other. Rokus flexed his muscles, preparing to snap the shackles. They were real (as a single divination pulse would expose the shackles as fake), but they were cracked, allowing him to break through them with ease.

“Is there a reason that you’re pointing swords at your superior officer?” Edico asked calmly.

“I’d rather not, general,” she replied, “but from what I last heard, King Escar had you in the lock.”

4

Sara took a deep breath, considering Emma’s question about whether what she did was necessary. “I’m not from this timeline. You know that, right?”

Emma paused her healing. “I did… but…. It kinda feels different when you put it out there like that.”

“Well, it’s true.” Sara closed her eyes. “I’m not sure what I did was best, but I do know it prevented something worse.”

“I get that, but….” Emma bit her lip. “It just feels… excessive. Aelia…”

“It is excessive,” Sara said. “But it’s the only thing I knew how to do. You and Raul, you guys could’ve found another—“

“Then why didn’t you tell us!” Emma asked in frustration.

Sara turned to her and found tears streaming down Emma’s cheeks. Then she looked away. “Not you. I meant the yous from my timeline. You guys don’t understand yet.”

5

Rokus’s heart pounded when the woman questioned Edico, but his general stayed calm.

“I can’t discuss details on military affairs,” Edico said, “Now sheath those swords before you face court marshall.”

Electricity charged the atmosphere, creating a blanket of tension between them. It was hard for Rokus to put into words, but it felt like when people moved, he could feel it as if they were underwater, and swimming sent thick sensations between everyone in the area.

“Hey, Commander?” An enemy soldier whispered to the woman.

“What?”

“If he’s tellin’ the truth, we’re getting court marshaled. If he’s not, we’re all gonna die. We can’t even handle him, let alone The Gian—“

“This is your duty, soldier,” she said, “even in the face of death.”

“Enough,” Edico said. “I have royal paperwork to transport Major Rokus Jomther, Lord Tyran Grollis, and two suspects to Lemora.”

Rokus could feel the woman’s glare. “That’s what’s concerning. We’ve been searching for these four for two days, yet you found them in two hours. Care to explain that?”

One of the soldiers with Edico leaned in and whispered: “If they won’t abide by confidentiality, we’re in trouble. Our orders were to erase their existence, and these people… will tell everyone.”

Rokus felt an icy current pass through his veins. Things weren’t working out as expected.

Edico took a deep breath and unsheathed his sword. “Forgive me,” he said to the woman. “Too much is at stake.”

The soldiers barely had a moment to scream before Edico’s pressure disappeared from beside Rokus. Then, a body flew into the stables, cracking the wood and sending silver gliders screeching as they pulled against their ropes, trying to fly away. The soldiers yelled. Suddenly, an arrow whizzed by, and one of the accompanying soldiers rushed in front of the kids, blocking it with his shield.

“Close your eyes!” Kyritus yelled, clamping his hands over Tiber’s ears.

The fight was a one-sided massacre as Edico stalked through the ranks, slaughtering a dozen soldiers—leaving no witnesses.

6

Sara watched Emma ruefully. Her friend tried to counter her claim of nativity, but she fell silent in rueful acceptance. That pained Sara, but she didn’t have other words to say other than the truth. So that’s what she did.

“Daniel’s from the future,” Sara said. “He’s the one that made the magic circle Brandon used.”

Emma stopped crying and looked at her. “What?”

“Yeah.” Sara felt cold needles of anxiety poking her skin all over as she spoke, but she couldn’t look away. “He tried to bring you back to life. He tried to reset everything. His motivations are good—but they almost got us killed. What do you think that we should do about him?”

Emma’s hands shook as goosebumps rolled up her arms in thick mounds. “W-Why are you asking me?”

“It doesn’t feel good when you’re forced to confront danger, does it?” Sara smiled, but it was empty. “Emma, tell me….”

“What?”

“If I went to Prenth to kill their princess—“ Sara’s eyes turned cold. “Do you think that anyone could stop me?”

Emma swallowed hard and looked away. “No.”

“Well, Daniel’s like that, too,” Sara said. “And as long as he’s alive, I can’t protect anyone I love here. The second I look away, he can kill them, and he’s already proven capable of that. So what do I do, Emma? Kill Daniel in his coma and protect the people I love, or give him the benefit of the doubt and risk everyone’s lives?”

Emma trembled. “Is this the only way?”

“I don’t know. Once you see enough death, it certainly feels that way.” Sara felt empty just saying that. “That’s why I’m asking you.”
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Edico sheathed his sword and unlocked Rokus and Tyran’s chains. “Let’s move.”

Rokus pulled off his hood and looked at the corpses scattered around the nervous silver gliders, standing majestically in their stables. “Was this all necessary?” he asked.

“If these two get hurt, Lemora will burn,” Edico said gravely. “Now help the kids. I’ll take Tyran.”

Kyritus held Tiber against his chest, shielding her eyes. Edico could see the pain and confusion in his eyes.

“Look, kid,” Edico said, unknotting the straps holding the six-foot bird in front of him. “There’s a lot more to this than you understand. So don’t hold this against Lady Reece. This was my decision, not hers.” He mounted his glider and reached his hand out to Tyran.

“You’re not taking me to prison, are you?” Tyran asked.

“If Lady Reece wanted you dead, you’d be dead,” Edico said.

Tyran accepted his hand hesitantly and got on, despair in his eyes.

Rokus mounted one and offered his hands to Kyritus, asking for Tiber. “This world’s fucked up, kid. Let’s get you far away from it.”

Kyritus swallowed and handed him Tiber. Rokus sat her in front of him so he could hold her in the air. Then he offered his hand to Kyritus. Kyritus accepted it without hesitation. He didn’t know what he felt, but he thought… it should be worse. Maybe it was because he had struggled his whole life and had seen adventurers fight and kill each other since he was a kid, but he didn’t feel much looking at the dead soldiers or thinking about the week’s events. His only focus was on survival; he’d figure it out once they got to safety.

8

“I-I don’t know what to do….” Emma wiped her eyes, talking about whether to let Daniel live or die. “So please don’t ask me. I’ll trust you….” They sat in silence for a few minutes until she winced and asked, “Do you plan to kill him?”

“Maybe,” Sara confessed. “But I’m going to talk to him first.” It would take at least a year to consolidate control over the kingdom. Until then, Kyritus and Tiber would just be political targets, and countless people would try to take them hostage. Since the heroes had the power to destroy normal guards, a single one joining the resistance put her family in jeopardy. With that being the case, she was hiding her family for now. She had time for Daniel to wake up and speak to him. After that… she didn’t know.

“Just promise me….” Emma gripped Sara’s now-mended wrist tightly. She paused and then looked up. “Promise me you won’t leave me in the dark anymore.”

Sara furrowed her brow. “You still want to be part of… this? After everything that’s happened?”

“Of course I do, you idiot!” Emma wiped her tears with her sleeve. “I-I trust you. Even with Mary… Even with Jason…. I trust you, Sara, and so does Raul. So please….”

Sara felt pangs of guilt pass through her. “Emma. I’m not a good person. So you shouldn’t—“

“Stop pushing us away!” Emma yelled, emotions boiling over. “W-We want to help you. So please….”

Sara closed her eyes. “Okay.”

9

Rokus flew twenty miles west of Helscope until Edico led them back to the ground. They landed in a forested region, surrounded by majestic trees glimmering in the sunlight.

“This is as far as I go,” Edico said. “It’s also as far as these gliders go.”

“I figured,” Rokus chuckled bitterly as he helped Kyritus and Tiber off the bird. Silver gliders were expensive and conspicuous. Millions traveled the roads between kingdoms, so it was easy to blend in. But flyers required permits and were tracked over borders. Flying was out of the question.

“Take this.” Edico took off a ring and gave it to him.

“A ring?” Rokus asked. There were no engravings on the band.

“It’s a mana-locked spatial ring.”

“Is it safe?”

“Lady Reece made it herself.”

“You’re jokin’ me.”

“I’m not.”

Rokus activated the ring. “It’s not gonna kill me, right? I don’t fuck around with half-baked magic.”

“It’s safe,” Edico said. “There’s tents, food, and more money than you need. I’m sure she packed it.”

Rokus looked at the kids. “This ain’t my place, but I think I deserve it. What’s her relationship to ‘em?”

Kyritus gulped, and Tiber listened with wide eyes.

“It’s more the relationship they used to have,” Edico said. “I think they were lovers.”

Tiber’s eyes lit up, and she tugged on Kyritus’s sleeve. “Delina’s lov~es you,” she giggled.

Kyritus’s face heated up, and he pulled his sleeve back. “Stop that.”

Edico chuckled and turned away. “Take good care of them. I’ll take care of your family.”

Rokus took a deep breath. “I’d rather do it myself.” He looked at the kids. “If she trusted you enough to come here, can’t you do it?”

“If you don’t want to, I will, but….” Edico’s eyes sharpened. “War’s coming.”

Rokus’s eyes widened. “Are you donning the robes again?”

“I am,” Edico said.

Rokus felt threads of cold excitement weave through his veins. War was coming, and his general had returned.
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                Once Emma left, Sara reluctantly got up, looked out the window, and sighed. What the hell have I done? she thought. It wasn’t so much that she morally regretted her actions as much as she really didn’t want the job that came with it. Being an advisor wasn’t particularly difficult: she showed up for meetings like a corporate employee and spent the rest of her time building her power. Now, until Prince Alecov was coronated, her life would consist of waking up, entering a room, giving judgments on things for eight hours, making decisions in private for two hours, feasting, and going to bed. That was it. That would be her entire fucking life. I need to coronate that kid…. Also…. Sara sighed. I should talk to them.

After Emma and Raul helped her, there was no way that she could keep them in the dark or keep them out of her life. They already got their hands dirty—suffered that trauma and moral injury—so she couldn’t deny them a place in her plans any longer. That meant that they had to obtain the other legendary weapons and armor to fight Agronus—and she’d have to train them not to die. There was no way she’d go through this much hell just to lose them again. It was time for training. But that was for tomorrow. Today, she had the unfortunate role of playing queen and speaking to the people. 

Brushing off her grievances, she took a breath, donned the royal robes her advisors provided her, and prepared to meet the day head-on. 

Her preparations proved meaningless. The moment that she saw a hundred-person line outside the audience chamber, her expression crumbled, and her desire to slice through the wall and escape reached a near-crippling extreme.

“My Lady!” an advisor yelled. “Thank Emanasa that you’re here!”

“Why?” Sara asked.

“Why what?”

“Why are there a hundred people outside?”

“T-To swear fealty—“

“What part of King Alecov being the fucking king didn’t you get?”

“Y-Yes, My Lady. He’s in the chamber right now. But they are swearing fealty to your kingdom. It’s symbolic… mostly.”

“Mostly.”

“Mostly.”

Sara’s nose scrunched in, and she filled her lungs to the maximum degree possible. “What. Does. Mostly. Mean?” 

“My Lady. Please forgive me. But a kingdom cannot be run without… a monarch.”

“This is temporary,” Sara said. “Very fucking temporary.” It wouldn’t be temporary. While she planned to escape at some point, she would never be able to move far. Her place in this kingdom as its “Hero” would never, fucking, end. Her decision not to just run away, steal Qualth, assassinate Jason and Mary, and then kill Agronus felt worse by the second.

Sara strode to the audience chamber, rebel sycounts awkwardly taking position around her as she thrust open the doors.

Poor Alecov, just thirteen, was shaking on the queen’s throne. His breaths were shallow, and he was gripping the armrests so hard that a swift chop would break his arms in half like a gram cracker. “M-My Lady.” He tried to stand, but she lifted her hand.

“Sit down. Kings don’t rise for others.” There, right in front of the entire audience, she knelt before Alecov—her life-long pawn. “Greetings, My Liege. It will be an honor to serve you as acting ruler until your coronation.”

Alecov nodded, awkwardly using the decorum he had practiced his entire life. “You… may rise.” He’d get better.

“Thank you, My Liege,” Sara said, standing and striding to the throne, where she sat, now holding absolute power over the Escaran Kingdom. She looked at the advisors. “You may enter.”

One after the other, after the other after the other, politicians swarmed in like locusts, trying to leave a favorable opinion, many repeating their names multiple times, a few trying to present gifts. Yet, no matter what they did, she showed them the same thing: a frozen gaze born from the Ninth Circle of Hell that could freeze Lucifer in place.

Four hours.

It took four hours just to have people bend a fucking knee.

Meanwhile, the kingdom was on fire from the rebellion that just happened the day before, her armies were suppressing riots, trade networks were shut down, and real problems were playing out. The whole time, she sat there, tapping her foot, daring, begging, pleading for one sycophantic motherfucker to say something completely outlandish so she could make a demonstration of them. No such luck. It kept going and going, and going, twisting and turning, ebbing and flowing as more and more people entered the castle until, suddenly, it was over—

—and the true hell began.

“My Lady,” an advisor said. “Let’s start with the most pressing news. Bastard Prince Halter has escaped and is raising an army.”

Sara took a deep breath, chuckling, imagining a serene sunset over a land of rolling hills. Then she counted back from ten, taking deep breaths, imagining each blade of grass with morning dew. Amidst those three seconds of tranquility—the hillside burst into spontaneous combustion, and she gripped the throne’s armrest, shattering it into a mound of splinters.

The advisors slowly backed away, and Alecov panicked.

Sara took a deep breath, recognizing the fear on their faces. Don’t be like Jason, she thought. Don’t be like Mary. At that moment, after being denied information that the only person with a legitimate claim to the escaped the rebel army, she could sympathize with both of them. Yet she calmed herself down. “Why,” she chuckled murderously, finding that what she interpreted as calm was really just her pushing a loaded spring down, “didn’t you start with this?”

“My Lady….” Tropan came forward, taking weak steps to the center of the room. “Everything…. Takes time. It will take time for them… to move… and time for you… to correct. There is a time for action but also… a time for organization. Investment….”

Sara reflected on his words and took a deep breath, this one quelling her rage instead of stoking the fire. “I’ll trust your judgment.” She didn’t trust his judgment. Tonight, she would need to control her newly-earned citizens before her enemies could sow doubts or corrupt them.
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Prince Halter met with military leaders around a table in a countryside bunker. While the mana crystals lighting the space were dim and the news was heavy, the atmosphere wasn’t as grim as the prince expected. 

“Can we win?” Prince Halter asked.

“Victory is always obtainable,” General Lomt said. “Lady Reece’s power is beyond imagination, and she could likely face an army in a head-on confrontation. Yet—“

“Yet what?” Prince Halter snapped.

“She is still a human,” the general said. “All humans run out of mana; all humans run out of barriers and shields. They are vulnerable to traps or arrays, and most importantly—they’re vulnerable to other mages.”

“Is there anyone we have that can fight them?”

“Not yet. But reports state that Lady Reece killed a popular hero and paralyzed another. There are dozens of powerful summonees. If we can bring them to our side, we have a chance to defeat her.”

Prince Halter contemplated the situation. “How can we do that?”

General Lomt smiled. “We will use their riots against them.”

3

The Alacom was alight with political fervor. It had barely been a day since the revolution, and it was already over, leading to serious doubts about whether there was a revolution and what the outcome of it was. Citizens gave speeches on produce crates, riling up the citizens standing around bonfires. Musicians worked on songs to immortalize the revolution but lacked the details to make a song. So they waited, packing the area in preparation for the arrival of their queen.

Suddenly, there was a sound of trumpets and flowing rivers of excitement. The crowd pulsed in waves, citizens stumbling on each others’ feet as they pushed backward, allowing a group of soldiers to pass through the area, musicians leading the procession.

“Make way for the acting ruler of the Escaran Kingdom!” a soldier yelled. “Lady Sara Lenena Reece, the first!”

An explosion of cheering shattered the soundwaves, picking up the spirits of civilians stumbling drunk by the fires. They yelled, pumping their fists, waving around bottles of wine, and passing them around. Few people were tired. The area was electric as Lady Reece The Hero walked onto a pre-built stage in the Alacom.

As soon as her face shone with the light of mana crystals, the citizens gasped.

“Is she a god?” a man asked thoughtlessly. Yet his sentiment spread like wildfire through the crowd. The woman before them wasn’t normal. Her face was… perfect. Unnaturally perfect. She was beautiful, sure. Many with body constitutions were. Yet the smoothness of her face, the shadows of her cheekbones, and the thick obsidian eyelashes that accentuated her blue irises were beyond description. It’s nothing that a mortal could possess.

Lady Reece stood there, staring blankly at the people until a few of them stopped murmuring. Then silence cascaded like a waterfall, creating an eerie rolling effect of noise until nothing but the pop and crackle of fires remained. Only then, once she had obtained absolute concentration and attention, did the amplification circle light up on the stage, painting a patterned glow of white on her white robes.

“Proud people of Lemora!” Lady Reece yelled. “I’ve called you here—at night—because it’s a time for celebration….”

The people held their breath.

“Tonight, we celebrate the downfall of the Corrupt King and the rise of the rightful heir of the Escaran Kingdom!”

Her voice lit a flame in their citizens’ hearts, and soon, they were enraptured, crying out in unison, releasing cathartic screams to the sky.

“The corrupt have plagued this land for too long. They’ve poisoned our streets, our wells, and our women, feasting upon your pain and sorrow. Hard times are ahead as our people root out the wicked and reclaim what is ours. But fret not. For we will rise from the gates of Tramula where Trinov Escar left us and reclaim our throne in the skies of Reemada!”

Lemora had a pulse, beating with vitality, hot blood passing through the heart of its citizenry.

“I stand before you, not as a queen but as a messenger and protector! Our battle doesn’t end here in this city, in our fields, and our kingdom….” Her voice got lower, commanding total control. “No. We will not stop here. Our people are the chosen ones—the people who will reclaim this world. And I am here, protecting our people, leading them forward until we do what no kingdom has been able to do in millennia….”

The citizens gulped.

“Together, we stand against Agronus and reclaim this world from the demon army!” 

A pulse of static rippled through the citizenry in wavelengths of negative synesthesia. No name had been able to invoke more fear and uncertainty than Agronus. Yet…. The woman before them spoke with absolute confidence, and a few people choked out a few cheers. Then, the momentum from the earlier speech broke past its blockage, and the crowds began cheering once more, cascading in a wave until citizens half a mile away in the crowded streets of Lemora were cheering.

“You may not think we can. You may think it’s hopeless—that it’s beyond mortal capabilities. You may have heard the legends of Telia Sayon and the Battle of Dantal and thought that it was beyond the means of man and perhaps gods. But I assure you it’s not! I stand before you as a messenger of Delina!” Lady Reece reached into a spatial ring and slowly brought out a sword. It was as flawless as her face and twice as radiant as it radiated crimson light in the air. A sudden pulse of mana burst forth from it, momentarily seizing everyone’s lungs for a split second as it passed from one person to the next, spreading raw power through thousands of citizens. “Can you feel that, Lemora? This is the sword I will use to strike down the wicked, reclaim this land as our own, and put an end to the monster that has plagued us too long!”

Her demonstration finally broke the seal on any doubts they had about the revolution, the state of affairs, and their future. There was no doubt: between her beauty and power, they believed—believed that the woman before here was a divine messenger of War God Delina and was there to lead them to victory.

“So rest!” Lady Reece yelled. “Return to your jobs, your lands, and commerce! Reclaim your lives and ambitions! For this year, we will raise an army and will require Lemora to thrive!”

As the fervor reached a fever pitch, and battle cries shattered the skies above Lemora, a group of cloaked figures walked through the crowd, passing out sheets of parchment to anyone who was well dressed and potentially capable of reading. They read:

-

Citizens of Lemora, Lady Reece has spoken! She calls for the surrender of the following nobles….

-

Then, the cloaked figures departed, blending into the crowd, disappearing as soon as they appeared.
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Sara awoke to reeahing and two little leetas jumping on her face. “Why?” she groaned in the darkness. “Why do you do this to me?” They gave no answer. Instead, they curled up on her cheeks, simply satisfied that Sara was awake and could love them before she had to leave. “You little shits.” She was annoyed, but oh, did she love them. Part of her wanted to become a villain just so she could have Reck sit on her lap in the audience chamber as she passed judgment on the plebs. But that was too much. So, instead, she just snuggled them, sneezing to push away fur. It was a bittersweet morning.

Issues that day were as expected. Stabilizing the citizenry, fixing property damages, feeding people affected by the rebellion. Basic considerations. Advisors brought her candidates for refilling the openings from the imprisoned nobles, and she chose them. Sara considered opening up the noble slots for election and filling them with nobles regardless—just seeding the idea of elections, fake as it was—but she quickly scrapped the idea. Instituting democracy was a decade-long undertaking, and she planned to kill Agronus in three years at most and then… fake her death or something. Leaving them to deal with a political revolution without her was like a teacher setting up a string of competitions for their students and then abandoning them for the rest of the school year. Disaster.

Once she finished her decisions, she obtained some news that—yet again—should’ve been on the forefront.

“We’ve also seen your report about Lord Reenous and Lady Mest,” one said. “What would you like to do about them?”

Sara felt the icy grip of anxiety wrap around her neck. “What do you mean, my report?” Those two were nobles who followed her orders to expose other nobles. They shouldn’t have been targeted. If they were, it would send all the nobles who listened to her orders into a panic.

The advisors glanced between each other and then back at Sara. “Is this not yours?”

Sara accepted a piece of parchment and stared at it with trembling eyes. “I didn’t write this.”

A cool breeze passed through the room.

“Who wrote this?” Sara demanded. They didn’t speak. It was a dumb question. “How many of these are there?”

“A few dozen… My Lady….” Tropan said.

Sara gripped it. “I need to let them know I didn’t write this.”

“I….” Tropan stopped her. “I would advise… against that… My Lady.”

Sara turned to him with a poison-laced smile. “And why ex~act~ly would I do that?” She gripped her throne’s armrest, but it was still jagged from her outburst the day before and was thus uncomfortable. Artisans were crafting a new one with reinforcement arrays, but it would take at least a week to make.

“It would sow… confusion,” he said. “One of the benefits… of having people speak in this chamber… is that your word is law. The source… of truth. But when you created this… anonymous system of communication… you left yourself vulnerable. If you discredit… these messages, you’ll threaten the integrity of all… the anonymous messages… you left.”

“Then what should we do? Just let anyone write whatever they want?”

“Allow me to elaborate,” said Lord Kell, a man with thick robes that moved to his ankles and a face that made a trimmed mustache look fashionable against all common sense. He was the new economic advisor in Telskal’s place, an announcement of which would be provided upon her execution (which was delayed because the Alacom was packed with rioting citizens who were rebelling instead of willing to watch public executions). He was a man she hadn’t met in her last life because he was likely executed by Mary, but he was competent and qualified, as he was already Lemora’s capital advisor. “We must establish that the means of communication have changed and all other forms are illegitimate. But that’s not the problem.”

Sara closed her eyes. She already knew what the answer was. “It’s that the people are conducting their own trials about nobles?”

“Precisely. In the people’s eyes, all nobles are corrupt now. Your enemies are taking advantage of that by fanning the flames of contempt.”

That was a serious problem. Nobles were still the ruling authorities of the kingdom, and if she tried to usurp their power, the rest of the kingdom would rebel. Brute force only went so far, and if she alienated the nobles that she protected during her witch hunt, the kingdom would be embroiled in chaos.

Sara didn’t have time for this. These were problems that other people could solve. Her jobs in this world were to obtain power—something that had completely stagnated—act as a deterrent force, raise an army to destroy the demons, obtain legendary items for her party members, train the heroes, and kill Agronus. Becoming the acting queen solved many of those issues. As queen, she had unlimited resources at her disposal, the ability to create and train an army, and was now a massive deterrent force that could unite the people. But in exchange, she couldn’t leave the capital. She needed time to let Raul and Emma “train” in the Sayon Temple and the Halkon Crypt (obtaining legendary items from both) and also to obtain the support of the heroes again to prevent them from rebelling. What she needed….

Sara pointed at Tropan, Lord Kell, and Lady Regam (the Kingdom Advisor who managed kingdom relations between landholding nobles, something she proved capable of in her last life). “You three, stay.” She pointed at the rest of the advisors. “Out.”

Prince Alecov Escar swallowed nervously beside her as they left, leaving nothing but the head advisors. She turned to him. “My King. Are you ready to rule?”

He fidgeted nervously. “Am I a ruler?”

“That’s a wise question,” she said. “Understanding your role is important. The answer is yes. You are the ruler of this country, and you will follow in your father’s footsteps.”

He looked down at his legs.

“The question is whether you are willing to do what it takes to obtain peace. To quell the violence. To challenge the demon army and win. Are you?”

“Do you want to execute my father?” he asked.

“That’s the right thing to do…. But no. I won’t.”

“My Lady…” Tropan said. “While I remained loyal to Trinov since he was a boy… it is unwise to split—“

“Enough. I will not.” Sara turned to him and the other advisors. “I am not the queen of this country, nor will I ever be. I have accepted temporary rule to further our quest to defeat Agronus. Your king lies in front of you.”

Alecov’s eyes welled with tears. He was a gentle boy. “So you want me to kill my father?“

“If you ever feel it’s right and in the kingdom’s best interest….” Sara took a deep breath. “Then yes. That will be a decision you can make at any time, and it is something that will become advisable in the future, as will the punishment of your brother.”

A tear streaked down Alecov’s cheek.

“But that is for the future,” Sara said. “What needs to be done will present that question before you in the near future. It will also cross many lines that you may not be comfortable with. Will you do what’s best for your people?”

Alecov looked at her with wide eyes gashed with pain and blurred by teary cataracts. “I…. That is… my duty.”

Sara touched his shoulder. “Good.” She turned to the advisors. “This kingdom’s ruling structure is in peril, and our enemies seek to exploit that. We must give them something to unite over that isn’t our own people. We must demonstrate power and call all nobles to bend the knee, not only to our faces but also in their actions. We must build our army and solidify power. There is only one tool that we have that can obtain such a result.” Sara stood and looked at the advisors. “We need war.”
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The next day, King Lemings sat on his throne with a deep scowl. His weather-worn face and thick beard were showing signs of graying, and the resentment in his eyes burned. “You shall repeat that,” he said to a nervous advisor who was holding a piece of parchment.

“Yes, Sire. The letter reads that Princess Tanta Lemings was pregnant before her marriage to Trinov Escar, and thus, the blood alliance was illegitimate. Trinov Escar has been imprisoned for creating a false blood alliance, and the legitimate heir, Prince Alecov Escar, demands reparations from the Lemings Kingdom for the same. If not, they will meet the problem with military force.”

King Lemings took a deep breath, gripping his throne. He took deep breaths, but he couldn’t help but chew his cheek or demand the advisor before him was flogged for even reading such a statement. “You mean to tell me that Trinov Escar made a false blood alliance, and yet his son demands reparations of us?”

“That is what it said.”

“I see….” King Lemings smiled sinisterly, indignity burning in his veins. “It says that there has been a coup, and my grandson has taken the throne. Does it not?”

“Yes, Sire.”

“Wh~y have I not been informed of this rebellion?”

The advisor’s face paled. “T-This has been very perplexing, Sire. As we have reported, there have been executions of lower nobles in the kingdom over the last two years. Recently, there have been reports of nobles being accused of wrongdoing, but the last report was a week ago. There was no sign of rebellion at that time.”

King Lemings smiled widely. “You mean to say that there was a rebellion in a week, and it was led by a boy of thirteen? And now he’s declared war on his own blood?”

“As I’ve said, Sire. This situation is perplex—“

“It is not perplexing! If you had done your duty and obtained proper information on the Escaran Kingdom, we would’ve known this was happening months or even years ago. Your incompetence has resulted in this situation!”

“My apologies, Sire.” The advisor took a knee and bowed his head.

“Where is my daughter?”

“Imprisoned.”

King Lemings gripped his throne. “Who dares…. Who is the acting ruler?”

“We’ve received word yesterday that there had been an outcry by the populace over the imprisonment of a certain individual, one Sara Reece. We believe it’s her, but we have been unable to verify.”

“Who is she?”

“We… don’t know.”

“I should have you beheaded for your incompetence!”

“I beg your forgiveness, Sire, and ask that you let me finish.”

King Lemings fumed. “I shall allow you to speak.” The advisor needed to understand that his life was in jeopardy for such a grave oversight. War beckoned on the horizon, and he knew nothing of the event. Such incompetence warranted swift action.”

“Lady Sara Reece has the designation of a noble, but she is not on the noble registry. Our historians cannot identify the lineage of her first or last name either. She has come up with no reports from our civilian or internal sources, and all but one noble supplying us with information has been imprisoned. The one who remains is unwilling to speak to us about her, even under threat of exposure.”

King Lemings felt a cool sensation of doubt creep over him when he heard his sources had been imprisoned and that blackmail had been rendered useless. “What else?”

“Lady Reece is rumored to be around twenty years of age, and there are rumored to be about thirty other individuals around her age with noble titles who are not on the noble registry either.”

“Find out everything you can.”

“Yes, Sire.”

Once the advisor left, King Lemings slouched into his chair, his heart pounding from anger, anxiety, and confusion. He was excited. The wrong kind. The kind that keeps a king awake at night.

Who could do this? he pondered.

That was a question that he didn’t think he would get an adequate answer to, and that caused him the most discomfort. One way or the other, Lemings was the strongest kingdom in the middle territory. If anyone declared war on him, he would meet them with force. And anyone who laid their hands on his daughter….
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Sara knocked on Raul’s door. He hadn’t left his room in the last few days and refused to speak to anyone, even Emma. It was time for her to try. “It’s me.”

Silence.

“I’ve brought wine.”

Raul shifted behind the door, pacing back and forth until he finally opened it. He was disheveled, sporting a four-day beard, and looked like he hadn’t slept. Yet he was still physically fit, likely having spent most of his time exercising to free his mind. He took a deep breath, leaning on the door frame with his head on his forearm. “Hi.”

“Hi.” Sara shook the bottle of wine.

“That only makes it worse.”

“Not if you convince yourself it helps.” Sara gave him a cheeky smile.

Raul exhaled, too tired to deny her. “How can you smile?”

“Let me in, and I’ll tell you.”

He opened the door and ushered her in.

The room was spartan to the core, with a well-made bed and no decorations. There was a desk that was filled with papers and inkwells that were nearly empty. Sara walked to the desk and found that there were dozens of letters to every member of his family on the desk and unmailed letters stacked up and bound. There had to be a hundred of them. Just looking at the sight made her heart sink. When Sara had returned, she felt talking to her mother was an inconvenient chore. That’s because her mother was dead in her mind. She had grieved, she had overcome, she had moved on and made a family. So when she returned, part of her wished her mother wasn’t home so she wouldn’t have the regret of having the option to stay with her before turning it away. But when she looked at the letters on Raul’s desk, she was certain that no matter how much time passed, the letters wouldn’t end. This pain… he hid it from her and Emma in her last life, locked behind his role as a mediator. Now, it made her question if she ever cared about him at all.

“Since I can’t hide it, I might as well ask,” Raul said, sitting on his bed, forearms on his legs, staring at the floor. “Why did you bring us here?”

Sara swallowed hard.

“It’s something that I don’t understand,” he said. “It’s driven me crazy, and now it’s all I can think about. Why would you bring Jason and Mary here if you just planned to kill them?”

Sara took a deep breath and put her back against the wall. “I….” She bit her lip. Raul deserved the truth, but if he resented her later, he would know her greatest weakness. And yet…. Raul was her friend. Maybe. Actually, probably not. Why the fuck would he be her friend after this? She stripped him from his family, broke apart his friend group, and he killed his best friend to support her. Now, she was a queen—his leader—not a person he could be “friends” with in a conventional sense. Yet he was trying to be her friend, and she wanted to be his. So should she trust him and tell her about her family? Roll the dice with a friendship that wasn’t likely? Or would she just treat him like a pawn despite his sacrifices, all to protect her loved ones that would eventually become common knowledge? For the first time in a long time, she had to make a decision that she had denied relationships to avoid.
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                Sara put her back against a wall and closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. She didn’t want to tell anyone about her family, least of all someone who had serious potential to kill her. Still—Raul earned it. He had sided with her, fought for her, and tried to save her. If she wouldn’t trust him, she didn’t deserve his sacrifices.

“I have a family here,” Sara sighed.

Raul looked up abruptly. “You?”

She snorted breathlessly. “Yeah. I know it’s hard to believe, but I was in a relationship for seven years. We were….” Needles pierced her heart. “We were getting married. I finally said yes. Didn’t want to because it felt cheap. You’re going to fight Agronus? Let’s say vows before you die. What a joke.”

Raul swallowed and then looked at the floor, more crushed than ever, it seemed.

“I had a sister, too,” Sara said. “She was suffering from tyrexis, and if I didn’t save her, she would’ve died. If I didn’t come back—she would’ve died.”

He sank lower.

“I had a life. A family. And I had gone through so much suffering my biography would read like a snuff film.” Sara chuckled bitterly. “I sacrificed everything to kill Agronus. Not for me, but because people forced me to. Duty. Moral obligation. Guilting. Self-hatred. And so I did, and right after I did it….” She snapped her fingers. “I wo~ke up as if it had never happened.”

Raul looked at her.

“Can you even imagine what it’s like for everyone you love to forget you?” Sara asked. Tears welled in her eyes, and her throat bobbed. “If you think losing your family hurts, imagine if you lost them twice and they forgot you. That there was no welcome home, I missed you. You just didn’t exist….”

Sara raised her hand to throw the bottle of wine she brought at the wall, but she didn’t have the energy, so she let it drop to her fingertips as her arms fell to her sides.

“Well that happened to me,” she said. “And after losing you, and Emma, and my parents, Edico, my friends, my life, my whole fucking world; after being chased down by Jason’s forces, living in gutters, killing, Killing, KILLING for others, getting my limbs broken and mended, only to lose my family—the one thing I had left… I’m sorry. I didn’t give a fuck about any of you when I walked into that classroom, and I wasn’t going to risk the summoning spell switching classrooms because someone was missing.”

Raul chuckled, tears welling in his eyes. “So that’s why.” His tone wasn’t sarcastic—it was pitying—and that made her feel worse.

The two of them shared the space in silence for about ten minutes before Raul finally spoke. “You know, this really hasn’t been a bad life.”

Sara studied his expression.

“Since I came here, I kinda got allured to the whole hero thing,” he said. “The food’s not bad. We’re rich. The work oddly fits me. That’s why I never resented you.”

Sara stayed silent, letting him speak.

“And I noticed. I guess we all kinda noticed. The way you were interacting, helping people. You were kinda a bitch about it, but you were helping people.”

He chuckled, and she joined in.

“So you and that hero life just kinda meshed,” Raul said. “You know?”

“And you never questioned it?”

Raul paused and sucked his teeth, rubbing his eyes with circles. “I did. But the thing was, I could see it. Jason’s point about you sabotaging him? I knew it was happening. But the way he changed…. That darkness. I knew something was going to happen sooner or later. Mary too. And I guess that just reinforced that you were doing the right thing by ‘thwarting’ them,” he chuckled, emphasizing the word almost sarcastically as if she were some superhero.

“Do you still think I was right?”

“Of course not,” Raul laughed. “You’re just as bad as he is…. Kinda.” He exhaled and looked at the ground. “But that’s the wrong question. The real question is whether I think you did the best thing given this whole fucked up situation, and for that question….”

Raul cupped his face in his hands and then rubbed his fingers through his hair. “I don’t know. All I know is that you didn’t do a bad thing. If I thought that, I wouldn’t have helped you to begin with.” He looked at her. “What about you? Do you think you were right?”

Sara looked at the bottle of wine in her hand. “I don’t think I was wrong.”

“But?”

“I regret it.” Sara uncorked the bottle of helshma and took a long swig, tasting the delicious twang of fermented dockberries. She shivered. “If I could do it all over again, I’d have gotten a few bags of gold and run away, praying my lover would take me back. Then I’d trade silverblooms for resources, build power, get Qualth, and sit back until the demon war.”

Raul looked into her eyes. “What would’ve happened if you did?”

“Who knows…” she said. “Probably nothing, knowin’ my luck. Jason would’ve stayed the best and stayed magnanimous, Mary would’ve got counseling, King Escar would’ve… look, I have no fucking clue what would’ve happened. All I know is what did happen before.”

“What did happen?” Raul asked. “Will you tell me?”

“Sure.” Sara took another drink and let her back slide down the wall until she was sitting. “Where to begin….”

Sara started from the beginning, detailing the events of her life. Emma’s death. Jason’s coup and the trials. Raul’s execution. Mary’s rise to power. Sara’s rebellion. The demon war. Personal details on her relationship and the hardships she went through, and finally, about Agronus’s death and how she was certain that Daniel was the person who caused it all.

Once she finished, Raul shook his head with blurred eyes. “That’s pretty much what Brandon said. But his version was so… warped.”

“If you’re gonna tell a lie, inject truth into it,” Sara said, taking a drink. It was almost finished.

Raul raised an eyebrow. “Are you going to share that thing, or did you just come here to drink?”

Sara ignored him, downing the rest of the bottle. He frowned. She ignored that expression, too, activating her spatial ring and casually pulling out two bottles of wine. “For you.”

Raul caught one and looked at the new one Sara was uncorking. “Seriously?”

Sara uncorked the bottle and ignored him, taking a drink and sitting in silence. He uncorked his and joined her for about an hour until his sleep deprivation overtook him, and he passed out. Sara covered him up like a mother and walked out of the room, deactivating the lighting crystals before she left.
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When Sara returned to the Royal Chamber, Edico was waiting for her outside the door. Just seeing him carved anxiety through her ribs to her stomach, and she wanted to turn away. If Kyritus and Tiber died because she prioritized a political plan over her family’s safety….

“Let’s go inside,” Edico said.

That made her feel worse.

“Okay,” she said, moving past two other guards.

Once inside, she activated all the privacy arrays and reached into her spatial ring, pulling out another bottle of helshma.

“It won’t be needed,” Edico said. “They’re safe.”

Sara collapsed on the ground, biting back tears. The relief she felt was beyond imagination. “What about the border? Do you think they can pass it?”

Edico shrugged and sat down in a chair at the edge of the room. “Worst case scenario, they’ll get caught,” he said, “and troops will follow Telskal’s orders and bring them to the capital.”

Sara understood, and part of her wished that would happen. At this point, hearing of their safety, Sara was prepared to kill Daniel just to be sure. She missed them so much she’d kill for them.

“Thank you for letting me know,” she whispered. “What else?”

Edico wiped his leathery face. “I hear you’ve declared war.”

“I’ve declared the threat of war,” Sara said. “Unlike with the Battle of Corruption, I’ll make a full demonstration of strength.”

Edico frowned. “Is that wise? You’ll just tell them to bring more troops. You can’t be everywhere.”

Sara considered it, remembering how Jason had dealt with the same situation in her last life—and how much stronger she was than he was. “I think that you still underestimate how powerful I am.”
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Sara discussed her power, strategy, and tactics with General Sullsburg for a few more hours before he left. Then she lay on the bed, world spinning, lost in a state of revelry, peaceful for the first time in god knows how long. “They’re… alive,” she mumbled. “Alive….” Three minutes later, Sara fell asleep, and for the first time in what felt like years, she rested easily.
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Rokus, Kyritus, and the little one were riding east toward Telsenlore, where a supposed safe house was. It was hot out. Real hot. They were going through a desert, and he was sweatin’ buckets. Worse, the kid next to him was struggling to keep on a monta and was still constantly worried his sis was still dyin’. They were stopping every hour, and every minute taken was another he’d have to live without knowing the fate of his family. They could’ve been dead, for all he knew, and it took all Rokus’s willpower not to just turn around and make sure that Lady Reece had followed through with her end of the bargain. But…. Against Rokus’s better judgment, he felt that they would be okay.

It was because of that damn look. Edico warned him about it.

It’s the way she looks at you. Just meet her. You’ll understand. That’s what Edico had said to sum up everything about Lady Reece—his relationship with her, the reason he paused his post as head of the sycounts to be her mentor, the reason he was going on missions and worrying his wife since. Just meet her. You’ll understand.

Then Rokus met her—

—and he understood. Cruelly. But he understood. That look on her face when she blackmailed him into helping her…. It had depth.

You think I’d help you over some shit that happened a decade ago? Rokus had asked when she threatened to expose an affair he had from his war days. It was a minor thing in the grand scheme of things. He was away at war for a long time. He had seen some shit. He had done some shit. He just needed someone for a night to release pent-up steam—and regretted it. Then Lady Reece came out of the blue with that exact pain point as if by magic, stabbing it into his gut and twisting.

I know you will, Lady Reece said. And that look, the way her eyes trembled, the pain and sorry and fucking hurt in her eyes as she did it…. That wasn’t some oracle shit. She didn’t see some dream and then walk up and say, I saw you’d solve my problem, so solve it. It was like she was betraying him; it was the same look he had in his eyes for cheating on his wife. It haunted him. It was so cruel, but that other look, the desperation when she asked him to help these kids. She was pleadin’.

That's the only reason he considered it. He turned her down the first time but said he'd consider it if push came to shove—and shove happened really fucking fast. Then he followed through, and he still wasn't sure why.

Rokus’s eyes glided to Kyritus, holding onto the little one, who was red as a yongo fruit and frail as a princess. Just the look of ‘em pissed him off. Not cuz they were kids. He loved kids. He had a boy and loved his little smile and personality. But that’s what pissed him off: they were kids.

Lady Reece was a fuckin’ monster. Accordin’ to Edico, she was the strongest person next to Agronus, had the mind to make Tyran her slave, led a coup, seized the throne, and now nobles were collapsing like grain under scythe. The woman was a fucking calamity, but she was hangin’ around a bunch of normal kids with shit lives? That pissed him off. Just on principle, if nothing else. The only reason that it didn’t drive him completely insane was because Rokus didn’t understand his relationship with her, either. He didn’t even understand why he was helping them. Why he had committed treason to be here. But he knew. It was that fuckin’ look. Edico was right. That shit was haunting.

“Hey, Mr. Rokus?”

Rokus furrowed his brow and looked over. The little one was looking at him with her large brown eyes, blinking at him. “Yeah?” he asked.

“Thank you.”

He frowned. “For what?”

“Helping us.”

“I’m not doing this for you, kid.”

Tiber’s cheeks puffed out in a pout. “Why do adults always gotta lie?”

Rokus scoffed and shook his head at the sky, ready to lay into her. But when he looked back, he froze. Kyritus was laughing and pinching her cheeks, and she was squirming.

“Forgive her,” Kyritus beamed. “I’ve run a tavern since I was twelve, and our dad ran it before that. We’ve met just about every type of person, so Tiber’s pretty good at picking up these types of things. It’s kinda a necessity.”

Those words lanced through Rokus’s heart. He was helpin’ them—he didn’t need that moral attachment to it. Ultimately, his family came first, and if he had to leave…. Fuck. “I gotta ask you, kid,” he said, turning to Kyritus. “How do you even know that girl?”

Kyritus developed a rueful smile. “I don’t.”

Rokus knitted his brow. “How the fuck did we end up in this desert because of some girl you don’t know?”

Kyritus shook his head. “I… don’t know. She just showed up one day with the cure for Tiber’s illness and….” His cheeks turned rosy.

“What’s that look for?”

“N-Nothing. Honest. She talked to me for a few minutes, if that. She didn’t even tell me her name before she left.”

“Wait. You’re sayin’ that she dropped that flower and left?”

“Yeah.” Kyritus swallowed hard. “It makes me… sad.”

Rokus’s internal temperature cooled. “Sad?”

“Yeah. It’s what she said to me. You don’t know who I am, and that makes me really, really bitter. Those were her words before saying that she knew Tiber here and about her sickness and gave her the flower.”

“Did it leave the impression that you guys were… lovers, but you forgot?” Rokus asked.

“Yeah.” Kyritus gripped Tiber.

“And I think you should be!” Tiber said. “Delina’s the best!”

Rokus raised an eyebrow. “Delina? The Goddess?”

Kyritus gave him a helpless smile. “Yeah. She kinda beat up all my customers to talk to me.”

Rokus stared at him for a few seconds before bursting into laughter. Kyritus and Tiber laughed, too, but the former tapped out. His legs were raw, and his breathing shallow. They rode for another few hours, and every break, Kyritus would say sorry to him. Tiber would hug his neck and say it was okay, turn around to face Rokus’s exasperated expression and stick her tongue out. That annoyed him, but it was drowned out by her virtues. Every so often, she’d ask him small questions like, What’s your kid like? or How old is he? and follow it with sharp, pointed statements like, You must have a reaaaaaally good wife, and You could use a drink. And after all of it, Kyritus would give him rueful smiles and say, Forgive her. She’s a tavern girl. It was a universal excuse for everything.

Before long, Rokus had to admit that he had taken a likin’ to the two kids. He only wished his family was there with them. But for now, he’d follow through and protect the little one. Now, more than ever, he knew that there was no way that Lady Reece wouldn’t have protected his family in exchange.
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Sara woke up the next morning refreshed. She stretched her arms, body brimming with vitality. It felt like there was this film on her mind that made everything around her damp and dark and gray, and it was suddenly lifted. But now, she didn’t need motivation to do what needed to be done. She could face it. “I need a safe way to practice my power,” she thought. Twice, she had gone overboard with Qualth. She needed control, and control came with practice. Most importantly, she had to learn the extent of her core. That’s what she would do today.

            

    
        B2 - Chapter 6 - Ruthless Politics

    
    
    
    
                Sara and Emma took a trip through the Lycian Forest by monta. Watching Emma rub her monta’s calcified snout and speak to it like a Labrador Retriever made her look like a lunatic, but it made Sara smile. The actual ride was bittersweet, though, with Emma being nervous and unable to look Sara in the eye. Sara had killed Jason (or at least she was the greater reason he died), Mary was paralyzed and in a prison cell, and Sara seeded the idea of killing someone in a coma. Now Sara was acting queen after leading a coup against the kingdom they were summoned to. If Emma wasn’t wary of her, she would be an idiot. Still, Emma tried to make small talk from time to time.
“Gosh, it feels good to be outside again,” Emma said.
What a roundabout way to say, ‘The weather’s nice,’ Sara thought abstractedly. It was nice. The light breeze was ruffling her hair, and the sun was hugging her skin. “Yeah,” she replied. “If I had my way, I’d live on the road.”
“That’s weird coming from you.” Emma giggled, but it felt hollow. It’s as if her mind told her it was funny, but her mind told her, Stop. You don’t deserve to be happy. Sara knew that feeling well.
“It is,” Sara agreed. That was the final conversation they had for the next hour as they took an unbeaten trail to a warm hilltop with a nice view of the Quesca Mountains, snow-peaked year-round, tips hidden by a haze of clouds like Everest.
“What are we learning today?” Emma asked.
“Binding,” Sara said, pulling out Qualth. It was the art of binding one’s mana to an object—like a sword or a staff—to condense and control it. It was not a common sense technique; it took considerable practice, so Sara brought Emma to teach her with Qualth. “Here, take this,” she said, offering the sword.
Emma stumbled back in astonishment, unwilling to touch it. “Are you really handing me this?”
“Yeah. Take it.”
Emma gulped, and Sara snorted in annoyance.
“It’s a weapon, Emma, not a source of power. It won’t save you from a stone-tipped arrow, let alone a….” Sara paused, trying not to think of how she killed Jason. “Look, Emma….” She paused and found that she wasn’t able to find words, so she put away Qualth, knelt, and stared down the hill. “Watch.”
Synántoun se éna skénoma synergasías, she silently chanted, pléon ypodéchetai ton kodikó, sussurrá. 'Éstin e sýnthesis tou pánthos, i édafi pou antheí sta páthi.
Emma fell backward when the hilltop split into a thick crevasse, jutting rocks in multiple directions into the forest below them. For a full football field’s length, the rocks shot from the splitting ground, and the shaking caused trees to snap and collapse, spraying leaves and needles as a dust storm made it impossible to see below. From a hilltop, it looked like they were staring at the forest through polluted fog. “W-What was that?” Emma asked, cupping her ears.
“Simple magic.” Sara took a few steps back and collapsed on the hill, sweating and breathing hard. She was impressed by the intense display and was glad to really use her magic to its fullest extent. 
“Simple?” Emma collapsed on her back, staring at the clouds.
“Yeah. It’s a siege spell. It shakes walls. Goes ten feet.” Sara grinned when Emma rolled on her stomach to look at her in shock, staring her through the red hair covering her face. But when Emma realized she looked like the creepy girl from The Ring, she blew hair out of her eyes with a pout and rolled back onto her back.
“Are you really that strong?” Emma asked.
“We’re that strong,” Sara said gravely. “Whether it’s you, it’s me, or it’s Agronus—if one of us uses a meteor spell, Lemora would burn.” Not instantaneously, but fire spreads. That’s why offensive fire spells were restricted to the military and high-level members at that. One panicked soldier could kill a battalion. In the hands of scared, angsty, angry, vindictive, and corrupted young adults…. 
“Do you understand?” Sara asked.
Emma rolled on her side opposite Sara. “… Yes.” 
For a while, Sara sat there, watching cloud-cast shadows cut across the textured grass and boulders before blending into the forest floor. She thought that the training was almost pointless and that her… friend… needed time to recuperate from her PTSD and moral injury, but she was proven wrong. 
“So what was the point?” Emma asked.
Sara looked at her. “Of what?”
“Getting the sword. You almost died. I….”
Sara considered her words carefully but felt like Emma’d only get it if she experienced it. “I’ll show you.” Sara stood and pulled out raw bars of rontum, the metal used for mana deprivation, and laid them down in a circle around where they were sitting. Emma immediately felt the icy chill as mana sucked out of her body.
“W-What is that?” Emma asked.
“It’s what they make mana deprivation shackles out of,” Sara said. “I’m using it to simulate what it’ll be like in Agronus’s castle.” She kept stacking higher and higher until they both felt cold and suffocated, unable to feel mana. “Hold these above our head.” Sara handed Emma bars of rontum.
“Wait. Can we even use mana in there?” Emma shivered as she accepted. “I can’t feel any at all.”
Sara didn’t like the insinuation that Emma was getting anywhere near his castle, but she kept silent, sitting beside her. She closed her eyes and churned her Twilight Core, and suddenly, a profound gust of energy sucked through the area, making the white hairs on Emma’s arms stand up as the bars lit up with white energy.
“Can you feel that?” Sara asked.
“I… can. But I don’t understand what’s going on.”
“There’s a one-hundred-foot wall of rontum around the castle, ten feet thick,” Sara said. “It has a ceiling, too, making the place an eerie cube. It’s fucking terrifying—but it doesn’t work. Not completely, anyway.”
Emma shivered. “What do you mean?”
“Rontum’s porous, and as you can see, if you pull fast enough, it can’t capture all of it. And when….” Sara pulled out Qualth and lifted it to the sky with a wry smile. “… you have a weapon that attracts mana….” Sara activated the red runes on Qualth’s blade and the air around them warped, and the bars in Emma’s hands turned bright white alongside the wall. Mana flooded the atmosphere and almost became unbearable until the negative pull suddenly snapped off, and mana crashed into the area without restraint. Sara then deactivated the runes and let the world return to normal—
—but it wasn’t normal. Emma stared at the small wall of rontum bars, radioactive and glowing with white light as they sat there.
“You can use mana in there. That’s the real reason that Qualth’s necessary,” Sara said. “That, and it can actually cut that charming fucker. He’d bend Jason’s sword like a coffee straw.”
“Oh….” Emma winced as she stared at the white bars of rontum in her hand. “Once these fill up….”
“They don’t suppress mana anymore,” Sara said. “That’s why they summoned us, Emma. The wall’s glowing. In a decade, it’ll be full, and Agronus might be able to break out.”
“But Sara….” Emma presented the glowing bars in her palm. “If you use Qualth in there—“
“It might break the rontum barrier,” Sara confirmed. Just like how Qualth overloaded the guillotine’s stalks, using Qualth in Agronus’s ballroom at her current power level could flood the entire cube. It wasn’t a problem in her last life because she had a tainted golden core, making her far weaker than Jason. Now, she had a pure core belonging to the legendary mage Telia Sayon, so it was a serious consideration. Because if she broke that barrier: “Then it’d be no holds barred for real,” Sara said.
Emma’s eyes widened. “Could you win?”
Sara placed her forearms over her knees, Qualth’s tip touching the ground, gazing at the Quesca Mountain Range. She wondered how much damage the “God Slayer” could do to one. Probably little, right? Mountains are unfathomably huge. People often hike through one on multi-week expeditions just to prove they can. They blind themselves at summits and risk their lives to reach the top of Mount Everest. When fighting a titan, Sara’s petty, three, five, seven hundred feet blasts would simply leave a paper cut. How could it stand up to a real god? Probably not well. Thank Delina that Agronus was really just a humanoid with a persecution complex.
“I don’t know,” Sara said. “We’d probably both die. The place’s sealed. If he lights it on fire, there’d be nowhere to go.” Telia Sayon locked Agronus in his castle with a sealing spell; the cube was just built on top of it to prevent him from breaking it. If the cube broke, she and Agronus would have nuclear attacks at their disposal and nowhere to run. They’d both die.
“And say that I could break the barrier….” Sara stood up and lifted Qualth to the sky. It sucked in all the mana from the atmosphere, pulling so aggressively that the tiny particles shifted the wind itself, rustling treetops for a mile as it made it to the hilltop. Emma watched the sword radiate with absolute light. Then Sara swiped her sword horizontally at pure air, shooting across the forest in a terrifying blast that ripped trees out from their roots. Leaves flew into the air like dust, and a whipping wind howled and crashed and screamed through the forest. It was hard to think that blast wouldn’t break through anything. “Humanity’s probably fucked.”
Sara offered Emma Qualth again. “That’s why you need to learn how to bind. You’re my backup.”
Emma’s eyes lit up with dim yet significant determination as she accepted the sword. “I’ll do it. Where do I begin?”

“Just try to use it,” Sara said. “I’m sure you’ll figure it out. Then I’ll help you master it.” Emma was a genius, after all. And just as expected, she learned how to use 5% of Qualth’s power in five minutes—
—and promptly collapsed from mana deprivation.
Sara got a bit of practice in and built up her relationship with Emma, so it wasn’t a complete waste of time. “Let’s go,” she said, picking Emma up and helping her onto her own monta. Then she led Emma’s monta with commands on the way back to Lemora. During the ride back, Sara couldn’t help but be relieved that she had converted someone so significant to the war effort. The rest would be a different story. 
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Once they got back to the castle, Lord Kell panicked. “My lady, where have you been?” he asked. “These people are animals! If you tell them to hate milk, they’ll kill each other over it.”
“What’s happening?” Sara asked.
“What’s happening? The same thing that’s been happening. Now that the revolution’s won, anyone even mildly ah~ggrieved by a noble is demanding their execution.”
“Are you insinuating I caused this?” Sara asked chillingly. She understood that her actions led to the tragedy playing out, but she couldn’t admit it. She was an acting monarch—and monarchs are infallible. Even insinuating a monarch’s action or order led to problems was against the rules, so the language advisors used was carefully crafted. 
“Of course not, My Lady,” he said apologetically. “I’ve only meant to say that these simpletons are unable to see the difference between a signed letter of a noble’s crimes and a petty accusation.”
Sara wanted to say, Don’t treat people like stupid worms, you pretentious fuck! but the truth was, she found most people stupid when it came to politics. The moment that one person brings up a point someone else makes a counterargument—even if it’s justifying someone trying to kill a test proctor—and people rally behind it. So, as much as she hated herself for agreeing—she did.
“Wise assertion,” Sara said. “Has King Lemings responded?” She had asked her advisors to speak about the stability of her rioting people before other countries unless they were attacking.
“Yes, My Lady.”
“Has he declared war?”
“In so many words.”
“Good,” Sara said. “Bring Telskal to my audience chamber.”
“Yes, My Lady.”
Sara took a deep breath, trying to push her self-directed accusations of villainy from her mind. I’m not a good person, she thought. But I am trying. Ominous thoughts swirling in her head, she made her way to the audience chamber, where her first real day of work awaited.
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Sara sat before Telskal with an iron gaze, straight from the forge, sharp yet unpurified. The advisor before her stared at her with contempt and fury, proof that she had not been tortured.
Lady Regam, Sara’s kingdom advisor, spoke first: “Telskal Serok, you have been summoned here today—“
“Skip the farce.” Telskal spit on the ground. “And let her speak for herself.”
“Alright,” Sara chuckled murderously, filling her lungs with hot air. “You have committed grave atrocities, as attested by dozens of nobles—“
“Who were coerced—“
“—which were validated by thousands of citizens. You were sentenced to death for your crime by Trinov Escar and have been judged and sentenced again by the true heir, King Alecov Escar.”
Telskal scoffed, but when she looked at Alecov, there was only cold ire in his eyes. Panic streaked across her face. “You’re being manipulated, My Li—“
“I have read your crimes, and I heard from your victims,” Alecov said. “I find you abhorrent. You will be executed tonight.”
“How?” Telskal asked bitterly, looking at Sara.
“Public stoning,” Sara said. “There are a lot of people who want you dead, so they’ll be glad that your tempering will hold.”
4
Sara walked on a royal stage built in the Alacom. The fountain was horribly defaced, so artisans removed it, leaving nothing but muddied water that people bathed in during the riots. It was disgusting, but compared to the burnings, broken windows, theft, fighting, and other crimes playing out, it was a minor concern.

In front of her was Telskal's corpse, which was executed by stoning after a grand speech about how Telskal was the mastermind and cause for corruption in Lemora—responsible for all nobles' misdeeds. It was a truly barbaric event that let the people who threw stones vent their anger—and filled the ones who didn't get a chance with disappointment. Either way, it pacified them. 

“Do you feel vindicated?” Sara asked. The crowd released tired cheers of acceptance. “Do you feel heard?” More cheering. “Are you glad that the era of corrupt politics and dangerous dealings is coming to an end?!” The area picked up steam again, like a rollercoaster moving toward its highest point. Then Sara began her speech: “Good. In the weeks ahead, the nobles implicated will be hanged, and all other nobles will be reviewed for corruption.” The crowd might’ve reached a point of delirium, but Sara’s words were damp and muted, leading to a period of solemn emotional reflection. “We will bring you justice. Yet the greatest crime of all has been unchecked, and we now face peril because of it….”
Gulps became audible; drunken stumbles threatened to break out fights. Everyone was listening with rapt attention.
“Trinov Escar’s false blood alliance has made the Lemings Kingdom declare war.”
The time bomb hit zero.
An explosion of anger flared through the area, removing any catharsis relief that the people had faced just moments before.
“What’s worse!” Sara yelled, silencing the crowd. “What’s worse… is that the Lemings Kingdom also broke their alliance. As you’ve already heard, Prince Alecov, the true heir who will soon be crowned, is the rightful king because the Lemings Kingdom sent us a princess who was impregnated—and her bastard was Prince Halter Escar. And despite this, the Lemings Kingdom has declared war on us and seeks reparations! Will you stand for these crooked men breaking alliances and declaring war on your women and children?!”
There wasn’t even a split second where someone could consider that King Escar was a victim. With the snap of a finger, the citizens of Lemora turned into a pack of rabid animals demanding blood.
“Well, we will not stand for these indignities!” Sara screamed. “We, the kingdom and the righteous nobles that remain, the civilians and farmers toiling the fields, the blacksmiths and carpenters, and the soldiers protecting your women and children will band together and strike down all enemies in our path!” Battle cries. “So take this righteous energy and rise together, work with the nobles that survive our scrutiny, put aside our differences and grievances—because war is coming and it threatens all of us! King Lemings will come to rape and sell your women as slaves! They will pillage your fields and burn your homes! They will leave your children to starve! People of Lemora—will you stand for this?!”
The bloodthirsty crowd reached a fever pitch, clawing and scratching each other as they expressed their rage.
“Then accept this woman’s death as a symbol of the trials to come for corrupt nobles, and turn your attention to the enemy that plagues us all! If you see a note about one of our people, report it! It’s from King Lemings, hoping we will rip ourselves apart. Do not give in! As of this moment, we are all one! We are all strong! We, the Escaran People, will be the ones to win this war against Lemings and seize our place in history!” 
Sara watched the delirium play out with a chilling expression, knowing that no corruption trials would ever come. By the end of this war, a new one would follow—the Thousand-Year War that would determine the fate of Reemada once and for all. Once they one, and Lemora finally got the chance to rebel against the nobles, the Escaran Kingdom would no longer be Sara’s problem. It was as simple as that.
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Sara awoke to her little leetas clawing at her face. “I’m up….” She groaned and snatched Reck up and hugged him against her bosom. He squirmed and reeahed at full volume as Tilly cackled at her fellow leeta’s pain. “Don’t worry, you’ll get yours too….”

2

Tilly’s eyes widened in panic, and she tried to jump away, but Sara’s reflexes were too sharp. In one fluid motion, she caught Tilly and thrust her in the water, massaging the poor reeahing leeta’s fur with shampoo. Meanwhile, Reck watched from a corner of the locked room, pacing back and forth, looking for a place to escape.

“It’s not happening,” Sara warned, cleaning behind Tilly’s ears. “You’re both leaving here smelling like cupcakes.”

Tilly screeched as if Sara were flaying her skin off.

“Oh, shush,” Sara chuckled. “Stop treating me like a sadi—“

A negative wave of emotions hit her as if someone had taken her happiness sensor (which looked like a healthy heartbeat) and unplugged it, leaving it to flatline.

Tilly stopped yelping and looked at Sara with wide eyes and then reeahed. Sara blinked a few times.

“Sorry,” Sara whispered. “I’ll hurry….”

Tilly suddenly turned into a really good girl, and Reck left his corner, walking behind her head. It wasn’t close enough for her to grab him, but close enough to say, [I’m here.] Little shit.

Sara smiled thinly and combed Tilly’s fur. Even if humanity sucked, leetas did not.

3

The heroes ate dinner in the grand hall, a massive chamber with long tables that could house the Vikings before Ragnarok. It was commonplace for those who didn’t want to eat in private chambers. Raul enjoyed it. He felt like he was truly in a land of kings and swords, ripping roasted bird legs straight from the body and washing his food down with ale. For someone who thrived on protein, it was a paradise. Yet the dinner had [changed] under Sara’s rule.

No, [changed] wasn’t a fair term. The food was the same. The liquor was the same. The speeches were the same. It was just… different. Perhaps it was because a hot girl was on the throne, or because that “hot girl” dethroned King Escar and was a monster in human flesh, or maybe it was none of those things, and it was really just that the “hot girl” was Sara Reece—their classmate—but heroes just felt uncomfortable being there. A third didn’t show, another third went just trying to suck up, and those like Raul and Emma found it difficult to speak openly. They picked at their plates and said things like, “I [finally] mastered fireball aha ha ha,” trailing off even genuinely boastful statements with wry smiles.

[Just talk to them,] Raul thought, watching Sara. She couldn’t look at the heroes. He and Emma got the thawing friend treatment, but it ended there. There was just this horrifying look of shame, guilt, or a desire to confess in Sara’s eyes, and he thought that she’d eventually just let their relationships die completely, assuming her new role as queen and treating them all like citizens. But she wasn’t there yet—there was time. Raul and Emma just didn’t know what to do about it.

“I wonder why she’s not drinking as much,” Emma commented.

Raul looked up. “Wait. You’re right….” At the end of the hall, the high table—elevated to showcase status—held Sara in the center with Alecov at her side, speaking to advisors and avoiding the heroes. But usually, this would be the point in the night where Sara would have three empty bottles of wine beside her and have her head on her forearms, picking at her food with her fingers, answering in yes or no format. That, or the advisors would back away slowly, seeing her anger boiling up, leaving Sara to down another bottle before storming off. Yet there was a single glass of wine in front of Sara—and it was half full.

“Do you think she’s cutting down?” Emma asked.

Raul caught a good glimpse of her face, and there was darkness in her eyes. “No, she’ll be drinking later,” he muttered ominously.

“What makes you think that?” Emma asked.

“I just gotta feeling.” Suddenly, Sara stood up, said, “Thank you for sharing this meal. Enjoy your feast,” and walked out of the room.

“Should we go after her?” Emma asked.

Raul shook his head. “She’s doing something. It’s best to leave her alone.”

“Then we’re meeting up later,” Emma said. She needs us.”

“Emma. She’s going drinking…. What are you doing?“

“If she’s going out drinking, then we’re going out drinking,” Emma said, pouring herself a glass of wine. “She’s not doing this alone anymore.”

Raul felt ominous chills pass through his body as he watched Emma, who to his knowledge had only drank once in twenty years, down a glass of wine beside him.

4

Sara wished that she had a drink as she walked down the spiral staircase to the dungeons. Alcohol was a bad friend to Sara—always making things worse but ensuring she wasn’t alone. That’s how she thought about it anyway, and tonight, she didn’t want to be alone.

The mana crystals in the dungeons were ominous even during the daylight, but tonight, she swore her shadow transformed into a demon as she walked down the spiral staircase. Thin and thick, sharp and round, flashing over and over again as she reached each lighting crystal, changing shape until the shadow had no form—only a presence—filling the cylindrical space like a dark water cup.

Once she made it to the final floor, where the mana was thin, and the rontum-plated doors worked overtime, Sara reached the room she spent her time in during the execution trial. Two guards stood out front and immediately knelt when they noted her presence.

“Welcome, My Lady.”

“Are you here to see the prisoner?”

“I am,” she said.

They nodded and opened the door.

A terrible sense of nostalgia washed over when she entered, remembering all the doubts and internal torment that she went through in the room. It wasn’t over. Kyritus and Tiber were alive, but they weren’t safe until they were safe. They’d never be safe. Not until she rid the world of the people trying to harm her. One of those people was in that room, lying on a bed, locked in a state of misery.

“I want my phone call,” Mary said defiantly.

Sara sat down. “Your friends think you’re dead. No, they don’t know what happened to you, and that’s even worse.” What she didn’t say was that the only way to prevent a martyr was to make them disappear without ever confirming their death or location. No justification. No saying [they abandoned you]. Nothing. Just make them disappear and let the confusion and hysteria spread fear. That’s what she was doing. Purely practical—sick and sinister.

Mary’s eyes widened, and she turned to Sara. “Are you serious? Are you fucking serious? What type of nazi are you?!”

“A bad one,” Sara said.

“You’d just admit it?” Mary trailed off for a moment, and then her eyes burst into tears. “You’re serious, aren’t you? Aren’t you?! You’re actually fucking serious about this! Instead of killing me, you’re just going to torture me with… with… this?!” She looked at her body and let her head crash down to her bed. 

“Mary,” Sara said calmly. “At any point in time, if you say the word ‘koolaid,’ the guards will bring drugs to euthanize you. But don’t try it recreationally—once you nod off, they will behead you.”

Mary’s eyes widened. “Seriously? Seriously?! You paralyzed me and locked me up, and now you want me to kill myself? Are you fucking crazy?!”

Sara stood up. “I’ll own up to my actions. Just say the word ‘sorry,’ and I’ll come down here to kill you. Had to choose a word you’d never say accidently.” She opened the door but froze when Mary screamed:

“Do you think you’re better than me? You’re worse! You’re seriously fucking worse! I fantasize about shit that would make your skin crawl, but I’m not nearly as bad as you are!”

Sara turned to her. “I am what you made me.” With those words, she walked out the door, down the hall, up two flights of stairs, outside the penal area, through the gates, into the castle, up a staircase, and into the royal bedroom. During the entire walk, Mary’s words played in her head.

[Do you think you’re better than me? You’re worse! You’re seriously fucking worse!]

Sara lay on the bed, eyes closed, wishing that Tilly and Reck days didn’t alternate. Without Kyritus, she probably needed to steal Reck permanently. She planned to live a long life despite her misery, and she couldn’t do it alone. But since Kyritus and Reck weren’t there, she had to leave to be with people. So she got up and walked to the window, brushing her hand over an 18th-century masquerade half-face mask. It had the calcified vestige of a monta and was twice as hideous, but it was the only thing keeping her from isolation. So she donned it for the seventh time that week, activated her invisibility spell, and jumped out the window.

5

Sara walked through the door of Lilli’s tavern. The moment she smelled the baked bread and heard the sound of the jingles, she felt a great sense of relief wash over her. 

[Do you think you’re better than me?]

Sara grabbed her head and walked to the bar, which vacated multiple seats at the end. 

“Come on, move,” someone said.

“Why? What’s going—wait. Who the fuck is that?”

“Monta Face Blondie,” someone whispered. “She don’t fuck with you if you leave ‘er alone, but she’ll end you if you don’t move your ass.”

Sara ignored them and took her “throne” at the end of the bar.

“Hey, hun,” Lilli said. She knew who Sara was and didn’t mind. Perhaps, like Edico, she felt a strange friendship between them and didn’t shy away so long as the mask that said “[Destructively Normal]” was strapped on her face. “Half-press?” Lilli asked.

“Twalla,” Sara said.

“Did she just say twalla?” someone whispered. “She’s growin’ soft on us.”

“Don’t jinx it. I’m feelin’ like a man for once!”

Lilli passed her the frothy mug, wet on the outside from condensation. “Things easin’ up?”

Sara put a griffin on the bar and slid it across. She never paid above price, but she had an outstanding tab that read like a government subsidy. Lilli didn’t question it. She bit it and then tossed it down her ample bosom, which seemed to swallow it whole. “No. It’s just because I don’t want my frien…. I don’t want people picking up bad habits.”

[You’re worse!]

“Hmmm?” Lilli put her hands on her hips suspiciously. “That’s noble.” 

“No, it’s [relevant],” Sara grimaced, taking a drink. The door opened with a jingle of bells, and a massive man and a cute redhead walked into the tavern. They weren’t wearing masks. “I take that back,” Sara said. “I don’t want the [idiots] to pick up [worse] habits.”

“Go freshen up in the kitchen,” Lilli said. “I’ll send ’em home and round the back.”

Sara nodded, got up, and walked away. Emma tried to rush forward, but Lilli made a loud ruckus as Sara disappeared into the back. In the kitchen, she said high to all the cooks with her mask off, and they nervously said hello. They knew she was a good person, but she was still their acting queen. It was bittersweet, but at least she could breathe as she waited.

Five minutes later, Emma came through the back and threw herself into Sara’s arms. “Sara!”

Sara pulled her hands up in a [it wasn’t me] gesture but found Raul looking at her apologetically as he peeled the redhead off her. “Is everything alright?” Sara asked.

“Emma tried wine for the first time tonight,” Raul grimaced. 

“Why?” Sara asked.

“Because you’re always drinking!” Emma chastised. “We can’t help you if we’re never with you, dummy!”

Sara frowned. “Emma, I know you want to help, but—“

[You’re seriously fucking worse!]

“—you seriously don’t want to—“

“Just shut up already,” Raul said in a protracted voice. “Can’t you see we’re fucked up, too, now?”

“Hey!” Emma protested. “Who are you calling—“

“Come to my room,” Lilli interrupted, walking into the back. “Yer welcome to it.”

“Thanks,” Sara said.

“Up you go,” Raul said, lifting Emma into a princess carry. The redhead squirmed, but then she giggled, blushed, and hugged Raul’s neck as he followed Lilli up a flight of stairs.

Sara smiled, if only for a moment before it disappeared, lost to the sound of Mary screaming,

(You’re worse! You’re worse! You’re worse!)

In her head.

Sara closed her eyes. Right then, at perhaps the lowest point of her entire life, she prayed that Emma and Raul could help her and that they would accept an imposter as their friend. But even if they didn’t, Sara had to establish hard rules about how to deal with Daniel and Mary because the rational [fear] she had of them was tearing her apart and corrupting her from within.
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                Lilli led Sara, Raul, and Emma up the stairs to a large room. It was quaint, meant for a family, but lonely since Lilli’s husband died of renx disease a few years back. Now, it was just her, and she kept it neat and tidy, storing all the treasures and strange items that adventurers had given her over the years. Skulls, scales, claws, stones, jewelry, dried herbs, and various cloaks and garbs people left in a drunken stupor and never returned for.

Lilli set them up around a table in the center of the room, big enough for the three, and lit a gas lamp, casting an ambient glow on the room. Then she pulled out a bottle of spirits and three rocks glasses.

“If you need anything else, it’s extra, so make sure to call often, kay?” Lilli winked, making Sara sigh. The woman wasn’t joking. The bottle of greeta, liquor around the same quality as tres but an acquired taste, would cost her twenty silvers minimum. But Lilli was worth the money, and, like most things worth the money, she was soon gone, leaving Sara to confront the realities in front of her. She cleared her throat and looked at the flushed-cheeked redhead. “Hey.”

Emma looked woozy for a moment, staring at Sara with blinking eyes. Then her cheeks puffed out, and her lips quivered. “Hey? That’s all we get!” Emma slammed her hands on the table and caused it to rattle, the bottle of alcohol and glasses clattering under an earthquake. She stumbled backward in shock, and Raul grabbed her, making her cheeks turn red hot.

Sara looked between Raul and Emma and then sighed. “Join the kingdom.” She picked up her twalla and took a drink.

Emma’s flushed face got grumpy again. “Hey! What’s with you all of a sudden?”

Sara raised an eyebrow and turned to Raul, hoping for a translation.

Raul pulled Emma back. “I think she’s saying that you opened up and then went back to the way you were.”

“Don’t put words in my mouth,” Emma pouted. Then she mumbled, “But yeah. That.”

“Look, putting aside that I’m a world leader now….”

“Can I say something first?” Raul interrupted. He wrapped his arms around Emma like a seatbelt, and the redhead’s body relaxed.

“Sure,” Sara said.

“I broke Mary’s spine and killed Jason,” Raul said. “That wouldn’t have changed if you hadn’t intervened. That’s on me, not you.”

“But I was the one who put you into that pos—“

“No, you weren’t,” Raul said sharply. “You set up a coup. That’s questionable. But you didn’t make Mary try to kill me or tell Jason to run around using soldiers as shields. You didn’t tell me to paralyze Mary or to cave in Jason’s chest. I did those things, and I did it because I thought they were evil. So stop treating us like we’re puppets in your evil scheme. To be honest, it’s getting annoying.”

Emma looked between Sara and Raul a few times before saying. “Yeah,” and mumbling, “I killed someone too… you know…” under her breath.

Sara furrowed her brow. “Wait. You?”

“Yeah. Did you forget she was in a warzone?” Raul asked sarcastically. “I get you want to save us and all that, but you’re super self-absorbed. Even if you are as evil as you think you are, you’ve got a serious persecution complex.”

That stung. Sara could only smile bitterly at her glass, looking at her image in it. Persecution complex, huh? she thought. It was a hard sell in her mind. She was persecuted—heavily. She was chased down like a dog, subjected to threats, abuse, and assassination attempts, and had fought more people off than she counted yet…. Those things hadn’t happened in this life. Right now, she was queen, and not a single damn thing that she hadn’t in some way planned for had happened to her. So did it count? Did anything that happened to her actually matter anymore? That was the question she could never seem to get out of her mind.

“What do you guys want?” Sara asked. “To be part of my schemes?”

“Exactly!” Emma blurted out, falling into Raul’s arms. “Kinda. I don’t like schemes. Call ‘em plans… or something.”

Raul chuckled and gripped her tight. Then he looked into her eyes. “What are your schemes?”

Sara took a drink. “We~ll,” she chuckled sarcastically. “I plan to raise an army and raze the demon capital with it.”

“Not a bad goal.”

“It is once other militaries intervene.” Sara toasted her glass to Raul. “Then we’re killing humans and razing kingdoms.” She took a drink.

Raul bit his tongue.

“Also, unless I’m wildly wrong, Daniel has some type of relationship with Agronus,” Sara said. “So the logical thing to do would be to kill him.”

Emma looked at Sara with wide eyes and then curled back into Raul’s chest.

“And he’s not the only one, Raul. Unless you think I’m invincible, you’d know that there’s dozens of wildly powerful children who can rise up and destroy our army.”

“You’re sounding like King Escar,” Raul warned.

Mary’s voice corrected him in Sara’s mind. You’re worse!

“And King Escar was right.” Sara sighed and took a drink. “That’s what you don’t get, Raul. I can kill Agronus—Escar can’t. That doesn’t make him an idiot for trying to stop me. They’re two different things.”

Raul contemplated my words. “Point taken.” He uncorked the bottle Lilli left behind and poured a glass. “So what do you plan to do about it?”

“I’m going to train and unite the heroes, establish the Escaran Kingdom as a deterrent power, and bring other kingdoms to our side,” Sara declared. “I’ll do that with the least amount of bloodshed and drama as possible. That’s the truth and what I’m sure you want to hear. But the reality is, if the children rise up and start butchering people like Jason, they can raze kingdoms to the ground. So the “least amount of bloodshed” often involves executions. That’s just how it is. If you’re not prepared to act like a monarch, you shouldn’t get involved. Because the ‘best way’ is often the darkest.”

Raul and Emma’s faces darkened, and she could almost hear Mary’s words come out of their mouths: Are you fucking serious? What type of nazi are you?!

But that isn’t what happened. Instead, Raul just looked into her eyes and said: “Isn’t that what we’ve already been doing?”

Emma curled up into a ball and hid her face in his body, not crying but on the verge.

“We joined your rebellion, Sara.” He took a drink from his recently poured glass. “We fought our own. And even after all of it, we’re still here. So just stop.” He took another drink. “Just stop.”

The group sat in silence for about twenty minutes, with Sara drinking with her eyes on the table and Raul holding Emma, who moved in and out of tears, laughing and gripping Raul, who was treating her tenderly. They were a great couple. Sara hoped they realized their feelings sooner this cycle. With the way things were going, time could still be limited.

“I want in,” Raul said. “On everything. Killing Agronus, the war, the schemes. Will you let me?”

Sara picked up her glass and found it empty. She poured herself a glass of the spirits Lilli left behind and brought the glass to her lips, stopping before it touched her mouth. “Yeah.”

“Me too….” Emma said.

Sara’s cheek twitched, and she took a large swallow. “Sure.” She paused and then looked them in the eyes. “Then this is what’s going to happen. The Lemings Kingdom will soon march on Lemora. I need you two to unite the heroes as I raise our army. Do that, and I’ll train you and… let you in, or whatever.”

Raul winced. “That’s not going to be easy.”

“Everything’s easier when death’s knocking on your door,” Sara said, Mary’s words echoing in her head.

2

The next day, soldiers wearing the red and gold armor of the Lemings Kingdom rode montas into a farming village thirty miles from the border. Behind them were wagons with humans locked inside. Yet things weren’t quite as they seemed.

“Don’t kill the villagers!” a woman yelled to her platoon’s soldiers. “Clear ‘em out first!” She chanted a spell, and a fireball slammed into one of the huts, causing it to erupt in a violent explosion of flames. The serfs started screaming, and women clutched their babies to their chests as they tried not to trip over their dresses.

“What about the soldiers?” Her subordinate pointed to Escaran Kingdom forces approaching from the distance.

“Part of the plan,” she said coldly. “Kill them.”

Her soldiers rushed out, meeting the green and silver soldiers head-on with a clash of red and gold. It turned into a vicious battle, leading to dozens of casualties on each side before the Lemings soldiers finished them off.

“Unlock ‘em,” she ordered.

“Ma’am!” A soldier saluted and unlocked the chains on the wagons. Once he unlocked the first door, he looked at the people inside, each wearing serf garb no different from the villagers. “You get three minutes to run before we give chase. Go!”

The haggard men and women inside immediately rushed out of the wagons, running into the burning city.

One after the other, the woman’s soldiers unlocked ten wagons with over a hundred people. Once they finished, the woman said, “Don’t leave a single one of them alive.”

“Yes, ma’am. You heard ‘er boys! Clear out.”

The woman felt a myriad of emotions as she watched Escaran prisoners get slaughtered before her eyes. The normal human mind—no matter how callous—was unable to view killing without negativity. Yet of all the strange emotions she felt—pity wasn’t among them. So she just kept watch, preparing to give orders in case one of them escaped with the real citizens.

3

Tara was sitting out in the courtyard, boycotting training with another dozen of her classmates, when drums and brass instruments sounded in the kingdom like an alarm.

“What’s going on? Mr. Moorten!” She turned and saw Sycount Recken Moorten, Aelia’s replacement instructor, running into the castle. “Where are you going?”

“One minute, Lady Alba!” he yelled, disappearing into the building.

Tara’s heart started pounding as she looked around. It wasn’t just Recken. Everywhere she looked, from the windows of the castles to the embattlements on the outer walls, there were soldiers rushing, yelling, and raising weapons. “Invasion?” she whispered.

“I don’t know,” Andy said, running up. Tara didn’t particularly care for Andy. He was a good guy, but he was pro-fascist, and the only reason that she usually put up with him was because he was her friend Helen’s partner. But now, as the world was collapsing, she felt better having him around. “I’ll find Raul.”

“No, wait!” Tara said. “If this is Sara’s doing, the second you go to Raul, you’ll get wrapped up in—“

“Then what should I do?” Andy asked. “Just wait here with no idea what’s going on?”

Tara swallowed hard.

“This sounds serious,” Andy said, turning to Raul, who was running out of the building with his axe on his back. “Look. If you see Helen, tell her that I’ll meet up the moment I know what’s going on.”

Before Andy left, Sycount Recken Moorten returned and made an announcement. “The Lemings Kingdom is attacking. Remain calm—“

“Why?” Tara yelled. Her chest was a pressing cooker of fear and anxiety, and she yelled to relieve some of that pressure.

Recken remained calm. “King Escar broke a blood alliance by having a bastard son—“

“Bullshit!” Tara yelled. “Everyone knows that’s just a lie! It’s just a justification. I’m asking why—”

“Lady Alba!” Recken’s characteristically gentle voice turned dark and harsh. “Breaking a blood alliance is the gravest sin that a king can commit. War was guaranteed the second it was announced.”

“T-Then she shouldn’t have announ—“

“She was getting executed, you stupid bitch!” Greg, one of Sara’s Stans, threw his water bottle at her, and a fight immediately broke out. But before it could take off, Raul released a crushing wave of pressure that cut off the fighting.

“Are you children?!” Raul yelled. “We’re getting attacked, and you’re going to point fingers? Grow up! Being right means nothing if you’re dead!”

Everyone froze.

“This is serious!” he continued. “I know you all think that Sara’s this omnipotent God, but she’s not! This kingdom is thousands of miles across. Who’s going to protect you if she’s gone?”

Tara took rapid breaths, feeling her vision blurring from hyperventilation. Panic attack. She was having a panic attack.

“No one! So get your shit together and stop bickering. Even if you’re not going to fight, you need to at least protect each other.”

Tara looked to her group for emotional support and found them all looking away. Things got real, and they were all realizing just how fragile they really were. She didn’t blame them.

4

Raul did not like Sara’s methods for doing things. He found them almost exclusively detestable. But just as with the uprising, Sara’s tactic to use war to bring people together worked like magic. There was no way that Raul or Emma could change Tara’s mind about Sara. But under the threat of immediate attack, the bonds Tara and the others shared in hating Sara magically disappeared—if only temporarily—and that’s exactly what they needed. If Raul and Emma wanted to be part of Sara’s party, they couldn’t fuck this up. So he took a step forward and assumed his role of uniting the heroes. He would accomplish it—

—at any cost.
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                King Lemings had just taken a bite of food when news of [his] successful raid reached his ears. He slowly let his fork drop down to the plate, deciding whether to chew the food or spit it out. “They impersonated our soldiers?” he asked.

“Not quite,” the advisor said. “The raid was conducted by our soldiers. Yet when we identified their corpses, their families had disappeared. It’s likely they were bought out.”

“Buying out men, impersonating kingdoms….” King Lemings trembled, taking short, shallow breaths, telling himself to keep calm—knowing that he wouldn’t. “What have we learned about Lady Reece?” he asked.

“We have confirmed that she is the acting monarch….”

“And?”

The advisor looked at the dinner guests warily. King Lemings’ got the message, slammed the table with his palm, and waved his arm in a grand arc toward the door. His startled guests jumped and then got the message, getting up and slinking off. “This better be good,” King Lemings said. “Because if she doesn’t have merit to act so brazenly….”

The advisor winced and turned away, looking at a glass of wine with longing.

“Drink it,” King Lemings ordered.

“W-What?” the advisor said.

King Lemings grabbed the wine glass, shoved it into the advisor’s hand (spilling wine everywhere), and leaned in, “Drin~k it.”

“Y-Yes, Your Majesty.” The advisor drank the glass with shakey hands and then coughed at the end, leaning back.

“Now spe~eak,” King Lemings said. “Lady Reece. Go~oh.”

The advisor nodded multiple times and then spoke. “Many see Lady Reece….” He swallowed. “As a god.”

King Lemings gripped the tablecloth and prepared to tear it back but reined himself in. “Why?”

“According to accounts of the rebellion, Lady Reece single-handedly wiped out a hundred soldiers in one strike.”

“An exaggeration.”

“Yes… and no.”

“How can something be ‘yes’ and ‘no?’”

“The strike was real. Our informants investigated and found that Lady Reece left a three-hundred-foot crack in the Noble District from a single strike. It’s at least 20 feet deep, and the walls are made of molten glass. The only exaggeration was the number of lives claimed, which was minimal since she let people move out of the way.”

King Lemings felt his throat bob, and a cool sensation washed over his hot emotions. If just anyone impersonated him, he would squash them like a bug, but his year would be ruined by such insolence. Yet, knowing that he was facing a real enemy, in a way, provided a degree of comfort—as well as deep anxiety.

“Is there an explanation for this power?” he asked.

The advisor nodded. “Accounts say that she is wielding a sword that matches the description of Rinus Kemot’s God Slayer.”

King Lemings gripped the tablecloth harder. “If it is?”

“No one knows, but the results speak for itself.”

“I see.” King Lemings pondered the situation. “Reach out to Quell. Inform Prenth as well. If this woman has as much power as we believe, we will encircle the kingdom. She can’t be everywhere at once.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

The advisor bowed and left, leaving King Lemings at the table, gripping the tablecloth harder than ever. He didn’t even notice how tight he was pulling until he released his hands, and plates and glasses crashed down all around him. [No mistakes,] he thought. [No mercy.]

Lady Reece gave King Lemings an eerie feeling, and the more he learned about her, the more that feeling grew within him. Something was telling him to go all in. So, he would surround the Escaran Kingdom on all sides and end her, even if it humiliated him.

2

Sara strode before the leadership of the Escaran Military with Alecov and Edico in tow. She turned to them with a grave expression. “Soldiers of the Great Escaran Kingdom,” she said. “We are in a state of emergency! Our once greatest blood ally has turned against us, showing their true intentions from their false alliance!”

The rebel military leaders jeered, but almost half of the military leaders were stone silent.

“And some of us have leaked military intel about our rebellion to them.” Sara looked at a man whose stern poker face turned pale and trembling under her glare. “The border with Lemings was sealed a week ago, General Liket. Can you explain why you sent troops via silver glider over the border yesterday?”

He swallowed. “I have no idea—“

“It was to warn King Lemings of my strength, wasn’t it?” Sara asked. “Do you understand what you’ve done?”

He looked between the others in the room, frozen in place, uncertain how to proceed.

“Seize him.”

The general tried to flee, but Raul shot out from the crowd, grabbing him from under the arms and squeezing. The man’s body cracked as his shoulder broke, leaving the man screaming into the silent room.

“This is a state of emergency!” Sara repeated, yelled. “King Lemings is marching on Lemora and will soon build alliances with other countries. To aid him is to betray your people! To give him information is to condemn our women and children to death!” She walked down the stairs until she was standing in front of the screaming man. Raul dropped him. She kicked him across the room. “It’s appalling that someone so trusted would betray his people so effortlessly, but it’s a warning…..”

Sara circled the room with a ruthless expression. “If General Liket could betray us… anyone can.” The tension in the room became crushing. “So until you’ve proved yourself loyal, those who have already proved themselves worthy shall lead us. Rise!”

The rebel soldiers from her rebellion walked in unison to the stage. “These are your new leaders for the time being. Listen to them! Follow their orders. Do not complain….” She circled the room. “If you are loyal to your people and your future king, you will regain your positions and take your place at the head of the greatest army in the existence of the world. You will walk with gods on the way to Drantal, where we will reclaim Reemada for humanity. But until then, you will be watched. Your communications will be monitored. Your performance and decisions under scrutiny. Do [not] follow in General Liket’s footsteps, or you will share his fate!”

Sara walked back up to the stage in dead silence. When she stood next to Edico, he sighed.

“The clock’s ticking,” she said. “Do you have a better strategy?”

“No,” Edico said. “That’s what bothers me.”

“Well? Then play your part.”

Edico stepped forward, back straight, waiting until he obtained absolute silence. Then he spoke. “I know everyone in this room,” he said. “So there’s no need to introduce myself. Instead, I will offer you my vision.” He made eye contact with everyone. “Before I die, I will see Agronus and the demon army eradicated from this world. Before I die, the Escaran Kingdom will be this world’s greatest superpower. Before I die, I will ensure that the rightful heir, King Alecov Escar, passes our legacy to his future generations!”

The petrified soldiers eased up, drawn in by their trusted general’s words. Edico Sullsburg was the type of person that made tyranny feel like an act of honor and rebellion feel like loyalty. It was magnetic, bringing people in until even those stripped of their current titles were drawn into his war effort.

“I know my men,” Edico said. “I know my women. There are many people in here that I would trust with my life. Come tomorrow, you will reclaim your posts and join me in our pursuit to bring the Escaran Kingdom the glory it’s been long deprived! So act with prudence! Prove your loyalty, and we will stand together as we finally bring peace to this world!”

Sara made eye contact with Raul, who looked morally distraught after breaking General Liket’s arms, but was now relieved after watching Edico take control. She liked that expression on him. She hoped it would never disappear completely.

Edico’s speech came and went, and soon, she was back in front of the audience, awarding rebel leaders with titles and medals, giving them the glory that all military personnel yearned for. With any luck, everyone in the room—save one—would obtain a war medal. With any luck… with any luck.
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Tara poked the fruit on her plate with an absent-minded expression. It honestly felt like she was fighting for so long that she forgot why she was fighting until she suddenly [couldn’t] fight anymore. In retrospect, it was all really stupid, wasn’t it? Or was it? She couldn’t tell. Jason tried to kill someone. That was a fact. He became unstable. He changed. And later, Raul killed him after he started using people as shields. That was the story, and while she said she didn’t believe it, she did. Raul wasn’t a liar. He was acting on Sara’s orders, sure. But he wasn’t a liar. He had this [way]… of expressing what he thought even when he didn’t. This unintrusive way of just saying, [This is what I believe,] without telling anyone they were wrong. It was clear as day, and so everyone knew that he was wrapped around Sara’s finger, and yet…. He wasn’t a liar. That look in his eyes when he recounted what Jason did in the battle was so dark and saddening that she couldn’t deny it as truth. Yeah, arguing on behalf of Jason Newborn and even Mary felt like a stupid cause. Yet….

Sara. Sara Reece wasn’t a conspiracy. She walked into class with a carry-on of sanitary supplies on the day of the summoning, and she hadn’t proved less sketchy since. It was all but confirmed later on that she was from the future, and the fact that she betrayed King Escar from the moment that she was summoned was now a historical fact. And after watching an entire kingdom toppling, it was clear that the people that Sara met swift ends. She was the bad guy, right? Was she just going crazy? According to… everyone, Sara killed a ton of people. She didn’t just attack a proctor—she killed a lot of people. She technically killed Jason, and Mary went missing in the middle of the night and hadn’t resurfaced. No one even knew where she was. That was some nazi shit. Wasn’t it?

Still, as she looked at the people at the dinner table in the grand hall, she realized that no one was questioning her right now. They were afraid. Lemings was attacking and Sara couldn’t be everywhere. That meant people had to fight, and fighting meant fighting with Sara. The bad guy. It was practical. It was a necessity. But now… it was strange. It felt like Sara suddenly wasn’t a bad guy. Now that people had to fight with her, they stopped thinking of her that way. [Tara] stopped thinking of her that way. In an afternoon, she became this… better-than-nothing savior figure.

Tara couldn’t get more confused.

Suddenly, the door to the grand hall opened, and Sara walked in, taking her place at the elevated table. Tara and the others held their breath as Sara poured a massive glass of wine. It was something that her friends sneered at the night before but now felt like a bad omen or something else… that was unexplainable.

Sara downed three gulps and then stood.

“Lemings is attacking, and we will soon need to defend ourselves,” she said. “Many of you will wish to fight and protect your friends and loved ones. You are welcome to. If you are afraid, you do not have to. Our summoning was unjust, and I would never force my own to fight.”

Her quiet words spread a net of electricity between the table, making the hairs on Tara’s skin stand up.

“But if you wish to fight for your people,” Sara said, staring at her closest supporters and fixing on the men. “If you wish to prove yourself in battle. If you honestly [want] to be a hero and save this world from Agronus and inequities of evil men….” Her eyes steeled. “I will train you.”

The atmosphere shifted in an instant, with fear and anxiety turning to hope and, in some cases, [elation].

“I will build you up without restraint,” Sara said. “I will bring out your true potential! I will give you the strength that you need to fight for what you believe in and carve your own destiny!”

Some of the heroes started cheering. Actually cheering. It felt wrong, but Tara couldn’t help but have her own heart flutter a bit.

“Dedicate your life to me, and you will thrive,” Sara claimed. “Dedicate your life to your king, and you will be remembered for all of history. Meet me tomorrow at dawn, and we will begin our true training. It’s open to all. But before then, enjoy your last meal of peace, eat well, dream, and prepare. For tomorrow, we face our first trial as heroes—and only you can protect us!”

Tara felt icy pangs of anxiety stabbing her heart as she watched the “heroes” riled up like cult members before the war. But what made her most uneasy of all was how she was dragged into it, considering joining the war effort [willingly]. Sara… was a manipulator. A mass manipulator. A tyrant of the first class, and even though Tara knew that she couldn’t help but be allured. Something was going to happen—and happen soon—and for the second time since that afternoon, she felt true fear of the future.
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The next morning before dawn, Sara stood in the training grounds where it all began. Only half of the heroes showed up, but these were the people who would be her loyal subjects. These were the people who would fight and die for her. And after the hell she would soon put them through, each of them would be able to crush any army or hero dissenters. She’d make sure of it.

            

    
        B2 - Chapter 10 - Emily Keller

    
    
    
    
                Sara examined her new heroes, picking out the “spies” from the loyalists. Then she looked at Tara, who was sitting with her arms wrapped around her knees, watching. That was okay. Even if she turned traitor eventually, Sara would ensure that her people (the ones who were loyal) were so powerful that Tara and the others were irrelevant. The word here was nepotism, and the dissidents would soon learn that Sara wouldn’t help them like the others. That was common sense, and she would make that clear.

Sara turned back to her new heroes. “By coming here, you’re agreeing to five years of military service, just like you would in any military wing in the United States. In exchange, you’ll retain your noble pay and obtain resources, training, and other privileges, and all those who finish their term without incident will obtain land, effectively making you minor kings and queens in your territories. Is there anyone who wishes to leave?”

The heroes’ eyes lit up, and they stood still, feet planted in place, exchanging glances and smiles with one another.

“Good. Welcome to hell.” The atmosphere shifted as Sara motioned to the back. Roman Mournings, Edico, Emma, Raul, and dozens of specialty mages stepped forward beside her. “For the next eight months, you will learn how to survive the horrors of war. While each of you will be learning from specialists in your fields, from blacksmithing and enchanting to arraycraft and trap-making, you will all learn how to survive. If you’re a healer, you’ll learn how to protect your patients. If you’re an engineer, you will learn practical earth magic to solve problems on the battlefield. You are elites, and each one of you will have the power to shape the outcome of the war. Prepare yourself: by the end of today, you’ll regret the foolish decision to enlist as a hero. By the end of the week, you’ll wish you were dead.”

The zealous attitudes of the newly appointed heroes dropped, with many of them clamming up, rubbing their forearms, opening their jaws, exchanging glances, and whispering.

“By next month, you’ll be carved out of wood. By next spring, you’ll be forged out of steel. And by the time the war begins, you will deserve the title of hero. So let’s begin!”
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Raul chuckled, feeling his reputation taking a nosedive in real-time. To no one’s surprise, the group started with sword swings (in his case, axe swings)—500 of them. With their bodies, they could handle far more than normal people. However, by the time they reached 200, they were sweating; by 350, they were crying, sluggishly throwing around swords. Even his eyes were filled with tears before the end.

And yet… a fascinating phenomenon took root during that training session. Sara spared no expense or resources to build up the heroes, so each student had sycounts teaching them swings, encouraging them like corporate managers with stiff smiles. After a while, the forced help started easing and blending and growing until everyone was working together.

During the first break, the heroes didn’t even want to eat or drink anything out of fear of throwing it up. But lo and behold, Sara arrived with elixirs that helped boost their energy and spirits.

“Everyone with distinction will gain resources!” Sara yelled after the break. “Body cleansing substances, tempering substances, body constitutions. They’re not infinite, but we will be emptying the treasury. How many you get is up to you. So even if you’re weak and feel pathetic, I suggest you take this seriously!”

Suddenly, there was new enthusiasm as the heroes started running south—to somewhere. When they got there, they were shocked at what they found. There were now ten buildings primarily built with earth magic. in the middle of a massive field next to a raging river. Beyond the river was a forest filled with thick trees that led to the Quesca Mountains, snow-capped and glorious in the distance. It was beautiful, but everyone was too tired to care.

“You’re tired, beleaguered, and think you can’t go on,” Sara said. “Good. Now it’s time to do your job!” She walked over to a beautiful stone bridge that looked like it could survive centuries of travel and commerce. It was magnificent—but the moment she put her hand on it, the entire bridge rippled, and it exploded. “Engineers! Come fix this! And make it so I can’t destroy it so easily.”

The engineering students watched in shock, unsure what to do. Sara had just touched a stunning piece of architecture, and it exploded. How the hell were they going to build something that could withstand her? They didn’t know. Yet they saluted anyway.

“Yes, ma’am!”

Sara wasn’t done. “Will! Come bring me your sword!”

Will was a once-lanky teen who was a staunch supporter of Sara from the beginning. Now, he was regretting it. His entire body was shaking from sword swings, and he could barely unsheathe his sword. He wasn’t a fighter—he worked with runes and arrays and weapon-making with Master Mournings. His sword was miles ahead of the others, but Sara grabbed it as if it were trash. She stabbed it into a reinforcement array on the ground that lit up orange and then kicked the blade. It shattered in half. “Fix this!” She handed the shattered blade back to him. “If I can break it in one kick, it can’t work.”

“But Master Mournings—“

“You aren’t Roman Mournings,” Sara said. “Enchantments are refined and built with mana, and with your core, you can make Enhancements a hundred times stronger than he ever could. You’re a hero. I don’t want to hear excuses.”

Master Mournings smiled wryly, looking at the ground. Will looked at him apologetically and looked at the sword nervously.

Sara then pointed into the crowd of heroes. “Emily led the healing mages into the tents. From now on, the city’s healing wards will be sending all their non-emergency patients here free of charge. Emma will be teaching with the other healing mages, but she’s not in charge. You are. If people die due to incompetence, it’s on you.”

“W-Why me?” Emily asked.

“Because I had a dream of you saving tens of thousands of people,” Sara said. “Picking anyone else would be stupid.”

Emily’s face flushed bright red as all the other students looked at her in wonder. Suddenly, the profound implications of Sara being a reincarnator from the future kicked in. She wasn’t picking random people—

—she was picking heroes from her last life. Raul was certain of it.

“Everyone here is special,” Sara said. “Each one of you has potential that outstrips even the world’s greatest mages. That’s why you were summoned. So, I don’t want to hear inferiority complexes coming out. You will all be legends by the time you’re done here, so begin!”

“Yes, ma’am!”

Raul could only watch in a daze as people scurried around. Somehow, despite being overworked, stressed, and in pain, the students took things very seriously. Perhaps Sara Reece wasn’t so bad with people after all. Perhaps she was just a certain type of person, a person who becomes beloved in situations like this.
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Emily Keller was destined to be a career professional on Earth. She went to school, did her homework the second she got home, and then after their family’s one-hour dinner (where she’d watch Moonshiners or whatever her father was hooked on at the time), she would go to her bedroom and do whatever the hell she wanted. She called friends, got on Facebook, practiced makeup, and once she was done, she made plans with friends to go shopping.

Go to work.

Get off and disconnect.

Simple living.

Yet something had flipped when she went to Reemada and felt the pressures of life. Anxiety gripped her, and she was unable to let go, spiraling into anti-social behavior as she worked off the clock, reading, learning, and doing anything else to ensure that she could adapt to this strange new world. That only intensified when Sara was arrested, and she started building relationships and learning whatever she could. That’s when the second shift occurred in her life: when people started coming to her for answers.

Before long, she was popular again, but not in a “friendly” way. The other heroes were depending on her. Now, somehow, she decided that she would work as a medical mage due to her advanced control of magic—

—and things shifted for a third time. Facing hundreds of screaming people in the medical tent, she felt greater pressure than ever to perform, and she started shaking.

“It’s okay,” Emma said, touching her shoulder. “You get used to it.”

“You’ve done this before?” Emily asked. “Like… this?” She pointed to the swarms of wounded people.

“Yeah…. I was helping people during the fighting,” Emma said, avoiding her gaze.

“The rebels?”

“Yeah.” Emma quickly lifted her sleeves and began washing her hands. “Everyone here is too poor for medical treatment. So if you save them, you’re a hero. Isn’t that cool?”

Emma was trembling. She’s just as scared as I am….

Emily gulped. “Yeah, that is cool. Kinda lowers the pressure.”

Lies.

“Yeah, it does.”

Lies.

“Let’s get started,” Emma said. “Healing magic is easy to start but has a serious learning curve to improve. Everyone here just has basic wounds, so we’re going to work on mending. To start, wash out the wound by hand.” She used scissors to cut off a man’s pant leg around a gash that he probably got during a farming accident (since he was a tan-skinned serf). Then she summoned fresh water into a bucket and dipped a sponge in it. “You just need to get out the big pieces. The magic pushes out dirt and small stuff when it heals.”

Emma applied the sponge, and the man started screaming in pain.

Emily’s face tightened as she watched. “Isn’t there magic for this?”

“There is, but it’s a bit more advanced and….” Emma looked at the other patients. “When there’s a lot of people, you gotta conserve. You know?”

Emily shuddered at the thought that their massive mana pool wouldn’t be enough to heal a lot of people.

“Now, let’s get started. Repeat after me.”

“W-Wait, I’m doing this?”

“Don’t worry. It’s just a flesh wound…. Like seriously. Not a man’s ‘flesh wound.’ A real one.”

Emily chuckled slightly, but it soon faded when she lifted her hands about the wound.

“Eska,” Emma said.

“Eska,” Emily repeated.

“Morne xenarona.”

Emily’s hands started glowing on the third incantation, and the wound slowly started to heal.
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Will spent three years of high school trying to decide what he wanted to do with his life and determined he’d go into the military so someone could decide for him. If he was honest with himself, he was unlikely to pursue a girl that his mom would love and settle for someone with a control complex who would take his paycheck and take care of his finances, giving him a fair allowance to spend on whatever he wanted. He wasn’t a pushover—he just felt dread at the thought of making decisions. He’d be satisfied living in a retirement community so long as he could leave and do whatever he wanted, even though he probably wouldn’t leave.

That’s why he joined Sara’s military. She’d give him non-combat work, and his life would be settled. Bootcamp, sure. But no school, no thinking. He’d have his job and get paid ridiculous money, and he could pay people to solve his problems.

He regretted it the minute he got his first assignment.

Master Mournings was sweating bricks as he drew the outline of a fortification circle on a blade, saying, “On a battlefield, you don’t need to create a work of art. Circles are just boundaries. The only thing that actually matters in arrays is the runes and the lines that connect them. It’s a relationship between magic concepts.”

“Wait. So you’re saying that all the times you yelled at us for not making perfect circles was a lie?” Will asked.

“No, it wasn’t a lie,” Master Mournings hissed. “If you’re doing something, it shouldn’t be half-assed.”

“Then why are you telling me this?”

“Because on the battlefield, you only have so much time,” Sara said, entering the smithing tent. “That means that you have to half-ass shit, but you should half-ass well.”

Master Mournings’s face drained of enthusiasm and romanticism. “Correct.”

“In your case, you need to do even less.” Sara picked a rusty axe out of a pile of weapons. She threw it on the table, clanking it against Master Mournings’s sword in a remarkably rude gesture that said You’re doing it wrong to the head mage. Then she pulled out her dagger and slid it across her finger with excessive force, creating a line of blood. “You’ve been given so many advantages that it’s offensive.”

Sara drew a shoddy-looking circle in her blood, tattooed runes on it in chicken scratch, connected it with lines, and then closed her eyes. Suddenly, the array glowed with almost blinding light, and the heroes choked from the oppressive power.

Sara turned to Master Mournings. “Choose your best work.”

            

    
        B2 - Chapter 11 - Andy Trent

    
    
    
    
                Will watched Master Mournings with pity. The man’s eyes turned into sunken ships when Sara asked him to put up his best work against her rusty axe and chicken scratch-drawn array.

“You’re going to give him bad habits,” Master Mournings argued.

“I’m just proving it’s not impossible,” she said. “Right now, he looks like I sent him on a suicide mission.”

Master Mournings looked at Will and then exhaled, picking up one of his lesser swords. The fact that he didn’t offer up his best work spoke volumes. Don’t destroy my work. That’s what the action said.

“What should I do?” he asked nervously.

“Just lift it.”

Master Mournings winced and held it up, looking away.

Sara rolled her eyes and looked at Will. “This is a sharpening array, Will. Mages put it on as many weapons as possible.”

She activated the array on the sword and pushed it against the blade. As if Master Mournings’s blade was made of foam, the blade sheared off, the second half clanking to the ground. Even Master Mournings was shocked.

“You have the power within you to kill a legendary demon king,” Sara said. “If you can’t overpower soldiers and mages, you’re pathetic.” She threw the rusty axe on the table and walked to the door. “Stop thinking so much.”

Sara walked out of the tent as fast as she came, and Master Mournings sat at the table with a frustrated expression. “Well, that was quite the demonstration,” he chuckled. “I don’t know what I’ve spent my whole life doing.”

Will watched his midlife crisis with pity. But he was curious. “Could anyone else pull that off?” he asked.

Master Mournings laughed sharply. “Are you mad? If anyone else did that, it would’ve just been a waste of mana.”

“Then why’d it work?”

“Brute force, that’s why,” Master Mournings said. “Absolute disrespect to the craft.”

Will swallowed hard as he looked out the door. He felt pathetic now, but…. Sara’s demonstration proved that the task wasn’t impossible. “So what do I have to do to ‘brute force it?’”

Master Mournings looked at him like a villain. “Absolutely not. I’ll teach you how to load an array, but if you dare try to scrawl trash on a blade, I will disown you as an apprentice.”

Will put up his hands. “Point taken.”

Master Mournings sighed and leaned back. “That’s for tomorrow. For today, work on your circles.”
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A few years ago, Andy Trent was a slightly overweight teenager who spent way too much time playing Borderlands. He played until the game was pointless, restarting the game and playing just long enough that he’d find a good grind spot, and then farming for four hours straight until his eyes were red and scratchy, only to get that one legendary weapon that made the game pointless. Then, absurdly overpowered, he scoured every easter egg and captured every collectible, ensuring that he always had ample things to do to avoid his daily life.

Andy hated his life. It wasn’t that he was “misunderstood” or that he rejected the establishment and its rules. It was simply because his parents fought about everything: money, habits, responsibilities, obligations, and even what they should watch on TV. They argued during breakfast, dinner, and even into the night. They did so most of his life. When he was younger, he tried to intervene, but they always yelled Go to your room! or Go play video games! as an end-all solution to subtracting a mediator with inconvenient viewpoints. That’s how he became who he was, and why when teachers said, Andy is a remarkably bright student, but he’s not getting enough sleep to keep focused, his parents never did anything.

Then, the summoning happened.

Andy was certain that the summoning (or “the calling,” as he referred to it) would’ve been a psychologist’s wet dream. Despite students being uprooted from their friends, families, futures, phones, and games, most people adapted incredibly well. In a world without phones and impersonal online interactions, social anxiety problems disappeared. Students spoke of their depression easing and their ability to relax for the first time in years. It was the general consensus that social media, credit scores, college requirements, technology, and evolving trends had students drowning in stress, and they didn’t realize it until it all suddenly disappeared. Then, once they figured out that there were things that they couldn’t change—the inability to go home, to text people sorry, to send an email, to do work after hours, or to check up on people online—and learned that life continued on anyway, it gave people a sense of peace. And for Andy, just entering into a world where people weren’t neglecting him to scream at each other twenty-four-seven had remarkable effects.

Yet, the environment didn’t change who people were. Not exactly. Emma was still kind and caring, Jason was a self-righteous asshole, and the rest of his classmates had parts of them that carried over. As for him, he kept his addiction to leveling and a quest to find the easy button for life. So that’s what he did, learning magic, arrays, and sword fighting, always moving up for no reason in particular until something strange happened.

Can you help me with this? Helen had asked during training one day, a month after Sara’s coup. They were practicing balancing leaves with wind magic, and he didn’t really think much of it. It was just practice, and he practiced alone, concentrating on himself and not really thinking much of others. So, seeing one of the popular girls walk up to him was surprising.

Uh. Why me? he asked.

Helen’s smooth face frowned. Why? She looked at his leaf, still balancing, and then at the other students. Despite giving it their full concentration, their leaves were flying around, their clothing was jutting out all over the place, and a few females refused to practice, claiming that Aelia should’ve warned them not to wear skirts. He didn’t even notice. Aside from the bigs, you’re the best person here.

Andy blinked a few times, unsure what to say. Then, his eyes widened when he remembered he was supposed to speak and said, I’m not sure how to teach, but I’ll help you get to the next level.

Helen furrowed her brow. The next level?

Andy’s face heated up. Y-Yeah. Level. Like, the next stage. Level up. Get better…. He looked down. Or whatever.

She stared at him for a few seconds, grabbing a lock of her straight brown hair and rolling it in her fingers. You’re weird.

Yeah.

Well, after the cool kids got into murder, she said, referring to Jason, Mary, Raul, Sara, and Brandon, I’m cool hanging out with weirdos. So will you… help me level up, or what?

Andy’s eyes widened at her slight blush, and he chuckled, Sure.

That acceptance kicked off a strange shift in Andy’s life. It started with teaching Helen, then her friends. Then, when they were getting good, other people joined in, filling in the void that Sara left behind. Even Emma and Raul showed up between their practice sessions with Sara, building friendships and bringing people together. It was kinda surreal, a situation where the good guy gets the girls, even if it were only platonic friendships.

Then things shifted again when Helen took his virginity, kicking off his first real relationship and solidifying his acceptance into the new murder-abhorring “cool kids,” adults as they were. Soon, he had forgotten about his old world, the depression, loneliness, and isolation, and found himself going out into Lamora for drinks and food with friends. Yet through it all, he never lost his love for leveling or the yearning for the easy button, and as of that week, he had partially gotten his wish.

The unlimited leveling opportunity came with the onset of war—

—but the easy button disappeared with it. Sara Reece’s challenges were like playing Dark Souls on impossible mode. Seriously. His team was tasked with building a bridge despite having zero architectural experience, and they were supposed to make it stronger than a Nokia. It was frustrating.

“What are we going to do about this?” his friend Darius asked. Andy was surprised the man chose the engineering corps instead of the hero-seeking infantry. He was a strong, buff black jock that probably could’ve given Raul a run for his money if he had half the motivation. Yet… Andy wondered if his surprise was because Darius was a legitimate jock or if he was mildly racist. He didn’t know. Either way, he was a welcome addition. Having a bunch of people who were all brain and now brawn trying to build a bridge was like getting lions to eat a salad.

“Dude, I have no clue,” Andy said. “I don’t even know how to build a bridge.”

“Neither do I,” Wiles said. The lanky teen wore glasses and a mop-top haircut on earth. Now, he didn’t need glasses and had tanned muscles, but he still acted like a self-conscious nerd, something he took flak for daily. “How are we supposed to do this?”

“This is probably the test,” Andy said. “This is a war scenario, right? We don’t have time to make a stone bridge. We just need something that’ll hold.”

“So, what do we do?”

“Get reinforcement specialists and just….”

“Do some castaway shit?” Darius asked.

The engineers burst into laughter.

“Yeah, probably,” Andy chuckled. “Well, let’s try. It’s better than waiting for Sara to show up.”

“I feel it,” Darius sighed.

Andy turned to trees on the other side of the river. “Get some rope and tools. We’ll start cutting down some trees.”

Darius looked at Andy and then at his muscles. Then he looked at the previously geeky heroes and the trees. “Seriously?”

Andy swallowed. “Seriously, what?”

“You want me to get the rope instead of cutting down the trees?”

Andy coughed. “Someone needs to do it.”

Darius stared at him blankly. “Have someone else get the rope.”

“R-Right.” Andy turned to Wiles. “Get the rope.”

Wiles saluted awkwardly. “On it.”

Darius sighed and looked at the blacksmithing tent. “I’ll get an axe.” He left minorly annoyed, but when he returned, he had a wild smile on his face. “Yo. Check this out, bro. This is some Full Metal Alchemist shit.”

Andy examined the blade. It had an array scrawled in blood. “What the hell is that?”

“I don’t know, but Master Mournings treated it like black magic.” Darius activated the blade, and it lit up with vibrant light and expelled intense magical pressure. “Oh, fuck yeah.”

“Wait. Let me see that.” Andy grabbed the axe and examined it with wide eyes.

“What is it?” Darius asked curiously.

“This is fresh blood, but….” Andy presented it to him. “I’ve seen this array before, but it looks like a child drew it.” Andy’s heart fluttered, and his hand trembled.

“Yeah…. And?”

“Quick. Go use it.”

“You want me to use this shit? If I lose an arm—“

“Or you can get the rope.”

“Whatever, bro.” Darius chuckled and grabbed it. “I was going to, anyway.” With a running head start, he bounded over the river in one jump and ran into the forest like a little kid.
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Darius rushed into the woods, feeling like a blood sorcerer. When he reached the first tree, he skidded to a halt.

“Okay,” he gripped the axe with a grin. “Let’s do this shit.” With a mighty swing, he chopped the tree, and the craziest shit happened. The blade sheared through the tree as if there was nothing there. The momentum he put into the swing carried him forward, and he crashed head-first into the trunk, causing the half-cut tree to snap forward.
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Andy watched the tree crash down with a pounding heart. The other heroes were screaming around him, and in a fit of bravery (or stupidity if he died), he tried to jump over the river. He failed—hard. He landed in the water, nearly getting swept away by the rapids before swimming to the other shore. After choking out water, he rushed into the forest, screaming, “Darius!”

To his chagrin, when he got to the forest, he could hear nothing but cackling laughter.

Andy frowned as he walked up and saw Darius laughing like a maniac on the ground. “What?”

“Bro. Bruh. Bruuuuuuuuh!” Darius laughed, gripping the axe against his chest and rocking back and forth. “This is some evil omen shit!”

Andy’s chugging heart slowed as he looked at the array on the circle. “It’s true…” he whispered. “That’s how we’ll do it.” Andy understood the nature of the test. He turned back and found Sara staring at him in the distance. He couldn’t see her expression, but if he had to guess—she was smiling.

            

    
        B2 - Chapter 12 - Time

    
    
    
    
                Andy and Darius returned to the training area and met up with Wiles and the others. The sun had passed overhead and was now making its slow retreat over the horizon, leaving Andy chilly from his wet clothing. Yet his mind was burning as he walked into the blacksmithing tent to meet up with Will and Master Mournings.
Master Mournings was sitting at a table, using a compass to draw a circle on a piece of parchment with a special pen. Then, he picked up the compass and chanted. A white halo of light shot out of the tip, and he brought it to the blade. 
“Control is everything. If you cannot regulate your mana, the beam will warp.” Master Mournings closed his eyes, and the perfect halo of light wobbled, distorting. When he opened his eyes, he masterfully righted it into a halo again, but it was far from perfect. “The circle isn’t that important, but etching lines or runes incorrectly will cause it to fail. Do you understand?”
Will nodded hesitantly.
After a two-second pause, Master Mournings huffed and turned to Andy and Darius. “Yes?”
“Hey….” Andy swallowed. “Can you teach us how to create fortification arrays?”
Master Mournings rubbed his eyes and laughed. “That’s what I had pla~nned for today, but Lady Reece has in~sis~ted that Will learn sharpening arrays, so it’ll have to be until next week.”
Darius grinned widely.
“Is… there any way you can just quickly teach us the basics?” Andy asked.
Master Mournings turned around with a primal glint in his eyes. “No, I will~not teach you how to produce garbage arra…. What are you doing with that?” He looked at the axe with a snarled lip. “Get out of here.”
Darius smirked, but Andy shot him a glare, and he turned away to hide his expression. “Master Mournings,” Andy said. “Sara is asking us to construct a bridge that she can’t destroy.”
“Sounds like quite the problem,” Master Mournings said with sarcastic indifference, continuing his work.
“The solution is to create arrays like this,” Andy said, grabbing his axe and presenting it. “I know that you aren’t a fan of sloppy work, but that seems to be the point, and if we don’t do it, we’ll fail.”
Master Mournings exhaled, staring at the blade that he was light etching. “Do any of you know how to load an array?”
Andy looked at Darius. Darius shook his head. Will smiled wryly.
“Okay, then I’ll explain what you need to learn, but you will need someone else to teach you,” Master Mournings said. He thrust out his hand toward the axe. “Give me that monstrosity.”
Darius hesitantly handed it over, and to his horror—the worst came to be. Master Mournings silent-casted a water spell, and washed all the blood off. “Hey!” Darius yelled. “You didn’t have to—“
“Be quiet, you fool!” Master Mournings chuffed and handed the axe back. “Activate it.”
Darius looked at the blade with confusion. Without the blood array, it was just a rusted axe. Yet when he closed his eyes and fed mana to it, the array lit up on the blade. “Woah, what?”
“Surely you didn’t think that magic requires ink?” Master Mournings snorted. “Magic….” He rolled his wrists around his head. “It takes place outside the tangible. All these circles do is help you establish a relationship between magical concepts. You’re establishing it—not the ink.”
“Then why are we etching it?” Will asked. “Wouldn’t it be better to do it with ink?” That was Andy’s question, too. If people could see the array, they could replicate it. So it’d make more sense to use ink and wash it off.
“Ink doesn’t stay on metal,” Master Mournings explained. “Arrays require exactness, and contrary to what she just made you believe, this isn’t poorly constructed. Look closely.” He grabbed the axe and activated it, showing the runes and lines. When they looked at it again, their eyes widened.
It wasn’t in chicken scratch anymore—the array looked extremely well crafted.
“Ink, blood, the engravings—these things don’t affect magic. Magic binds itself. It makes its own lines when you load it. Look.”
Master Mournings scribbled a chicken scratch circle like the blood array. Then he put a rune on the bottom and another at 3 o’clock. Finally, he drew a line from the bottom array to the top of a circle, disregarding the rune on the right. The line just led nowhere.
“As you can see, I’ve created an array without connecting the runes. Once I load this….” He put his hands onto it, and something fantastic happened: a beam of light connected the two glowing runes together, ignoring the line on the top. “It connects itself. The lines we draw show what it should look like if you’ve done it correctly. It’s not what it does. Now this….” Master Mournings picked up the rusted axe and activated it again. “… has all the runes in the exact places they need to be at the right distance. Lady Reece deceived you by making you think that she slopped this together. In reality, she must’ve practiced this….” He stopped himself from saying “hundreds” or even “thousands” of times. Will knew that. Master Mournings knew of Sara’s relationship with the past, but it was something that was not to be discussed, so he didn’t. He didn’t need to anyway. “This isn’t a random array,” Master Mournings said.
“I see….” Will said with sunken eyes. He looked like he signed up for a race only to find out that he had to buy his own car. “So she really didn’t brute force it?”
Master Mournings sighed. “Yes and no,” he admitted bitterly. “The process of establishing a magical relationship is determined by a person’s mana pool and their level of refinement. If you and I had the same level of skill, then your array would vastly outperform my own.”
“How refined is her mana?” Darius asked.
“I don’t know,” Master Mournings said. “There are people in this world far more talented than I, and she’s one of them. I’m not sure to what extent because she’s hidden that from me. But I’d wager that she was beyond my skill level even without her core.”
2
Sara overlooked the heroes who chose to be heroes with a stern expression. “I’ll warn you now—if you expect to learn grand spells in the next six months, you can leave.”
The atmosphere shifted, and the heroes exchanged glances.
“From today until you become proficient, you will only be doing mana manipulation exercises,” Sara said. “Mana is your fuel. If you can’t distribute and refine it, you’re worse than a car without fuel—you’re a liability!” 
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“Damn.” Darius summarized, capturing Master Mourning’s endorsement for Sara. 

“Anyway, she’s not wrong,” Master Mournings said bitterly. “On a battlefield, you don’t have time for perfection, and your loading will bridge the power gap. That said, if you don’t create a proper relationship, it won’t even activate, or worse—it can establish the wrong relationship and harm you. So take things seriously.” He reached into a notebook and pulled out a piece of parchment. Then, he took the time to draw an array with beautiful precision. “This is a basic fortification array. I suggest you set aside your bridge for a week to practice it.”
“A week?” Darius laughed. “She’ll flay our asses alive.”
“No she won’t,” Andy whispered, shaking his head. “No she won’t,” he repeated quieter.
“Oh, it’s one of those. I hate it when women don’t just say what they want.” Darius sighed.
Will and Andy chuckled, but they soon lost their enthusiasm when it was time to get to work.
It would be a long year.
4
Sara looked at the crimson sunrise with an exhausted expression. Things were going far better than expected. The leaders were quickly picking up on the nature of what they had to do, and people weren’t crying that they didn’t have enough time. They got it. With any luck, more heroes would show up the next week and half would be staunch loyalists by the end of training. That’s all it would take to turn the hero threat from an existential crisis into a manageable political consideration. That’s all she needed.
Still….
Sara turned back to the area where Tara was sitting for most of the training day, and found her missing. That made sense. No one was going to sit and watch people in silence for fourteen hours a day unless they were an active spy. Still, Sara could feel it—invisible hands reaching out to grab the heroes. With enough time, she could win them over, but even someone as weak and pathetic as Halter Escar could weaponize them before her loyalists had matured. The heroes couldn’t succeed—not now. But it would put her in a scenario where she had to butcher her own, and that would cause serious problems.
Time.
It always came down to time.
Yet time to succeed was time to fail. By the time she finished, Daniel might have woken up, Kyritus and Rokus might’ve hit a snag, or any other harrowing development. Sara closed her eyes. This is all I can do, she told herself. This is all…. She didn’t believe it. Experience turned her into a pessimist, so she did what she always did—she prepared herself for the worst. 
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Tara sat down at the dinner table with a complicated expression. Helen, her best friend, sat next to her with a frantic gaze.
“Hey, did you see Andy?” Helen asked.
“Recently?” Tara looked around.
“No. I just mean in general.” Helen’s face darkened. “He looked… distraught. You don’t think she’ll make them choose… do you?”
Us or Her. That’s what she was worried about. That's what Tara was worried about, too. Now, she could only smile wryly. “I don’t know. Probably, but… not actually.”
Helen’s fidgety panic turned into a still frown. “What does that mean?”
“I don’t think she’ll make them choose,” Tara said. Her thoughts seemed so absolute, yet articulating them was confusing and disjointed. “I just think… that’s par for the course,” she said with words she wasn’t certain actually made sense. “Packaged deal.”
“Quid pro quo?” Helen asked.
Tara winced. Quid pro quo was one of those pretentious terms all women knew because it notoriously described a I’ll help your career if you help my cock scenario. This was that, but it definitely wasn’t that. 
“No. I’m sure her fanboys will get preferential treatment, but it doesn’t feel like the haters will get left behind. It’s just more like….” Tara looked up. “Look, it’s just like everything else. If you want a promotion, you don’t talk shit about your boss. But it feels deeper….”
“Because she’s the queen?”
“Yeah. That, too. But….” Tara picked up a piece of renth fish with her fingers and brought it to her lips. Before it touched, she dropped it onto the plate. “You remember Mr. Derwin?”
“You mean Panty Pete?” Helen chuffed and shook her head like a bobblehead.
“Don’t call him that.” Tara rolled her eyes. Their cheer coach wasn’t creepy. He looked at her classmates like unfuckable insects in the future tense, so the girls got together and put their panties on his desk. He came out of his classroom with a ball of panties in his hands, and when he saw the phones out, he pointed at the person recording with the hand holding the panties and said, Principal office. Then, he did the same for the rest. Now. His expression didn’t change. The girls got in serious trouble and they started calling him Panty Pete ever since. It really seemed petty, cruel, and honestly, like something that could’ve got him investigated if he wasn’t, well, a teacher that looked at them like unfuckable insects. “Look,” Tara said. “Everyone hated that guy, but didn’t you want to impress him?”
Helen frowned.
“Right?” Tara asked. “It’s like that.”
“Even you look ready to join,” Helen said.
Tara rested her elbows on the table and ran her fingers through her hair.
“You serious?”
“It’s the smart thing to do.” Tara looked her in the eyes. “It’s like selling your soul for money. The benefits are great.”
Helen looked at the other heroes who didn’t accept. They all looked isolated, lost, and confused. “Yeah….”
They ate in silence. Something was going to happen soon. Something needed to happen. They just didn’t know where they’d be when it broke.

            

    
        B2 - Chapter 13 - War Plans

    
    
    
    
                The red moon cast ominous shadows on Sara’s skin when she awoke. Unlike most days, Tilly and Reck didn’t wake her. They were snuggled close to her head, still dreaming little leeta dreams, enjoying their slumber. It was peaceful—a rarity in the life of Lady Reece. The last month, in particular, training the heroes, was stressful and sensitive. So getting rest was welcome.

Without overthinking, she glided out of bed and looked out the window. From the vantage point, she could see Lemora, tall and proud, with large cathedral-esque buildings and tiny shops. It looked like it was asleep, but she knew that bakers were up, kneading loaves while farmers milked animals and prepared for the last harvest of the year. Winter was coming, and with it, a slowdown of everything to come.

When? Sara thought—when were they going to attack? She didn’t know. All she knew was that war moved slowly, but it came sooner than expected.

Reck reeahed on the bed.

“Don’t make me bathe you.”

He put his head down.

Sara smiled and petted his long, furry ears. “I’d burn down a kingdom for you,” she said lovingly. “Do you know that?” Reck reeahed, and Tilly stretched her limbs, waiting for her compliments. “And I’ll destroy Dantal for you,” Sara said. Tilly purred. “Love you guys.”

After a cute hug, Sara destroyed all positive emotions in her life by working on her body constitution. Body constitutions were mana circulation techniques that wired the brain and body’s healing system to build a new body. It created a blueprint, and when a person’s body healed, it followed the new structure instead of the current one. The problem with body constitutions was that if a person’s bone structure didn’t align with the constitution blueprint, they had to break their bones uniformly. It was a risky type of magic that required considerable resources to do evenly, but Sara had everything she needed. 

Sara drew a bath with water magic and added Tresa Root, also known as bone break. It was a substance that rapidly made bones brittle to the point of cracking. Then she dipped her right leg into the water slowly, soaking it. At first, it felt relaxing—

—but her mind soon gave way to panic when her joints started popping, and her bone marrow ached.

“This is the worst,” Sara said, but she sat still in the water for another hour before pulling her leg out—and that’s when the horror began. As if an earthquake had occurred, simply sitting up made her leg fracture into deep fault lines. “Son of a bitch!” She immediately lifted her hands and started chanting, healing her leg. Yet it felt like it would turn to dust. “Why the hell’s this so…. God.” Something was wrong. The amount she used shouldn’t cause serious damage, but her bones were breaking apart like a sand castle. “I should call Emma….”

Sara could survive this alone… but she didn’t need to anymore. Not in this life. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath.

“Get Lady Cole!” Sara yelled.

The guards protecting her door responded and rushed away with panicked steps. 

“Fuck me,” Sara thought with shame as she looked at her leg, which was bending like a full jello cup that had tipped onto its side and was slowly oozing out with the weight of gravity.
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Sara sighed as she limped to the training grounds with Emma next to her. The redhead was huffing as she examined the limp. 

“You’re making me look incompetent,” Emma pouted.

“It’s because the bone’s longer,” Sara winced. “The fact that I’m walking proves that you’re a miracle worker.” The leg she healed was in its ‘perfect’ form, fully aligning with her body constitution’s blueprint. Now, it was exponentially stronger, smoother, and taller. Yet that only caused her groin to stretch every time she stepped with her left foot at an angle, and her hip felt like it was ready to pop.

“Why would you even do this alone?” Emma frowned.

“It was an accident,” Sara said. 

“How is this an accident?”

“The last time I did it, I did deep bone temperings,” Sara explained. “I didn’t do that this time because I was just planning to break them. I didn’t account for that when I measured the Tresa Root.”

Emma puffed out her cheeks and then looked at Sara’s limp with pity. “When can we do the other leg?”

Sara prepared to decline and say that she’d adjust the amount of Tresa Root, but she didn’t know how long it would take for her left leg to become uniform with her right. The process should’ve taken weeks, not a morning. “When are you available?” she asked.

“I’ll make time,” Emma said.

“Tonight?” Sara asked.

“After this morning?” Emma looked confused, and that was natural. Sara was screaming on the ground an had an hour ago, holding her leg in place like it was a water balloon, genuinely wondering if Emma could fix it. Doing that twice on the same day felt insane. Yet she just wanted to get it over with and walk straight again.

“Yeah,” Sara said.

“We’ll do it in a few days,” Emma said.

“Okay.” Sara continued limping for a few minutes in silence before looking over at Emma, whose face was gaunt and rife with evidence of sleep deprivation. Her eyes had deep bags that color corrector and concealer would struggle to hide. 

“How are the dreams?” Sara asked.

Emma swallowed hard. “What dreams?”

Sara didn’t answer; she offered instead. “Mine are terrible,” she said. “I don’t shoot awake anymore. The moment I realize it’s a dream, I just go back to feeling numb. But it wasn’t always that way.”

Emma’s eyes widened, and she turned to her, listening with rapt attention.

Sara sighed and looked into the distance through the thicket, seeing the start of a meadow and the outline of buildings. There was also an ambient, drowning sound of a river in the distance, soft yet immersive like the sound of grasshoppers in a dead field.

“Bad experiences are like tattoos,” Sara said. “The first one really stands out because you can still see your healthy skin around it. But….” Sara closed her eyes. “Eventually, once they stack up, the healthy parts slowly disappear.”

Emma paused, and tears welled in her eyes. “So it won’t ever heal?” She wiped her eyes with her forearm, surprised when she saw her arm glazed with glistening liquid. “Sorry.”

Sara shook her head. “No, it doesn’t heal, but….”

Emma looked up at her with puffy eyes.

“… when your mind’s tattooed, bad things can’t hurt you anymore,” Sara said. “You can see people die, and it doesn’t traumatize you. You can lose people, and it won’t keep you in bed for a month. It’s awful, but….” She swallowed. “It makes you stronger.”

“That….” Emma laughed caustically. “That sounds awful!”

Sara looked at the ground and leaned against a tree for a moment, taking deep breaths. Then she looked Emma in the eye. “What other choice do we have?”

Emma’s eyes widened.

“We don’t have one,” Sara whispered. “If you think this is bad—wait until you see Drantal.” She paused. “The things there…. You need tattoos before you get there. Because you don’t want those ones to stand out.”

Emma trembled and gripped her forearms, hugged her chest, and then released her arms, turned away, and then turned back, uncomfortable no matter where she was.

“Come on,” Sara said. “There isn’t much time.”
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Training had progressed beyond Sara’s expectations. Will had become proficient with sharpening arrays, and Andy was leading Darius and Wiles in building bridges with earth magic. Will summoned the earth magic to create the bridge while Darius worked to create the array. They could make the array work, but the problem was that when Will created the bridge by lifting the ground in the water, the water from the river flooded over the top and sides. Then, they couldn’t finish the array, and Sara always needed to destroy the bridge to prevent the whole area from flooding.

The team was getting creative, though. They had started creating large walls of earth and stone and toppled them over the river so the water continued to pass through. That was the best solution so far, but removing the dirt and rock from the ground destabilized the area and caused the river to snake. That caused problems of its own, so Andy kept shaking his head and going back to square one. Yet they were progressing quickly and learning the ins and outs of problem-solving. It was major progress.

Emily was already in the medical tent, healing citizens with heroes who decided to join when they realized that they wouldn’t have to fight. She was slowly becoming accustomed to dealing with twenty people at once and learning how to prioritize and pace herself. Things were going well.

As for the mages, they were still doing mana manipulation exercises, but last week, when she let them use magic—and they saw the profound difference—they restarted their training with new vigor. They were growing powerful.

Raul walked up to her and looked at her leg before looking at the other heroes. “When do you think they’ll attack?”

“This week,” Sara said.

Raul whirled to her. “This week?”

Sara chuckled and shook her head. “What do you think war is? Battles?” She looked at Helen—Andy’s partner—who was watching from the sidelines. It was her day to watch and learn. Then, she’d report Sara’s teachings to the dissidents, who trained alone. “There are many ways to wage war.”

“I see….” Raul said. “I’ll keep my eyes open.”

“Please do.”

He walked away, leaving Sara to watch Helen. Her relationship with Andy made her neutral toward Sara, but her crowd wasn’t. The dissidents had created a tribal us versus them approach, and they were becoming unstable. They were only held together by Tara’s prudent leadership. She was a firm dissident, but she focused on a wait-and-see approach. Yet some of the others were becoming restless, and their faction was splitting in half, one for Tara and the moderates and another with the hardliners. It wouldn’t hold long.

Sara looked to Andy, who was proving a competent leader, and then at Helen. If Helen became her enemy, Andy would be forced to choose between them, causing a rift between the groups. It could turn nasty quickly.

Choose carefully, Sara silently warned Helen. Then she turned back to the heroes, praying that the bonds she was forming would survive the impending fallout—and wouldn’t leave deep scars.
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King Lemings sat at a table with King Quell and Queen Markon in his council chambers. The atmosphere was grave. King Quell drummed his fingers against the table. Queen Markon tried to finish her glass of wine, but when the king rapped all of his digits against the wood table, she slammed her glass down. “Can you stop?”

“I will if you stop drinking the wine,” King Quell sneered. The overweight man had chubby cheeks and a temper that was running thin. 

“It’s already gone.” Queen Markon finished her glass and pushed it toward him. It was a bold gesture that had no excuse. The thin, gaunt monarch lived on wine rather than meat. That was clear by her lucid speech patterns despite having two empty bottles of helshma in front of her. That tolerance proved that she wasn’t drunk—she was just unbearable by nature. “Now stop.”

King Quell slapped his hands on the table and tried to stand, but King Lemings stood first. “Stop this…..” His face scrunched in, trying to maintain tact. “Bickering. We’re here to discuss war, not….” He sat down and shook his head, leaving the rest unsaid.

“Yes, that’s what we’re supposed to be doing,” Queen Markon said.

“What do you want from me?” King Lemings asked. “I’m not—“

Suddenly, there was a knock on the door. “It’s me,” a teenager said.

“Finally.” King Lemings opened the door, and his grandson strode into the room, sitting at the table without introduction. It was so brazen that the king looked at the young boy with his mouth open and his eyes narrowed. “Can you explain why you’re three hours late?”

Halter snorted. “Forgive me, Grandfather. I forgot to bring my silver glider.” 

King Lemings’s face scrunched in, and he almost backhanded the boy for his sarcasm. The border was closed, and if Halter traveled openly, Lady Reece’s troops would shoot him down. There was no trial for a bastard prince—only death. The precariousness of Halter’s traveling was the only reason that King Lemings hadn’t beaten the boy senseless.

“Why didn’t you leave sooner?” Queen Markon asked.

Halter looked away and took a deep breath. “Do any of you understand the severity of what we’re facing?”

“Don’t speak of us as if you have our backing,” King Quell warned.

“Then die alone,” Halter said.

King Lemings took a sharp breath. “Say one more word—“

“Listen!” Halter yelled. “The people we’re fighting aren’t from this world.”

“Wait… what?” King Lemings asked sharply.

“Father summoned people from another world.”

Queen Markon furrowed her brow. “Why would he—“

“To obtain pure cores,” Halter said.

The atmosphere turned deathly still.

“You get it now?” Halter asked. “He was a fool, but it doesn’t change the fact. There’s over twenty of these people, and they’ll all be stronger than your prized fighters. Lady Reece fought General Sullsburg in her first month here. It’s been two years.”

King Lemings closed his eyes and took deep breaths. He couldn’t believe that King Escar had summoned weapons from another world and had not shared it with his blood allies. The man was treacherous, and his son was worthy of death. Yet… the direness of the situation was beyond his imagination.

King Lemings looked Halter in the eye. “Are any of them as powerful as Lady Reece?”

“No,” Halter said. “Lady Reece is on a different level entirely. My father believed she was a prophet. Now, we have reason to believe she’s from the future. Either way, she’s a threat that must be dealt with immediately.”

King Lemings looked at the other monarchs.

“If it’s true, we must act at once,” King Quell said decisively.

“Can they be swayed?” Queen Markon asked.

“They can,” Halter smiled thinly. “I just made contact with them. There’s a group that’s dissatisfied. We believe we can bring them to our side.”

“Then do it,” King Lemings ordered. “And do not withhold information. The rest of us will deal with Lady Reece.”

“With whose army?” King Quell asked. “If she is that powerful, it won’t be mine.”

King Lemings clenched his fists. “We won’t face her head-on,” he said. “We’ll lead her away and then attack. Divide and conquer, just like it’s always been. But it’ll only work if we strike as one.”

Queen Markon rolled her eyes but pondered it before saying. “When?”

“Spring,” King Lemings said.

“Spring? Are you mad?” King Quell asked.

“We’ll be unprepared, but so will they,” King Lemings said. “They’re still dealing with a revolution.”

“That’s a fair point.” Queen Markon grabbed her wine glass and spun it in her hand over and over and over before stopping. “You can count on our support.”

King Quell sneered at Halter before turning to King Lemings. “With conditions.”

“We’ll discuss them later,” King Lemings said. Then he turned to Halter with a warning gaze. “Take that tone with us again, and Alecov will remain king.”

Halter looked at the other monarchs. They were staring at him murderously. “Understood,” he said hesitantly.

King Lemings nodded and got approval. “Bring them to our side,” he ordered Halter. “Whatever the cost, we’ll pay it. Resources. Wealth. Status. Land. Just make it happen.”

Halter nodded. “Yes, Grandfather.”
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A light knock on Tara’s door woke her from her sleep that night. If she understood the implications of their visit, she would’ve never answered.

            

    
        B2 - Chapter 14 - Breaking Point

    
    
    
    
                 Tara walked to the door, heart thumping, wondering what time it was. “Who is it?”
“It’s Matt.”
Tara checked the deadbolt, wondering if the reinforcement arrays tattooed to it could withstand a “hero.” Matt was the alternate leader, in a sense. The dissidents were feeling the heat from Sara’s rule, and once she took a more moderate approach toward her, he became the voice of discontent. He was getting aggressive, and now he was knocking on her bedroom door in the middle of the night. It was extremely uncomfortable.
“Can’t we talk tomorrow?” she asked.
“No. I mean, yeah, we can. But we can’t talk openly.”
Tara’s heart thudded in her chest. It was a deep, muted thud like a drum covered in cloth before someone hit it hard with a mallet. Matt was conspiring, and while Tara didn’t like Sara and was seeking ways to get out of her situation, she wasn’t challenging Sara. If there was one thing that Tara and the other seven moderates shared, it was fear. Sara had the power of the future, political skill, and experience and was willing to kill them—something that she had proven. There was no way the moderates would challenge her. It was nothing short of suicide.
“I think you should go for now,” Tara whispered.
Matt scoffed on the other side of the door. “Would it be better if you came to my room? Or… fuck,” he said in frustration. “What do you want to do? Talk openly?”
“I’m not sure if I want to talk.”
“Yeah, figures.”
Tara could almost see the disappointment on his face, and she could imagine his wry smile.
“Whatever,” he said. “I’ll just talk to the others.”
Tara’s curiosity started burning, like an itch that a person knew they shouldn’t scratch but felt compelled to. And when he walked away, that itch got so unbearable that she unlocked the door and opened it, catching his back as he was leaving.
“I’m not going to say yes,” she said.
He turned around. “You might.”
Tara smiled wryly and looked down the hall. “Touch me, and I’ll kill you.”
Matt’s expression turned murderous. “Like I would.”
Tara’s frustration, annoyance, and fear blended together in a twisted mixing bowl, making her want to scream at him. But instead, she opened the door more. “Hurry up,” she said.
Matt came into the room and sat down, looking around her bedroom. It was filled with ornate jewelry, and she had the castle’s staff paint it burgundy and gold before filling it with blue and pink furniture for a posh, contemporary feel.
“This is… something.” He sat down in one of the chairs, stroking the strange fibers on the armrest. “What is this?”
“I don’t know,” Tara replied, sitting down. “It looks nice.”
“Oh….” He said, rolling his eyes almost contemptuously. She could tell he was trying to say, So you’re that type of woman. Marries a man and then forces him to buy drapes. It annoyed her. She could bet money that if she went into his room, it’d have bland walls with weapons hung on them. He seemed like that type of man.
“What do you want, Matt?”
Matt’s body stiffened, and the airs on his arms bristled. It was almost as if everything was just a fantasy until he was forced to speak it. “Prince Halter got in contact with me.”
Tara shot up. “You spoke to him?” She cupped her mouth and then lowered her voice. “Are you mad?!”
“Not him.” Matt looked at her, the door, and then her chair as if to communicate sit. “Calm down.”
Tara didn’t want to sit. She wanted him to leave. Things had gone too far. Things weren’t like they were when Mary was there, and King Escar was king. Defying Sara was defying the queen to her face. It was surprising that Sara hadn’t acted yet.
“Look, chill. It was through a guard. There’s spies.” He looked away. “Halter’s negotiating for us to join another kingdom. People could train us there. Give us resources—“
“That’s not the problem,” Tara said, speaking through her teeth. “The problem’s Sara. Didn’t you see that big fucking gash by the amphitheater? Do you think we’ll be able to do that?”
“We don’t have to,” Matt said. Do you think Sara could survive a 50-cal to her skull?”
“Get out.” Tara pointed to her door.
“I’m not talking about killing her,” Matt said, gripping his armrest. “I’m just saying that she’s a person. She’s not a god. It’d only take a diversion for—“
“Out,” Tara said.
Matt stood up. “Are you a child? This is seriou—“
“Say one more word, and I’ll report you.”
Matt shot forward to put his hands around her throat. He got close, almost touching her skin, but not quite. “Threaten me again, and I’ll—“
“Sara’s watching us,” Tara said, taking rapid breaths, feeling her heart rattle and crank in her chest like a sputtering machine. “And I swear to God, if you kill me, she’ll rip you apart limb by limb.”
Matt yanked his hand away. “You’re just a Stan like the rest of them.”
“No, I fear her,” Tara said. “That’s different.”
“Whatever,” Matt walked to the door and then paused. “She’s not immortal, Tara. She’s not a god. So stop treating her like one.” He fell silent and then spoke. “I’m going to tell people that I told you something. If everyone gets in trouble, they’ll know it was you.”
Tara’s legs turned to rubber when he closed the door, and she sat on the chair with a fearful expression. Things had suddenly gotten real—too real. She was in danger, and everyone else was, too. She needed to stop it, but….
If everyone gets in trouble, they’ll know it was you.
That line haunted her. Tara was their leader. She was the one who was railing against Sara. If she were to snitch on her people…. Tara grimaced, cupped her face in her hands, and cried.
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Matt awoke the next morning with paranoia burning in his veins. He regretted telling Tara anything. Now, all he could think about was wishing he could kill her and get away with it because she was a liability. This is why people have to be careful about who they trust and the reason that no one should trust women. They’re far too emotional. Tara had bitched, pissed, and moaned non-stop about Sara ever since she forced Pretty Boy to go crazy, but when it came down to it, she was all bark and no bite.
The simple fact was that they were in danger—they were all in danger. Jason and Mary—Sara’s dissidents—befell accidents and coincidences that almost got them jailed. When they didn’t get imprisoned, Jason died, and Mary went missing. Brandon stood up against Sara, and he died, too. King Escar complained about Sara and tried to reign him in, but now he was on death row. Now, Sara was the fucking queen with the power to execute people just because she wanted to, and she was building an army. What was she going to do with the people who were talking shit about her?
That’s what Tara didn’t get—
—Matt knew he fucked up. If he could go back in time and keep his mouth shut, he would. Now, he was afraid because Sara was powerful, and he was stupid enough to talk shit about someone who was clearly in a different league and proved to be far more horrifying than he imagined. He fucked up, but the simple fact was that it was only a matter of time before Sara started getting rid of him and the other people that stood against her. They might as well be Jews in the Holocaust, sitting around and waiting to be stripped of their rights and die instead of trying to flee and seek asylum in another country. That’s just how it was, and he’d take his chances running far the fuck away from where they were.
Now, they had a perfect opportunity.
Halter doesn’t stand a chance, Matt had said to the guard who spoke for Prince Halter. She’s a nuclear bomb. Tell him to give up.
I’m not sure what a nuclear bomb is, but she’s not as powerful as she looks, the guard said. What would happen if she was in the north and armies attacked in the south?
Matt paused and thought about it.
She’d lose the south, the guard said. Then what would happen when she went to the south, and people attacked in the west? Do you understand? Wars can’t be fought with one person.
Matt thought about it. But what happens when she takes revenge? I don’t think you understand how powerful she is.
Lord Bower, do you think mana is infinite? the guard posed. Do you really believe that she could face hundreds of soldiers on all sides?
Matt was stumped when he got that question. Guns ran out of ammo eventually, and she was just one person.
In war, you divide and conquer, the guard said. When people attack, you retreat. When they retreat, you attack. You destroy their supply lines, communication networks, and support base. You lead their people to starvation and turn the populace against them. Lady Reece is immeasurably powerful, and the monarchs will take her seriously. Prince Halter will make sure of it. Once that happens, she’ll just be one person, Lord Bower. Things aren’t as unmanageable as you believe.
Matt swallowed. The argument was convincing, but he still wasn’t certain where he came into play. What about us? he asked.
You will have unlimited teachers and resources. We’ll build you up, wear Lady Reece down, and you can go in for the kill.
Matt felt excitement and anxiety blend within him, and that’s how he was dragged into this mess. Now that he was a liability, there was no backing out. He needed to move quickly and bring as many people as he could into the fold.

Matt got ready and walked down to breakfast. All of Sara’s heroes were already eating large heaps of meat in front of them. They looked like Raul, scarfing down as much as possible to prepare themselves for the hell they’d go through with morning training. Just looking at them tearing meat off the bone with their teeth filled him with a sense of unease. They’re getting strong.
When Will and the others noticed them, they scoffed and looked away, talking to one another. Fuckers, he thought.
He got his food and sat down with his group, who were eating in absolute silence.
“How are things going?” he asked.
“How do you think?” Riley, one of Mary’s old friends, said. She was once really popular, sporting masterful makeup and hair that she straightened every morning. Now, she was a mid-looking brunette and was bitter about it. That made her abrasive and annoying, but lately, she started sounding reasonable. “It’s getting toxic here,” she said.
“Yeah,” Matt said. “How are music lessons, Tim?”
Tim, a once quiet kid who played violin, had been taking jenta lessons. It was a strange instrument with four strings. It sounded ambient, like a harp, but was played with a comb that hit each string three to five times, creating a wild beat. It was a complex instrument used like a bass and was really beautiful when used correctly. Unfortunately, it was nearly impossible to learn.
“I don’t want to talk about it,” Tim said bitterly.
“Dude, what’s up?” Matt said.
Tim gripped his fork. “My teacher keeps saying she’s busy, and when they talk to me, they’re nervous.”
Riley trembled in rage and took a deep breath. The others at the table did the same.
“Mine, too,” another said.
“This is fucked up,” Riley said. “She should just let us leave at this point.”
“She probably won’t let us,” Matt said. He watched them carefully, feeling out Tim and the other moderates. “We’re too strong. If we leave, we’ll just become enemies.”
“We’re not enemies!” Riley yelled. “Tim just wants to play music!”
The hall got silent. Matt looked around, expecting the slightest amount of sympathy from Sara’s heroes, but instead, they sneered.
“Then he shouldn’t have been a dick,” one of the female ‘heroes’ whispered.
“Fucking idiots,” another agreed.
Riley almost slammed the table and started a fight, but Matt grabbed her wrist and shook his head. “Not now,” he said. “Not… now.”
Her eyes widened, and she sat down, taking deep breaths.
“I fucking hate this place,” Tim said.
“Me too,” Matt said. “Trust me, I hate it as much as you do. But this isn’t the time.”
The others looked at him with a strange expression, hearing his tone. It wasn’t fatalistic. It was calm, rational, and confident. They picked up the message and stayed silent, knowing that the conversation was dangerous. Yet, everyone was reaching a breaking point. If they remained in Lemora, it would only get worse. They all knew it, and so Matt’s undertone was welcomed.
Matt turned to Helen to gauge her reaction. She sat next to Andy at the heroes' table despite being on the sidelines, and today, she was deathly still, looking at her plate. If Tara tells her…. He clenched his fists, kicking himself for telling Tara. Something needed to be done, and he had to act fast.
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During practice that day, Helen approached Andy, feeling anxiety and pain ripping at her heart. She loved him, and she didn’t think Sara was a bad person. She believed that Sara genuinely meant well with her intentions as queen. The way she treated Andy and the heroes was really good, and she was fair. Moreover, Helen understood Sara’s position toward the dissidents. Mary’s people did nothing but complain about her for the better part of two years—she knew: she was one of them. It was also clear that some heroes were aggressive and had conspired in Sara’s downfall, openly celebrating and wishing for her to be executed. So yeah, teaching them was a liability, and Helen couldn’t imagine that she would teach such people after that.
But….
What was happening also wasn’t something that she could ignore. It was almost like…. Things had gotten worse abruptly in the last few days for Sara’s critics. A lot worse. The isolation had gotten a lot more extreme, teachers wouldn’t work with them, and sycounts weren’t training them anymore. When they went into the dining hall, they were shunned, and they weren’t able to leave the castle’s walls. It was like they were prisoners, and she could already see the historical parallels coming down like a guillotine. Soon, they’d be stripped of their titles completely, and in the worst-case scenario, Sara would shatter their mana cores and send them to live in the countryside—or worse. It was becoming tyrannical and extreme, and it just wasn’t… right. That’s what she had to address. That said, she was afraid that it would permanently cause a rift in her and Andy’s relationship. 
It was harsh.
Helen approached Andy and the engineering team. They were over the river, half a football field from the water. They had cut down all the trees and were now using the area as a space to construct large rock walls with earth magic. After the walls were built, Darius drew and activated fortification arrays on them before they toppled them. It was a pre-built bridge. That said, moving the Goliath structure was a nearly impossible task, and it only worked for small rivers, which was a major problem that was keeping Andy up at night.
“Can I talk to you?” Helen asked nervously.
Andy turned to the engineering team. “Can it wait?”
Helen gulped. “Um. No.”
Andy took a deep breath. “Hey guys, I’ll be right back.”
“Okay,” Darius grinned. “If she can walk when she gets back—“
“Fuck off.” Helen flipped him the bird, and Darius laughed, going back to constructing an array. It was blatant harassment, but Helen couldn’t help but smile—short-lived as it was.
Andy took her hand and led her into the forest. The ambient light through the trees cast a warm glow on his face, making Helen want to disregard the conversation and focus on the good in her life. Sara was treating her well. She was treating Andy well. Their lives were set, and soon, he’d have land where they could live a comfortable life and raise children. It was a good life…. Yet….
“What’s up?” Andy said, touching her shoulder.
“I….” Helen quivered and rubbed her arms, leaning against a tree for support. “I don’t want to cause problems, but….”
Andy frowned, and she could instantly tell that he knew what she was going to say—and didn’t like it.
“Helen….”
“Andy, just listen,” she said. “I’m not asking you to say anything. Just… listen.”
Andy took a deep breath, giving her that expression that said sure, but knowing that he wasn’t actually listening. No… that wasn’t fair. Andy was a good guy. He’d listen, and he often let her have her way, but right now….
“Can you… talk to Sara?” Helen asked. “Things are getting worse—“
“They’re getting worse, Helen,” Andy said sharply. It threw her off guard. “They’re showing up to practice, stealing everything we do, building up their power out of spite. They’ve done nothing but talk shit, and now they’re bitter that we’re not helping them.”
“Not all of them!” Helen shot back defensively. “Tim—“
“Oh, please,” he said. “Tim was talking shit this morning.“
“You would too if you couldn’t learn any more!”
“Sara gave me the chance to learn, and I accepted it with the rest of the people here,” Andy said harshly. “It was open to everyone. And unless you didn’t notice, Marie and Jacob didn’t sign up to be heroes and they’re not having any problems with their teachers. Why? Because they’re not trash-talking a queen.” He laughed. “A queen, Helen. Wake up. If they acted this way to King Escar….” 
He paused, and Helen laughed. “Then what, Andy? What would he have done to them? Stripped them of their rights and jailed them?”
Andy swallowed, searching for words, but he knew it was true.
“That’s what’s going to happen, Andy,” Helen said. “And what’s their crime? Not liking her? Talking trash?” She bit back her emotions. “Look, if it was King Escar, that’s okay. But Sara’s not King Escar. We come from a civilized country. You can’t just—“
“Look, I’m done with this conversation,” Andy said. “I get it. I get what’s happening. But they’re digging their own graves.”
“You know what’s happening, and you’re okay with that?”
Andy looked away. “Look, Helen. If you know what’s going to happen, and you do it anyway, you’re an idiot.”
“If you know something’s wrong and you don’t sign up for it, it doesn’t make you evil. Would you be okay following Hitler’s orders?”
“Oh, so now she’s Hitler?” Andy laughed. “And what? You’re all Jews? Get over your persecution complex.”
Helen shook her head slowly, mouth hanging open. “Andy…. Are you lumping me in with them?”
Andy turned away, taking deep breaths. “You just called her Hitler,” he said. “Where else would you stand?”
“Andy…. Are you going to leave me because I don’t want people to get persecuted?”
Andy looked at her with shocked eyes. “What? Of course not!”
Helen didn’t believe it. She couldn’t believe it. After this… it was only a matter of time. She had to choose—standing up against persecution or Andy. That made it worse. That made it so much worse. Without knowing what else to do, Helen turned around—and ran, ignoring Andy’s distant pleas as she ran through the forest.

            

    
        B2 - Chapter 15 - Escape

    
    
    
    
                When Sara went back to her room, she looked into the mirror, looking for answers that she knew she wouldn’t find. [Is this worth it?] she silently asked. That question was coming up more and more as of late, and she was questioning just who she had become and who she wanted to be. Not [this]. That was the only answer that she had. Yet she committed to [this], and now, if she didn’t act, it would all be over.

Sara gazed at her flawless skin, free from the scar she earned during her battle with a massive beast on a quest, the same scar that made her feel anxiety that Kyritus wouldn’t marry her—the same scar that she didn’t realize made her feel [human] and like herself until it was suddenly gone. Then she looked down at the desk the mirror was on, feeling like everything had somehow gotten fucked up, and thought about what she knew was true but that she didn’t want to face.

[If you didn’t, more would’ve died,] Sara rationalized, thinking about how she was oppressing the dissidents, pushing them to the breaking point, and putting her preemptive measures into motion. [That’s not tyrannical bullshit, that’s just a fact.]

It [was] a fact. It was indisputable. But that wouldn’t help Sara sleep. It was what it was—and it wasn’t pretty.
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Matt snuck out of his room, walked down two corridors, and glided into a backroom, where a sycount by the name of Lakow Torna was waiting. He was there every night of the week, and this night hadn’t changed anything.

“Lord Bower?” Lakow said. “This is sudden.”

“It is sudden,” Matt said, looking around. It was really fucking sudden. Impulsive. Reckless. But objectively speaking, he was committing treason against Sara ‘Absolutely Terrifying’ Reece, and it was his only option. “But we have to move.”

“Are the others ready?” Lakow asked.

“They’re as ready as they’ll be,” Matt said. “Either way, we don’t have a choice. Our ‘leader’ has turned out to be a major liability. I’d give her a day or two before she rats us out. So we gotta move. If people want to go, they gotta go tonight. Can you make it happen?”

“Lord Bower. Getting you out of this kingdom isn’t a simple task. It requires—“

“Can you do it? Yes or no. If not, tell us where to go. We’ll meet you there.”

Lakow frowned and pondered the situation. “I can. Get the others. Meet here in two hours.”

Matt’s ribs felt like they shattered from an earthquake, and he was fighting for breaths. [Caught, caught, caught!] That word rattled in his mind like it was a piano key that someone was pressing incessantly. Talking to people got people caught. Collecting people got you caught.

“Relax, Lord Bower,” Lakow said calmly. “You’re friends with them, are you not?”

Matt swallowed and nodded far more times than he needed to. “Yeah.”

“Is there a curfew?”

“No….”

“Then there’s no problem. If you get caught, improvise. Worst case scenario, you’ll be told not to gather after hours.”

Matt’s heart slowed, and he started concocting his strategy.
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Matt knocked on Riley’s door. No response. He knocked again. Slight shuffling. Three more knocks—

“Go away!” Riley said, grumbling in her sleep.

“It’s Matt. You said we’d study in the dining hall tonight.”

“The fuck I did!”

“Yes,” Matt said, almost growling as he spoke through his teeth, “you [did] say you’d do it, and if you don’t study tonight, we’ll never be able to do it again.”

Between his voice and message of finality, especially the triggering term [won’t be able to do it again], she finally got the hint.

“Right now?”

“Right now.”

“I’ll… get ready. Give me a minute.”

Riley took ten minutes—ten minutes—ten fucking minutes that they could be [caught] during to get ready. Matt wasn’t a person who questioned women’s “getting ready” rituals that much. It felt annoying to him, sure. But (and fuck any male that disagreed because they didn’t want to admit it) he liked having eye candy around him, and eye candy didn’t come by throwing on scrub clothing in five seconds. That said, right then—unsure how long she would take—he felt like…. Matt bit back his emotions and waited until she opened the door as if everything was completely normal.

“What’s up?” Riley said, wearing eyeliner—at night.

Matt took a sharp breath. “We’re leaving.”

Riley froze. “When?”

“Now.”

“Wait—“

“Come or go,” Matt said hotly. “Whatever you do, shut your fucking mouth.”

Riley looked into her room. “But what—“

“You’ll get new… everything… once we get there. Now pretend like we’re studying with friends and if we get stopped, let me do the talking.”

4

Matt stopped by Tim’s room and did the same thing. However, contrary to expectations, Tim just looked at him with anxiety and said, “No.”

Riley stepped in. “Tim, you know that as long as you’re here—“

“No,” Tim said. “Marie and Jacob still have teachers. I’m going to follow their example and—“

“Marie and Jacob didn’t bitch about Sara for two years,” Riley said.

Tim looked at the ground. “Please, Riley…. I won’t tell anyone anything. Just…. Leave me alone.”

“Tim,” she said hotly. “Are you—“

“Don’t.” Matt put his hand in front of her chest. “We don’t have time. If he doesn’t want to go, we just have to leave and pray he doesn’t tell anyone before we’re gone.”

“But if he’s like this….” Riley bit her lip when Tim gripped the door handle, preparing to slam the door.

“You’re right,” Matt said. “That’s why we have to choose carefully. Tara? She’s out of the question.”

Riley froze. “Wait, what?”

“I talked to her already. She’s not down. Now let’s go.” He turned to Tim. “Go to sleep.”

Tim nodded quickly and closed the door with zeal.

After they left, Matt checked a clock in the hallway. “This is taking way too long.”

“Let’s split up,” Riley said.

“It’s too risky,” Matt said.

“How long do we have?”

Matt clenched his hands. “An hour? I don’t know.”

“Why don’t we just get everyone together and ask them right before we leave?” Riley asked.

Matt considered it for a moment and then nodded it. “Yeah. Just… don’t be an idiot.”

Riley shot him a death glare, but she sighed. “Okay.”

The two split ways, and the moment she was out of sight, he instantly regretted it.
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Tara awoke to a knock on her door. Learning her lesson from the night before, she didn’t move.

“Tara, it’s me….” Elizabeth, her close friend, said. She was a moderate (like her), but she was as bitter as Matt and the rest. “Can I come in? Please….”

Tara’s heart pounded, and she opened the door hesitantly. “What’s going on?”

“We’re getting together to study,” Elizabeth said, curling her blonde hair nervously. It was once a cute gesture, but now it was just a coping mechanism.

Tara looked out the window toward the moon and then back at her. “Studying?”

Elizabeth swallowed.

“Don’t be an idiot, Elizabeth.”

“Tara. Matt and Riley are leaving. Once they do, we’re all going to get in trouble. Think about it.”

Tara’s heart sank, and tears welled in her tear ducts. It was the same type of tears that she’d get studying for tests, feeling like she could collapse but knowing she had two hours left. That feeling came right before procrastinating and breaking down into tears. “Just… no,” she pleaded.

“Tara… it’s not safe.”

“Sara….” Tara looked away. “Sara’s… she’s not a bad person. I just refuse to believe it.”

“Not a bad person?” Elizabeth leaned over to look Tara in her eyes. “Sara killed Jason. She killed him. She killed Mary. She’s stripping us of our rights.”

“I know that,” Tara said. “I just have this… feeling. Something’s wrong with this situation. Don’t you feel that?”

“So you’re afraid it’s a setup?” Elizabeth asked, gripping her forearms and shivering.

“No. Probably not. Look, it’s just like…. The way she looks at us. She’s so sad. She’s not like King Escar and the way she’s treating the others…. I don’t know. Maybe it is a setup. Like a test of loyalty or something because it just feels… wrong. I don’t like Sara, but this… all of this…. It’s just not her.”

Elizabeth’s lips quivered, and she looked away.

“Don’t leave, Liz.”

“I’m sorry,” Elizabeth said. “Please…. Please just don’t tell. I’ll… I’ll get in a lot of trouble.”

Tara felt deep pangs of pain welling within her. She wanted to warn everyone, but she knew if she started knocking on doors, she’d be implicated. She suddenly understood why people in bad neighborhoods “didn’t see” murders that happened right in front of their eyes. It was terrible. “Okay….” Tara winced. “Just don’t say you saw me…. Okay? We’re friends. I don’t want to get locked up for… you know. Not ratting. You know?”

Elizabeth’s eyes welled with tears, and she grasped her in an embrace. “I….” Tears streamed from her eyes. “I won’t go either.”

Tara burst into tears. “I’m so glad.”

“Me too.”
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Helen got a knock on her door.
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Matt met up with Lakow after he assembled a few more people. They were pressed for time, so he sent Greg and another to get one more person, and to his surprise, eight people showed up. Four of them were women that Riley whipped together. When Riley and the rest were there, he addressed them.

“Look, guys, I know this is sudden, but another kingdom has agreed to take us in.”

The dissidents were stunned.

“We don’t need to fight Sara,” he lied. “We’re just running away. Once we’re far away, we’ll get resources.”

“Wait,” Greg said. “What—“

“There are no [whats],” Matt said sternly. “There’s just a yes or a no. Because people know, and if we don’t leave now, we’re all getting executed.”

“No. Hold up,” Greg said. “If [you] leave, then we’re all getting fucked, anyway.”

“Then come,” Matt said. “This isn’t a discussion. You can come with us to another kingdom that’ll treat us like kings, or you can stay and deal with hell. But look….” He took a deep breath, feeling primal fear, paranoia, and stress driving him to the edge. “Look, guys. You’re….” He turned with wide eyes when he saw a certain brunette enter the room. “Wait. Why the hell are you here?”

Helen looked at him with a fearful gaze, and she gulped.

“Did you invite her?” He asked Riley.

Riley looked at him like a deer in the headlights. Then he looked at the others with a livid expression. “Who. Did. It?”

Helen took a deep breath and took a step back. “Matt. Calm down.”

“Who did you tell?” Matt asked.

Helen took a sharp breath, taking another step back. “No one.”

“Bullshit.”

“It’s true.”

“Then why are you here?” he asked. “You’re not one of us. You and your hubby are with Sara. Not us.”

“Look, Matt,” Helen said. “Don’t do this.”

“Who in the fuck told her?” Matt turned to everyone else.

The others seized up like fucking idiots, and he couldn’t differentiate the perpetrator’s fear from the natural fear of the others. It was frustrating.

“You shouldn’t have come here,” Matt said, taking a step forward. Helen took a step back. The others watched in horror.

“Matt….”

“Shut up.”

“I’m not here to get you in trouble—“

“Don’t fuck with me. Whether it’s five minutes from now or six hours, you’re going to say what happened here. Then we’re dead. We’re [all] dead. Not in trouble—dead.”

Riley stepped forward. “Matt—“

Matt slapped away her hand. “Do you want to die? We need to deal with this.”

Helen backed away, looking down the hall. She looked cornered. And he didn’t like that. He didn’t like people fearing him. But it was eight people facing execution against one, and he knew what would happen. So he prepared to lunge to silence her with a single attack. And right then, in that primal state of vicious ecstasy—

A blunt object crashed against Helen’s head with a loud crack, sending her to the floor. Matt froze with the others, trying to figure out what had happened. Then, another person stepped into view. She had blonde hair and was wielding a sheathed sword like a baseball bat.

Riley let out a relieved sigh when she realized it was Elizabeth. “Thank God it’s you,” she said, touching her hand to her chest. “I thought you weren’t coming.”

Matt felt a sense of dread when he saw Elizabeth there. She was one of Tara’s friends, and she was borderline moderate. If she hadn’t just bludgeoned Helen violently, he’d probably [deal with her], too. It wasn’t staged. The impact sounded like thunder, and Helen was bleeding out on the floor. At the very least, Elizabeth was implicated. No one could’ve done that shit without getting axed, so he took a deep breath and looked at Lakow. “Let’s go.” He looked at everyone else, who were now accessories in his crimes, and they nodded. Once he got confirmation, he nodded back. “Let’s go,” he said more confidently.

Matt and the others left Helen bleeding out on the floor as they left the castle. Whether by miracle, stupidity, or misfortune, the rendevous with Lakow’s smugglers (who, according to the sycount, were on call since Halter made contact) was smooth, and the trip out of the walls felt effortless. It was easy—too easy. That, more than anything else, left Matt with a lingering feeling of dread.
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Matt would remember the strange coolness of that night for the rest of his life. The way that the trees rustled when they traveled through them, the way he sweated in his leather armor despite being so cold. He could make out Riley’s freckles, and they looked fascinating and awful and terrifying in the light of the red moon. Beauty and truth, hot and cool, thrill and terror—the contrast was so vivid as they wove through the forests with only Lakow leading the way. We’re the strongest, Matt reminded himself as they walked. If they find us, we’re fucked anyway. That didn’t give him much reprieve. He just kept thinking of Raul on a silver glider. The man was still cool and rational and helpful on the surface, but he had changed. He had become darker. Colder. More like… Sara. Matt could see it in his eyes.

“We’re almost there,” Lakow said.

Matt’s pulse moved in rhythmic channels, giving him even greater clarity and vision. When he saw the two-story building they were meeting at, dimly lit with the warm glow of mana crystals, he could see the crookedness of some of the logs and hear the flapping of the windows in the light breeze. The soldiers’ boots were deafening as they snapped twigs, far louder than they were walking on the path. The wind suddenly felt frigid and cut like razors, and when he looked at the lights, he didn’t think of salvation. Instead, trap, Trap, TRAP! screamed in his mind, making him look around.

Riley looked at him. “You good?”

“I….” Matt had no words.

The others looked at him suspiciously, yet he ignored it. Something felt wrong, and his arms marbled with gooseflesh. He suddenly had a desire to run—run far away from where they were. Run into the forest. Go anywhere—anywhere but that building. But when the soldiers trudged forward, he followed—and time moved on.

2

Contrary to Matt’s expectations, the building looked like an adventurer’s guild from a fantasy novel, with high arches, a receptionist desk, and a massive dining area that could seat 100 but now sat… only a group of hooded figures. It didn’t make sense. This event was on short notice, so they couldn’t have cleared out a location of that size. It felt eerie. That said, Matt didn’t see a town on the way, and while there might’ve been one a mile away, it wouldn’t make sense why it sat so many despite not being in a city. He looked around and found his answer. On the wall, he saw a plaque that read—

Spring Forage

—with information on monster hunting and yearly herb foraging. Since it was fall, it made sense why no one was around.

It must be seasonal, he thought.

The hooded figures came up to them. One revealed his face. He was a good-looking man with a noble appearance, sporting a large smile and long brown hair. No one recognized him, but he was comforting on sight.

“Welcome, Heroes,” Tyran said with a bright smile. “King Lemings is immeasurably pleased that you’ve decided to join us."

            

    
        B2 - Chapter 16 - Deep Sleep

    
    
    
    
                Sara sat outside The Spring, an adventurer guild that cleansed the forest of beasts during the springtime so people could harvest mana-rich herbs used for elixirs and medicines. It was similar to a ski resort in that way, bringing people there once a year en masse to obtain riches. She knew—she had participated. 

That was the thought she focused on, drinking a bottle of wine under the red moonlight, preparing herself for what was to come. 

2

“Come, come,” Tyran said, pointing at the tables. “It’s regrettable that we don’t have a feast. We didn’t know when or if you were coming.” 

“That’s fine,” Matt said hesitantly. He didn’t trust the man, but then again, he didn’t trust Lakow, Riley, or really anyone. He was running off adrenaline and fear and probably wouldn’t feel comfortable until he crossed the Lemings border. 

“It’s fine,” Riley said. “We’re just glad you reached out.” She was the first to sit at a table, followed by Elizabeth—the blonde that bludgeoned Helen despite being her friend (something that increasingly bothered him)—and then the rest of the heroes. They all sat at a table—as always. Matt sat last.

“First, allow us to introduce ourselves,” Tyran said. “My name is Tyran Grollis, a noble under the patronage of the rightful heir, Halter Escar,” he said. “These individuals are your servants and mentors until we meet with Prince Escar and move to the Lemings Kingdom.”

The hooded figures took off their hoods, exposing their remarkably normal faces. 

“While we wait for food, please allow me to tell you what will happen from here on out,” Tyran said. “We have a smuggler network that’ll bring us out of the kingdom. The men… are shady. That’s a fact. But we have a deal with the Lemings Kingdom. They will not try to harm you, but if they do. Well, you’re strong enough to handle them, I suppose?” He sent them a cheeky smile, and Matt couldn’t help but smile, too. 

“Don’t worry,” Elizabeth said. “We’ve been trained to fight demons.” 

The others smiled bitterly. 

“We wouldn’t expect anything else,” Tyran said. “Well then, let me explain what’ll happen once you get to the Lemings Kingdom.” He went on to make grand promises of noble titles, generous wealth, and status if they joined the military. He explained how Lemings was stronger and wealthier than the Escaran Kingdom and how they’d have better teachers and resources. As he spoke, the cooks brought out juicy meat and soup, bottles of wine, tea, and hot drinks in large containers. 

Matt and Riley looked at the food and drink with suspicion. 

Tyran noticed and looked at them pityingly. “You poor things.” He opened a bottle of wine, poured a glass, and took a large drink from it. Then, he did the same for the hot drinks and sampled the food. “You won’t have to live in fear where we’re going. Now eat, eat.” 

After Tyran’s demonstration, Matt gave in to his ravenous hunger and started eating. Contrary to expectations, his vision didn’t blur, and he didn’t collapse. The food was delicious, and the hot drinks were sweet, like cocoa. If anything, he felt good—really good. Relaxed. Relieved. Then, as if he was snapping out of a haze, he blinked and asked. “Shouldn’t we be leaving right now?” Matt asked. 

Tyran shook his head. “The second they learn that you’ve disappeared, Lady Reece will scour the area with unlimited resources. It’s too dangerous.” 

“Then what are we supposed to do?” Riley asked. 

“We’ll stay here for a month,” Tyran said. “There’s a hidden room downstairs that our people use on missions. I assure you—it’ll be to your liking.” 

Matt gulped but agreed. 

After dinner, Tyran led them down the stairs to a large recreation area. Then, he led them to a bedroom in the back. Underneath the bed was an extraordinarily well-crafted classic trap door under the rug. The heroes were hesitant to go down, but Tyran, Lakow, and the servants entered first, so Matt followed.

“What’s that smell?” Riley asked when they got to the bottom. It smelled like sulfur, but not the kind from fires. It was something else, but he couldn’t put his finger on it in his sleepy state.

“There’s a natural hot spring down here,” Tyran said brightly. Once they got to the main room, they were stunned. It was the size of the building’s dining hall with tables, and there were two major rooms. He showed them both, followed by a room that led into a humid, steamy cave where green mana crystals glittered off a hot spring. “It’s really comfortable living here,” Tyran said, “and your servants will clean the rooms and prepare your food. All you’ll have to do is enjoy yourself and play games.” 

“That sounds nice,” Elizabeth yawned, rubbing her eyes with her forearm. Everyone agreed.
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Matt slunk into the hot spring. It was a beautiful stone area with ambient green light that glittered on the rocks. He couldn’t remember when he felt so good. 

That night, he slept the deepest sleep of his life. Everyone did. And in the sunless, clockless area, they wouldn’t know how long they slept. 
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Sara sighed when Tyran exited the door of The Spring. “Well?” 

Tyran smiled and leaned against a tree. “They all drank it,” he said, “They’ll be out for a week.” They gave them darma root, which apothecaries referred to as “deep heal.” The root put injured soldiers into a temporary coma for a week so that they could heal in peace. It was an expensive, miracle drug—but it was worth it.  

“I still don’t know why you didn’t just kill them,” Tyran said. “You’re handing intel to King Lemings.” 

“We want the world to know of our presence,” Sara said, “we just don’t want Lemings to overestimate us. This hits two birds with one stone.” Instead of killing them, she was going to crack their cores and send them to King Lemings. They’d remain stronger than normal people, but their power would be remarkably disappointing, leading King Lemings to lower his guard. 

Tyran smiled mockingly. “It doesn’t have anything to do with not killing them?” 

Sara frowned. “There’s that too. When will they hit blackout?” 

“In an hour,” Tyran said. 

“Then let’s get a drink.” 

“What about… her?” Tyran turned to the door where a blonde was standing, waiting patiently. 

“She’s fine.” 

“Are you sure?” 

“She’s like you.” Sara walked past him and walked up to Elizabeth. “Let’s get a drink.” 
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An hour later, Sara and the rest descended the stairs and entered the male’s dorm, feeling like a serial killer as she looked at their sleeping bodies. “Okay. Let’s do this.” Tyran and Lakow picked up Matt’s unconscious body and brought him to a back room. After activating privacy arrays to eliminate sound—an extra precaution—Tyran pulled out a box containing the extra vials of silverena that he made with Kyritus’s silvermoon bloom. He slowly extracted out the glowing liquid with a syringe. 

The goal was to puncture a hole through Matt’s core like it was a bike tire and then fill it with tire-fixing goo. If she shattered the core, it would be unfixable, but if she just cracked it, it would reduce his magical output to just above Edico’s. Impressive, but far from something that justified multiple armies to address.

“Tell me when it cracks,” Sara said, putting her hands on Matt’s chest. “If even one shatters, we’ll have to kill them. And if that happens, this is on you.” 

“Why does everything come down on my head?” Tyran scoffed. “Just go slowly.” 

Sara gulped and nodded. Slowly and yet meticulously, she transferred magical energy into his body, cooking his core like a lobster. As she moved, he started to sweat and wheeze from his core overheating—but he didn’t wake. This process took a grueling twenty minutes before a powerful amount of magical energy exploded out of his chest. 

“It’s cracked,” Tyran laughed. 

“Just cracked?” Sara asked grimly. 

“Just cracked. If you overloaded it, it would’ve exploded. Now step aside.” 

Sara did and watched Tyran stick him with the needle, injecting silverena to patch up his core. 

As he healed, Sara checked a pocket watch and cringed. It would be sunlight in an hour, and she still needed to make it back to the castle before hell broke loose. 

“I’ll come back over the next few days,” she said. “I’ll say I’m hunting for them. Will this hold up until then?” 

Tyran frowned. “Don’t take too long. If we give them more, they’ll die.” 

Sara swallowed, feeling the pressure. “Okay. I’ll be back.” With those words, she looked at Elizabeth. “Let’s go.” 

Elizabeth nodded silently and left the building with her. 
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Sara sat on a silver glider, offering her hand to Elizabeth. 

“How’d you know I’d do it?” Elizabeth asked in a dark, almost manly voice as she accepted her hand. It was nothing like the warm, loving voice she used around Tara and Helen earlier that night. 

“You dropped the act in my last life.” Sara didn’t know what happened to most of the heroes—but she wasn’t blind to their actions, either. As for Elizabeth, she served King Escar, Jason, and Mary with the same demeanor, accepting political mercenary roles without prejudice. She was neither an assassin nor a sadist, just someone who could infiltrate groups and befriend people only to betray them—just like what was playing out—and sleep at night. Elizabeth confessed this role to Sara and offered her “services” to King Alecov, but Sara couldn’t do it. Not after the woman helped Mary. Instead, she just paid Elizabeth off and posted her up in the noble district with an allowance, watching her carefully. During the war, Sara put her in the middle of the action. Elizabeth did so without complaint. She died—and it haunted Sara, wondering if this strange blonde truly was just a heartless machine and if it wasn’t necessary to get rid of her life. This life she planned to find out—carefully. 

“I see,” Elizabeth said. 

Sara looked up to the sky, staring at the moon. “Follow me, and you’ll live a great life unless you abuse people. You’ll get to do that for your work.” 

“Hoh?” Elizabeth raised an eyebrow. “I don’t enjoy this, you know.” 

“Oh, I know.” Sara turned to her. “You just don’t care—and that’s worse.” 

Elizabeth laced her fingers and stretched her arms in front of her, pushing until her knuckles cracked. “You’re not worried I’ll betray you? Tell everyone?” 

“People like you….” Sara snorted and shook her head. “People like you will follow anyone so long’s the price is right—and I pay well.” 
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Sara and Elizabeth had barely landed the silver glider on the roof and made it to the hallway when Andy found them—together.

“Sara!” Andy yelled in a panic. Sara froze—he never called her Sara anymore. She swallowed hard, wondering what was going on.

“What’s wrong?” Sara asked.

Andy laughed viciously. “That fucker betrayed us and hurt Helen! I’m going to kill them!”  

            

    
        B2 - Chapter 17 - Rot

    
    
    
    
                Sara didn’t like lying. She wasn’t good at it. For that reason, she simply didn’t tell people information, avoided discussions that would release information, or made vague promises if she needed to. That’s what she would’ve done if Andy had found her five minutes after she left Elizabeth. Yet the blonde beside her was with Tara and Helen the night before, and according to the account she got on the trip back to the castle, Elizabeth was the one who clubbed Helen. Worse— 

Andy’s eyes widened, and he turned to Elizabeth. “Hey! You were behind Helen, weren’t you?” he asked coldly. “What’s going on?” 

Sara’s heart pounded in rhythmic thumps as she opened her mouth. 

“Let’s get something clear,” Elizabeth said with equal frigidness, saving Sara from the conversation. “I saved Helen’s life. Matt was going to kill her, so I knocked her out to defuse the situation. So fuck off.” 

Andy looked at the ground, blinking as if he had missed something or if he had gotten horribly gaslit. 

“Elizabeth just informed me about their betrayal,” Sara said, joining in. “I’m going after them. In the meantime, I need you to keep everyone in check.” 

Andy looked at Elizabeth and then at Sara. “Just tell me what to do.” 
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Sara, Andy, and Elizabeth walked into hell the moment they entered the dining hall. The floor was lined with meat, soup, and bread, and two of the tables were flipped. Unconscious guards were strewn on the ground, and the rest had backed away, knowing that they were like unarmed humans facing a pack of grizzly bears. As for the heroes, they were all in the corner of the room, and Wiles and Darius were pounding Tim and another one of the dissidents into the floor as the others screamed on. 

“Stop this!” Sara yelled. 

The fighting ceased when she strode into the room, putting one hand on a table that could seat thirty. Then she flipped it onto its legs in one motion, making the room boom when it landed. That demonstration froze them stiff, and the heroes slowly dispersed. Tim was on the ground, coughing up blood, welted with fist marks. 

“People have betrayed us, and I want to know who they are,” Sara declared. “But if someone’s here, it means they’re not with them. So stop treating everyone like they’re the same. You’re like a pack of wild animals!” 

Wiles and Darius got off Tim and the dissidents and backed away, and Emma—who was sobbing uncontrollably—rushed forward with Emily to heal the wounded. Raul was sitting at his table, running his fingers through his hair. He clearly hadn’t moved. Sara imagined that he rationalized that she set it up, or there was a genuine betrayal, and thus, there was no right or wrong in the situation. Moreover, after battling Jason, he—like Sara—had grown more apathetic to dissidents and idiots, so he wasn’t as phased. That was a relief because now that the heroes were unified, she, Raul, and Emma would be starting a party—and distrust and unwillingness to take decisive action destroyed groups. 

Sara strode to Wiles and Darius and said, “Explain yourselves.” 

“Matt and Riley went to everyone’s rooms to get them to betray the kingdom,” Darius said, turning away. 

“All of them?” 

“Most of them,” Wiles said sheepishly. 

“And they didn’t go?” 

Wiles and Darius fell silent, and the others did the same. They looked away in shame. 

Sara panned her gaze on the heroes. “We’ve established that there were—in fact—people who betrayed us.” Then she looked at Tim and the others. “And we’ve established that there were people that didn’t. So let them go. We treat swine like swine—not our own.” 

Sara looked at Emma and craned her head to the table she just flipped back into place. Emma nodded and led the vetted dissidents to the table. 

“We don’t tolerate enemies,” Sara said. “They’ll corrupt us, rip us apart, divide us, and eventually force us to fight them. There were enemies amongst us, and we’ve found them. It’s unfortunate, but it is what it is. We’ll face them in time. In the meantime, we must unite. So treat each other with respect and focus your efforts on the people who left. Got it?” 

The heroes nodded under her sharp gaze. 

“I’m compiling a force to find the traitors as we speak,” Sara said. “That’s their job—not yours. Your job is to protect this kingdom in the spring. If you have to face them then, so be it. But for now, focus on your training.” 

“But Lady Reece!” Andy pleaded. “Please let me—“ 

“You’re coming,” Sara said. “Raul and Darius, too. The rest of you…. Act like humans while I’m gone.” She looked at Emma. “Take care of our people.” With those words, Sara walked out the door, leaving the others in a state of shame. 
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Raul watched Sara assemble a conspicuous force of soldiers right in the courtyard, ensuring the other heroes could see her leaving and going after Matt and the dissidents. It was all a grand demonstration and— 

(he looked into the castle’s window and found the heroes watching with anticipation in their eyes) 

—it was working. 

“Find them!” Sara yelled. 

The soldiers grunted, putting their fists on their chests in unison before going on a forward march. A dozen silver gliders shot into the sky, and Sara mounted one. 

“Just follow your party,” Sara said to Raul. “If one of the groups finds them, be ready to intercept them.” 

“Got it,” he said. 

Sara rocketed into the sky like a war goddess on a harrowing quest through the pits of hell. As Raul watched her fly off into the distance, he couldn’t help but feel a twisted sense of admiration. Perhaps Sara was right all along— 

—she wasn’t someone to be friends with. She was someone to respect and fear, a larger-than-life symbol. That made him feel… sad for her. But it beat the alternative—questioning Sara’s humanity every time she lied. If he had to do that, he couldn’t lie about his own dwindling humanity. 

“Let’s move,” Andy said. 

Raul looked over and saw Andy and Darius looking at him. Three against eight—not bad odds when you’re not trying to find people, he thought abstractly. He didn’t know that for certain, but he’d call her bluff and go all in. 
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Sara and the others got a mile out from the city when the silver gliders broke off in different directions, leaving her alone on the hour-long flight to The Spring. She landed two miles away and hid her silver glider in a cave. Then she ran to the building under the cloak of invisibility. Once inside, she unlocked the hidden array and entered the downstairs basement. 

Tyran sat in the living room on an armchair. When he saw her, he put his book down. “You look like shit.” 

“That’s not how you address a queen,” Sara said. 

“Then why do you appreciate it?” he asked. 

Sara fell silent. If Tyran didn’t complain, she’d lose the last person who treated her like a human. “Let’s get started.” 

Tyran nodded. “Lakow!”  

The sycount came in and greeted them. Then, they went into the female dorm and brought Riley into the back room. 

Sara took a deep breath as she put her hands on Riley’s chest, being reminded that a single shattered core would require her to kill all of them. “If you see me slipping,” she said to Tyran, “stop me.” 

“I enjoy my head,” he said. 

Sara nodded and began. 
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Elizabeth’s parents had sent her to fifteen doctors and eight different expensive therapists trying to get her to smile—and all of them failed. Worse, none of them could agree on what was wrong with her. By the time she was twelve, she was diagnosed with a cocktail of conflicting disorders, from autism and depression to schizoid personality disorder and alexithymia. Along the way, she had been put on Prozac, Zoloft, Wellbutrin, Xanax, Klonopin, Zyprexa, Lithium, and a mixed bag of other mood stabilizers, antidepressants, and anxiolytics. Yet through it all—they just couldn’t get her to smile. 

Elizabeth found it annoying because she couldn’t figure out why they even cared. Wasn’t she good enough? Was she so bad just because she didn’t smile? She did her chores and was polite. She just liked to be left alone. It wasn’t until she got into middle school that she understood what was wrong with not smiling—people were dicks when she didn’t. Unlike in Elementary School, where teachers protect their children with their lives, her teachers didn’t let her sit in the corner of the room and not talk to anyone. So, the bullying began. Elizabeth didn’t care so much about the maltreatment. Therapists couldn’t give her enough drugs to care about it. But she did care about the fact that no one would leave her alone. Once that started happening, it was officially a problem. 

That’s when her mother gave her the best advice that she ever got in her life: They’re never going to leave you alone, honey, she had said, gripping Elizabeth with tears in her eyes, but if you just pretend enough, they’ll leave you alone more. 

Elizabeth didn’t know why she thought about that when Tara walked up to her during practice time. When it happened, Elizabeth wished for nothing more than to continue sitting on that hill, breathing. “Hey, Tara,” she said. 

“I heard you turned in the others,” Tara said. 

“I did.” 

“Why? You were ready to go with them last night.” 

“I went with Helen to talk them out of it. Matt tried to kill Helen, so I knocked her out and reported them.” 

“That’s what I heard.” Tara grabbed her elbow and bit her thumbnail. “But here’s what I don’t get: why did you go to her room immediately after promising me you wouldn’t go?” 

Elizabeth’s eyes narrowed as she watched falling leaves flutter in the wind, noting the end of fall and the onset of icy weather.
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Sara took deep breaths. She was sweating, and her mind was getting hazy. There were eight dissidents, and she had only made it through six, but she had exhausted her mana. This is taking a lot more than I thought, she thought, looking at Greg’s unconscious body. His core was far more refined than she thought—or she was failing. 

“You should take a break,” Tyran said. 

“After I finish this core,” she said. 

“No, now,” Tyran said. “If you break a core, you’ll ruin everything.” 

Sara took deep breaths, annoyed yet grateful for his chastisement. Only then did she recognize her hands shaking. 
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Elizabeth looked at Tara. “I warned Helen not to go. She insisted on trying to talk them out of it.” 

“Logical,” Tara said. “But what happened after you knocked out Helen? Where’d you go?” 

“I saved my skin by going with them near the wall, then I ran away,” Elizabeth said. “They panicked and fled.” 

“It was around midnight when they left,” Tara said coldly. “You told Sara in the morning. Where were you the rest of the time?” 

Elizabeth imagined the castle’s workers raking leaves—removing the rot—and wondered if she’d have to do the same with Tara. That’s what Sara tasked her with, wasn’t it?
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Sara sat down and drank a mana rejuvenation potion. It tasted like Nyquil, and the mana input was intense and raw, unlike the effortless cultivation of mana that came from breathing. She regretted even drinking it, wishing she had spent another hour meditating because her mana channels felt erratic. 

“Where’s the wine?” Sara asked as she slouched in her chair. 

Tyran furrowed his brows. “Now?” 

“You know your body’s alarm clock?” Sara asked. “The thing that wakes you up the same day?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Well, it’s a real thing. On Earth, that’s called the ‘circadian rhythm.’” 

“Hoh? How interesting,” he said mockingly. “What’s your point?” 

Sara sighed. “Well, there’s one for alcohol consumption, too. It’s called, ‘Shut the fuck up and get me the wine.’” 

Tyran’s expression crumbled and he stared at her for a moment with dead eyes. Then he sighed, pushed himself up, and said: “You could’ve at least made it clever. ‘Shut the fuck up and get me the wine?’ How anti-climactic.” 

Sara snorted and waited for him to return. He came back from a back room with two glasses and a bottle of helshma. “Are you sure you want this?” he asked. “You don’t look like you’re done.” 

“You misunderstand, Lord Grollis,” Sara said, reaching for the bottle instead of the glasses, patiently demanding for him to hand it to her. “I need this.” She wasn’t joking about her body’s need for liquor after a certain point in time. Once it clicked on, her body demanded it like some people getting sweet cravings. Only it was more like nicotine fiending—and she couldn’t concentrate while she was thinking about it. 

“As a doctor, I should advise you not to overdo it,” Tyran said as he handed it to her. He smiled, but his eyes were cold and serious. You don’t have the thirst—not yet. But one step too far, and you’ll never be able to quench it.” 

Sara swallowed hard and accepted the bottle. Then she took a deep breath and looked at the wine glasses in his hand. “And one of those.” 

Tyran smiled. “Sure.” 

Once Sara finished two glasses, she felt far better. More confident. More alive. Then she put her hands on Greg’s chest. “Let’s get this over with.” 

            

    
        B2 - Chapter 18 - United

    
    
    
    
                Elizabeth wondered if she could really kill someone as she looked into the distance, wondering how she should answer Tara’s question about where she was last night. After a moment’s deliberation, she figured that guilting would be the best strategy. “Do you want to start another witch hunt?” she asked.

Tara froze. “What?”

“Go around, blaming others, ripping us apart?” Elizabeth clarified.

Tara took a step back and gripped her arms around her body. “That’s not what this is,” she said.

“That [is] what this is. Because the moment you start asking those questions, the others will, too, and suddenly, we’ll hate each other as much as the heroes do. That’s what you’re doing.”

“No, that’s not fair. I’m just asking—“

“What if I did?” Elizabeth asked coldly. “What if I betrayed you somehow? Matt is gone. Sara’s treating us like humans. If I did do that, would it be so bad? Or are you just looking past the situation to find the next big bad to obsess over?”

Tara’s eyes welled with tears.

“If you really care—if you really want to live without oppression, then just shut up,” Elizabeth said. “Stop looking for drama and focus on ways to fix it.”

Elizabeth got up and looked at her. “You’re the only person who can unite us, Tara. If you don’t seize this chance to make peace, the outcome’s on you—and only you.” Elizabeth walked away, leaving Tara in a state of conflict, hoping—praying—that she would do the right thing.

2

Sara finished cracking the core of the last dissident and collapsed on the floor. She needed to get back but didn’t have the strength to move. She passed out, with the results unknown. When she awoke, she learned she had succeeded.

3

It was dark when Sara awoke and left for Lemora, feeling the wind ruffling through her hair as she flew her silver glider above the clouds, praying that everything would work out. This was the make-it-or-break-it moment that would determine if she could obtain the treasures to defeat Agronus while the capital was undefended—it was also the moment that would determine how much blood she’d have on her hands when it was all over. When Sara arrived at the castle and fell asleep, she prayed that it would be minimal.

4

When Sara awoke, she learned that something fantastic had happened. The heroes and remaining dissidents were sitting at the same breakfast tables. That wasn’t her doing—it was a group effort from the people she had cultivated for leadership. She later learned that Raul and Emma had forced them to sit together, [Sara’s orders], as Raul interpreted it. But what was more surprising was that Tara was sitting with Emma, speaking to people with a stiff face, encouraging people to get along. Andy, Darius, and Wiles were sitting beside Tim—and neither side would look at each other, but it happened.

“Well done,” Sara said when she entered the room. Once she got to her seat, she addressed their concerns: “I didn’t find Matt and the others. But I suspect they’re taking smuggler routes to the Lemings Kingdom. That means you may face them in the springtime. Until then, prove your loyalty by uniting. From now on, everyone will practice together, even though many will not fight. That’s all.”

And that’s what happened. Sara then led them to their first awkward day of group training, expecting fights to break out—but they didn’t. She imagined they’d break out after her eyes weren’t watching them like a hawk—but they didn’t, then, either. Helen made a full recovery, and the event had patched things up between her and Andy. Tara joined the healing corps with Emma and Emily, and the other dissidents joined other groups. Tim was only suited for the engineering corps, but the bad blood between him, Darius, and Wiles prevented him from joining. Instead, Sara called Tim’s music teacher to the area, and Tim practiced the jenta in the training area to provide music for the group. Turns out, he was a practiced musician on Earth, and two years of training with a court musician had turned him into a remarkable performer. His music elevated the mood, giving some levity in the tense environment.

Tara apologized to Sara, acknowledging that she was genuinely wrong about Jason and was wrong for fueling the fire. Sara just nodded, and restrictions on the dissidents magically disappeared, further alleviating the tension. Slowly yet surely, the groups united and started weaving stronger bonds. This process continued for a few weeks before Sara made the next announcement:

“You will all be given a two-week trip to see the world,” Sara said. “Think of it as a vacation and focus on bonding. It’s the last slice of heaven you’ll get before you experience hell, so make it count.”

The groups split up, with one group traveling to another major city with Edico, another touring an adventuring community with Raul, and a third taking a spa trip to a renowned noble resort town in the Quesca mountains with Emma and Emily. As for Elizabeth, she got mana sickness (when a core becomes off-balanced) at the last moment, and she had to stick behind.

Sara thought that was a damn shame, so she took Elizabeth on a private trip to The Spring, leaving her with Tyran only two days before Matt and the dissidents would’ve woken naturally. With Elizabeth back in place, Tyran assured Sara that he had a stimulant that would wake them around the same time. With that assurance, Sara left, pleased that all the pieces were set. After that, all she could do was wait and hope her seeds came to fruition.

4

When Matt woke up, he felt like a stiff block of wood. His legs felt weak and burned when bending, and his mind felt hazy. He groaned, and the others did, too. He slowly got up and left the room, only to find others cupping their heads and groaning on the table.

“Oh, good, you’re awake,” Tyran said. “Food’ll be out in a minute.”

Matt looked at him suspiciously. “Did you drug us?”

An icy wind blew inside the room, and Elizabeth and the other group members looked up at Tyran.

“You must be talking about the hot spring,” Tyran said dismissively. “It puts the mind into deep rest. Once you wake up, you’ll feel great.”

Matt didn’t believe him and refused to eat or drink anything else for the next two hours, but to his surprise, once he awoke, he felt… excellent. It was like all the stress and muscle tears he had were gone, and he could think clearly. He didn’t even notice the abnormality within him until it was far too late. Neither did the others and after the first “rest” (when everyone slept since there were no clocks), no one questioned their situation. By the third, life felt normal, and some even returned to the hot spring. But the problem was that they didn’t actually know how much time had passed because there was no sun. Their minds went crazy from the monotony, and days felt like weeks, weeks felt like days, and everyone started getting cabin fever. That’s when the real trouble began. Tension. Annoyance. Pettiness. Slowly yet surely, everyone became passive-aggressive, sowing resentment toward Matt and Riley like a malignant tumor. The two didn’t like that, so they banded together and gathered support, dividing, cracking, and breaking the group apart until it was a breeding ground of angst and bitterness. Yet time moved on, and to their relief, Tyran finally announced that they would meet Prince Halter—

—and they soon did. True to his word, Tyran led them to a bunker with the prince and war generals.

Matt had initially waited for that day, dreaming of the savior figure that would lead them to salvation, but his heart sank when he walked into the room and found a middle school-aged kid sitting with a group of generals who had half his strength. It was at that moment that Matt gave up hope that they had a chance of defeating Sara.

After a discussion about the trip to the Lemings Kingdom, they set off—leaving Tyran behind since he was a spy. It was uncomfortable at the time, but they almost forgot about it until the second day—when Elizabeth went missing. They searched through the forest, called out, used their rudimentary divination spells, and found nothing. She was gone without a trace. But while Riley insisted that they continue the search, Halter demanded they press on for the safety of their group, and so they did. It was a three-week journey to the Lemings Kingdom without silver gliders—and snow was starting to fall. Time was pressing.

5

Sara was tracing her finger around a half-empty wine glass when Elizabeth returned with Tyran. Seeing them and getting a full report made her heart soar.

6

The heroes returned from their vacations at the onset of winter. It was only the second winter that they had experienced, but it felt far worse than the first. It was so cold that the kingdom brought out large fire pit stands that they put into the center of the dining hall, making the area look somewhere between a lawn with tiki torches and a New York alley with barrel fires. Yet the heroes didn’t complain. They ate and laughed and enjoyed their life, talking about adventures from their vacation and how much easier things were when they were frozen in a castle. The carefree life didn’t last long. On the second week back, Sara walked into the room and put elixirs and roots on the table with Tyran.

“This is Tyran Grollis, the Head Apothecary of the kingdom,” Sara said. “As of today, you will start body tempering.”

Everyone was excited—until they weren’t.

The men bathed communally in pits of fire and liquid pain, but the women mostly did it alone in rooms with silence circles.

As for Sara, she finally got rid of her limp and body aches when Emma helped her disintegrate her bones piece by piece, carefully working on the spine. That was the greatest source of trust that she had ever put in someone, but compared to the last time she did it, it was a godsend.

Between body tempering sessions, the heroes worked on mana manipulation, led by groups of the mages. Tim played them music, and during the nights, they sat around fires and told stories. New relationships formed between group members. Emily and Darius became a couple, and Tara and Wiles became really close [friends]. It was so painfully awkward to watch them deny their feelings that Sara wanted to remind them that they were twenty—because she had to watch them squirm. Sara was there for an hour a night, watching over them like a mother, and regretted it eighty percent of the time. Yet Emma loved it, and Raul had taken to drinking with her (during the nights only). It was a good life.

“This is a relief,” Raul said one night.

“What?” Sara asked, looking at her glass and thinking back on how many glasses she had.

“That even you can do this,” he chuckled.

“That’s rude.”

“My bad,” he said. “I was just worried that things would never be… good… again.”

“Life’s never that bad,” Sara said. She drank and shivered. “Until the end of the night when you have to think about it.”

Raul’s eyes sank deeper. “Thanks for the encouragement.”

Sara smiled and looked at Emma. “Hey, come have a glass of wine.”

Emma blushed and shook her head. “Not with people around.”

“Raul’ll keep you in check.” Sara grinned and shook the bottle.

“Hey, what the hell are you doing?” Raul whispered as Emma blushed and considered the wine.

“Teaching you the subtle art of escapism,” Sara said, putting her glass down and picking up another. She poured Emma half a glass (she meant to pour her a full glass, but Sara knew she’d get another bottle if she didn’t leave herself some) and lifted it to Emma. “Step one,” she whispered to Raul, “find something else to worry about.”

Raul tried to protest, but Emma was already there. “Just one,” Emma said. Then she turned to Raul apologetically. “Is that okay?”

Raul forced a smile. “Sure.”

True to Sara’s words, he didn’t have time to think about the things plaguing his life because Emma was sitting in his lap, hugging him, and he couldn’t help but smile as Sara sat there with a mocking smile, watching the fire.
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King Lemings walked on the embattlements of Teeka’s (the Lemings capital) outer wall. Before him was a force of over fifty thousand soldiers that his nobles had amassed for him. They blotted out the fields for miles, contrasting against the fresh snow they were standing on. This was only one of three armies that would march on Lemora—and it didn’t include the so-called “heroes” that Halter was bringing to them. The heroes had been held up during a major storm, but they would reach Teeka soon, and King Lemings would see their power for himself. Either way, he would not rely on them. This army [was] enough.

            

    
        B2 - Chapter 19 - War Pressure

    
    
    
    
                 









Matt swallowed nervously under King Lemings’ pressure. He thought that King Escar was an egotistical asshole, but this man made Escar seem like a stern teacher preparing them for the real world—the world with people like King Lemings. The king sat on his throne with an iron face that wouldn’t move if someone hit it with a baseball bat, and he refused to let anyone speak unless he addressed them. So far, Matt, Riley, and the rest were kneeling in a line as mages probed them with divination spells, something that they didn’t have to worry about. Or so he thought. 

“We’ve concluded, Your Majesty,” an advisor said. 

Your Majesty. Your Excellency. Your Perfectness. Matt was dreading what life would be like working under this man. 

“Present your insights,” King Lemings ordered. 

“Their cores are indeed pure…” the advisor said, “and abnormal.” 

Matt felt his heart sink. 

“What do you mean by… abnormal?” King Lemings asked. 

“They seem… incorrectly established,” the advisor said. “Strong and pure, but weak.” 

Matt looked at Riley, and they shared looks of betrayal. Then Matt clenched his fist and thought the name, Jason with such ferocity he had to prevent himself from showing anger. So he did do it! In a twisted stroke of irony, Sara was right: Jason did fuck them! Or… maybe Sara fucked them and blamed it on Jason. Either way, it made him sick! 

King Lemings narrowed his eyes. “Were you discarded for your incompetence?” he asked bluntly. 

“What?” Riley asked with panic in her eyes. “No. We weren’t the strongest, but we were far from the weakest.” 

“Far from the weakest of the heroes,” Matt said hurriedly. “All of us are far more powerful than normal soldiers.” 

King Lemings looked at his advisor. “Is that true?”  

“We are unable to determine their power, Your Majesty,” the advisor said. “We only know that their potential exceeds our strongest. That’s true.” 

King Lemings looked at Matt and Riley. “Then show me.” 
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King Lemings donned a thick coat and walked with soldiers into the garden, which was spacious enough for a large attack. Let’s see if they can split the earth, he thought. Or if it was just that sword. There was so much hysteria about the so-called chasm in the Escaran Kingdom, so he wanted to know whether it was caused by the summoned people or by the sword Lady Reece was noted as having. If it was indeed Rinus Kemot’s Godslayer, it could be a legendary artifact at play. If that was the case, his full attention should be spent on obtaining it from Lady Reece. But if these summoned “heroes” were as strong as Prince Halter claimed, then it would be another story. 

“Use raw mana in a sword strike,” King Lemings ordered. 

Lord Bower—the one who called himself “Matt”—looked at him like a worthless child. “We aren’t able to do that. We’re mages.” 

King Lemings’ face twitched, and he looked at his head mage, Rogal Kell, a man in his sixties with graying hair. “Simulate.” 

“Yes, Your Majesty.” Rogal understood his request to simulate the distance of the notorious sword strike in Lemora and issued orders to set up the test. A group of mages disappeared and returned with a siege tower that they rolled over 100 yards away. Once they were finished, King Lemings turned back to Lord Bower: “Don’t hold back.” 

Lord Bower swallowed, walked to the front of the other summonees, and put his hands up. Chanting aloud, he created a fireball that was the largest King Lemings had ever seen… but the young man was sweating like an animal and taking large breaths. Still, once he finished, a massive fireball shot across the garden and slammed into a barrier that mages threw up in front of the siege tower. The barriers broke, but by the time the fire hit the siege tower, it had a fraction of its power, and the mages quickly extinguished it, leaving trails of smoke and steam billowing in the frozen air.  

How disappointing... King Lemings thought. When he turned back to the “heroes,” Lord Bower had taken a knee and was clutching his chest as the other heroes asked him what was wrong. Then, the king turned to Rogal. “Well?” he asked. 

Rogal studied Lord Bower. “I think that this is as strong as he’ll get,” he said. “More than that, and his core will crack. It’s still impressive.” 

“But nothing world-changing,” King Lemings said. “How deformed are their cores?” 

“They’re not deformed—they’re just… weak,” Rogal said. “If the core was strong, the mage could use that attack without… that.” 

King Lemings looked at Lord Bower, dry heaving in the snow, trying to tell the others he was alright but incapable of it. “So you don’t think they’d be much stronger?” he asked. 

“I can’t say for certain. We’ve never seen pure cores before.” 

“I’m asking for your thoughts, not for your caveats.” 

“I don’t, My Liege.” Rogal watched Lord Bower carefully. “These kids are already strong. If the target was closer, it would’ve shattered the barrier and target without effort. That shows that they are already formidable. If they had stronger cores, they would be seriously destructive.” 

“And about the crevasse?” King Lemings asked, referring to the crevasse in Lemora. 

Rogal stroked his beard in thought. ”I believe it was the Godslayer…. It has to be. These attacks can barely reach 100 yards without losing energy. Lady Reece would have to be four times stronger than Lord Bower to crack the earth for such a distance.” 

“I see.” King Lemings stood and turned to Riley. “Your turn.” 

Riley swallowed nervously, and stood up and did the same— 

—with the same outcome. 

One after the other, the summonees released blasts and fell to the ground, equally confused. 

“Do you think they were poisoned?” King Lemings finally asked. 

Rogal pressed his fist against his lips. “I don’t see how. If their cores were sabotaged, they would’ve known. It would’ve been like losing a limb, and these children seem genuinely confused about their performance.” 

“Interrogate them,” King Lemings said, standing up and watching the heroes looking at each other in terror. “And don’t underestimate Lady Reece.” 

“Yes, Your Majesty.” 

Despite King Lemings playing things safe by overestimating them, he left that day feeling far better. His army would be enough. 
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Matt couldn’t sleep that night. It was clear as day that there was a setup. Tyran poisoned them. Elizabeth betrayed them. Yet… there was nothing they could do about it. King Lemings regarded all humans as pawns, and Matt and the others truly believed that if King Lemings deemed them as unnecessary for the war effort, he would kill them to prevent what happened in Lemora from happening within his kingdom. Thus, they agreed that night that they would tell King Lemings that nothing had happened to their cores. Instead, they planned to use their knowledge of Sara and the others to make themselves indispensable.  

That day started the coldest winter of Matt’s life. 
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Sara walked through the halls of the castle, issuing orders. Alecov was in the audience chamber, slowly taking over kingly duties as she worked with the military. At the end of a long corridor, she entered the war council chamber where Edico was waiting. 

“How many troops have we received?” she asked. 

Edico frowned. “With so many nobles stripped of their titles, we weren’t able to obtain even half of our forces.” 

Nobles weren’t politicians in the modern sense of the term. They ruled territories like miniature countries, enacting their own laws and customs and raising armies. Then, they sent a portion of the taxation and troops to the kingdom. So, without nobles, there weren’t soldiers, and the governing structure had collapsed. Sara’s actions had serious consequences. 

“Number,” Sara said dryly. 

“Around twenty thousand,” Edico said grimly. 

“How many have we seen from the other countries?” 

“A combined total of ninety thousand,” he said. “Fifty from Lemings, twenty-five from Quell, and fifteen from Markon. We’re surrounded.” 

Lemings was to the west, Quell was to the east, and Markon was to the south. To the north was the Prenth Kingdom—the Escaran Kingdom’s greatest enemy. If they weren’t also the great enemy of the Lemings Kingdom, there would be a serious problem. 

Sara sat down slowly. They didn’t react like this last time, she thought while rubbing her eyes. Did he get to them? She refused to believe that Daniel had convinced them that the kingdom was a problem. It had to be the sword strike. She had used it to break the Escaran soldiers’ will to fight, yet it seemed to have had international consequences far beyond anything she would’ve believed. Sara wasn’t an omnipotent god, and she didn’t think something so minor would have such a devastating effect.  

“Do you think we have the power to overcome these odds?” Edico asked. 

Sara wiped her mouth, feeling a sharp desire for a strong drink. But she held off and let the desire corrupt her thoughts. “Yeah,” she answered. 

“Yeah?” Edico asked incredulously. 

“Yeah. We do.” Sara sat up straight and looked at him. “It’s just going to get nasty. What do you think we should do?” 

“I think that we should concentrate our forces in Lemora,” Edico said. We’ll let them bring their armies and have the heroes strike and then rest.” 

“Brutal plan,” Sara said. Get all the enemy soldiers together in one location, and then kill and massacre as many as possible with each strike. It was disturbing. 

“It’s necessary,” Edico said. “With twenty thousand soldiers, we would get decimated if we split our forces.” 

Sara took a deep breath. 

“What are you going to do?” he asked. 

“That depends.” 

“On what?” 

“Whether your plan will work without me.” Sara stood and walked to the window. There was still snow on the ground, but it was thawing at the onset of spring. Large slogs of mud pooled together from melted snow, and heaps of ice glittered in the sunlight. “I’ll prepare them. We’ll see what they can do.” 

Sara turned and left the room. It was time to teach people multi-tiered spells, the type that builds strength at the cost of time and longer incantations. If the soldiers were sieging Lemora, then there would be nothing but time. 
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Sara stood before the heroes. They were nervous, showing that they were capable of reading the room. They were wet from slogging through the knee-length snow, but they didn’t so much as shiver. That was a good sign that their body tempering was working. 

“Listen up,” Sara said. “We have confirmed that Matt and the other traitors have reached the Lemings Kingdom. From accounts, they convinced King Lemings to attack with their full strength. Soon, there will be overwhelming soldiers coming to siege Lemora.” 

“Those fuckers are trying to kill us,” Darius said. 

“I can’t believe it….” Tara whispered. 

The rest shifted nervously. 

“That’s why today, we’re going to learn about demonstrations,” Sara said. “Our greatest strength is the ability to break people’s spirit to fight. Andy, have you completed it?” 

Sara turned past the river and saw a massive 25-foot wall of solid rock from Earth magic. It had massive fortification arrays tattooed on it, each loaded with the full power of a pure golden core. 

“Yeah,” Andy swallowed. 

“It’ll get better,” Darius said preemptively. Wiles and Will laughed nervously. 

“Good enough,” Sara said. “Then observe. Sferíki fosforésce, to spíti ton astraí, ilumináva tis enigma pleúres. Rom, péma stin ámichos órasi, éklausen stin êcho tou….” Sara’s chanting became hypnotic, and the way that the mana swirled in the atmosphere as she spoke line after line chilled them to the bone. She had spoken five full lines before a small water ball developed thirty feet in front of her. Then, when she reached her tenth line, the water exploded in size, pulling all the water from the river in a massive vortex. The leaves on nearby trees shriveled as the water was sucked from them, and the heroes recoiled when they felt their skin dry up like cracking lips. 

“Barriers!” Emma yelled, putting up a barrier to shield their bodies. 

“Tóra, antícho tes phýsis amfiétai!” Sara yelled, “kymáton tis thlípseos pou rígnoun katá ton ákra tou chronou!” 

Suddenly, the entire world’s atmosphere shifted as a gale force blew the house-sized water ball forward. It rocketed into the distance, slamming into the fortified stone wall—shattering it into gravel and making the wall collapse like a sandcastle. The water then crashed into the forest, tearing trees from their roots, and creating a torrent of brown and green sludge that destroyed everything in its path.  

Sara took deep breaths. The power of high-level spells was more destructive than Qualth—but it was her power. Qualth amplified power, turning normal attacks into warheads. That was the profound difference. 

She turned to the other heroes, who were staring at her with doe eyes and barely breathing. Once she saw their expressions, she smiled thinly. “Who wants to fight me?” She chuckled and walked up to them, watching them part like the Red Sea as she walked into the center. Then she turned to Wiles sharply, and he scrambled backward. Then Sara turned to Emily, who seized up. “No one?” Sara asked. Dead silence. “Exactly,” she said. “No one wants to fight me—and when you give a demonstration like this, no one will want to fight you.” She gave them all a thin smile, but it quickly faded. “In one month’s time, three kingdoms will march on Lemora. There will be heavy casualties, but the stronger you are, the more people will give up. So that’s what we will be working on. Now prepare yourselves—because we will all be learning.” 

The heroes chuckled awkwardly, picking up vitality and strength as they considered what they would be learning. Darius said he was living out his dream of becoming a nuclear bomb, and the others made similar jokes. As for Raul, he just sat on a stump watching. Only he understood the grave implications of such power. Either way, he didn’t turn away. The Lemings Kingdom would soon attack, and if they didn’t fight, they would all die. He would be ready to do what needed to be done. Sara was certain of it. 
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                War had a different vibe. It was different than fear—stranger than anxiety. It was cold and distant and present, burrowing deep into a person’s soul. People could see war because they watched soldiers practicing magic and mages working on barriers. They could hear war: it was in the striking of anvils and in the undertone of every conversation, laced like doubt and mistrust after someone cheated. They could smell it in the air, thick with the acrid stench of sulfur from burning bodies in the summer air.

Sara liked war—but not for the same reason that warrior conqueror types liked war. She liked war because of its simplicity. In war, it didn’t matter who was right or wrong or who started what. If someone didn’t fight and win, their wives would be sold off, and their children would be killed. Black and white, good and evil. It was a strict contrast to the agonizing feelings of moral ambiguity that made her question if she was a terrible person or not. Compared to normal life, she felt free.

The heroes didn’t feel the same. They ate in relative silence unless they were sharing information they learned about King Lemings’ troop movements. They coped with shallow jokes told around the fire, huddling together for warmth, even when the room was too hot. And during practice, they worked harder, but their souls weren’t in it. They didn’t understand the urgency or implications of war. Only Sara, Raul, and Emma understood—and all three saw it differently.

Emma ran about, giving moral support, telling people it would be alright, and awkwardly half-lying to everyone she spoke to about what battles were like. As for Raul, he grieved first instead of last, a deliberate approach now that he had already experienced war. Perhaps because of that, he saw things differently, and that difference led to the wake-up call that changed Sara’s life. Until that point, Sara had no clue just how close she was to the edge—just how little it would’ve taken before her life was guaranteed to end in tragedy. Yet he was there at the right place at the right time to give her the slightest chance of pulling it all together—no matter how slim the chances were by then.

That moment happened during practice. Andy’s crew had constructed and reinforced a massive stone wall, and the heroes took turns hitting it with the highest-level spells that they could. Meteor strikes. Wind slashes. Earthquake spells. The results ranged from minor damage to impacts that devastated the area around the blasts. Yet no one could destroy the wall itself, a testament to the remarkable improvement of the engineering team. That was until Raul stood on the pit. He was the anchor, the person who people expected to turn impossible situations around when Sara was away. Raul didn’t like that role, but he accepted it, and his eyes were resolute. He lifted Halkon’s Executioner high, and the blade wrapped in flames before he slammed it into the ground directly in front of the wall. He hadn’t fed blood to the blade, so the strike didn’t affect the wall directly, but the ground it was on exploded in a massive rain of shrapnel, and the ground underneath the stone wall collapsed, causing the wall to topple. It didn’t stop there. The fissure from the impact tore past the area, and the splitting and reverberations caused trees behind it to collapse. Raul frowned when he saw the impact, and with each tree that fell, it became graver.

Sara could tell what he was thinking:

People. Those trees are people.

That look scared her. Raul was her anchor, too, and if he wasn’t able to do what needed to be done, then the whole operation would fall apart. So she decided to confront him head-on about what she needed with a blunt order and gauge his reaction.

Sara walked up to him. “I need you to lead the heroes.”

Raul’s body stiffened, and he looked at her slowly. “Wait. What? What about you?”

Sara’s face turned stern. “I’m going to pay King Lemings a visit.”

Raul’s eyes took on a strange twinge of dread and confusion that slowly turned into a look of madness. “Alone?” he asked.

“Correct,” Sara confirmed. “It’s a hundred thousand versus a small army and a group of heroes. We need to end this war. That’s the fastest way.”

Raul developed a wide smile, and he bobbed his head a few times before laughing and shaking his head. “I finally get it now.”

Sara froze and crossed her arms. “Get what?”

“Why all of your plans seem so reckless.” He looked into her eyes, and his smile turned cold. “It’s because they are.”

Sara’s eyes narrowed. “King Lemings has sent all his forces to attack us. He’s undefended. It’s the perfect chance to strike.”

“No, it’s not.” Raul sat on a boulder, staring at the grass as if it were a pond with coy fish. “Sara. Don’t do this.”

“Have some confidence, Raul,” Sara said. “The heroes are nuclear weapons, and the second they become desperate, they’ll strike. We have twenty thousand troops and one highly fortified stronghold. Their siege will take at least a week. You can hold out for a day or two until I get back."

“You don’t get it, do you?” Raul looked at her with a contemptuous glare. “What if Emma dies?”

Sara’s arms rippled with goosebumps, and her brain tingled with cold electricity.

“Your motivations are all fucked up,” Raul said. “You’re trying to get everything you lost back, but you’re destroying it instead. It’s not because you’re not capable—god knows you are. But it’s because you’re impatient. Throwing yourself in prison? Rushing to fight alone?” He turned around to see if anyone was listening. They weren’t. The heroes knew better than to eavesdrop on Sara’s discussions. Raul looked back at her. “Not securing your family before you did all of… this.”

Sara’s body trembled, and she felt true anger. Not because he was wrong, but because people just get real fucking angry when their family’s involved. They get angry when they’re called out. They get angry at themselves. And most importantly, Sara just had an anger problem—but she didn’t act upon it. She kept silent.

“You’ve succeeded every time,” Raul said. “You’ve nailed a kill shot. You’ve taken over a goddamn kingdom in two years. Congrats. But if you keep doing this, you’re going to lose Emma, your family, hell, everyone that matters to you. Stop acting like a fucking machine and make a plan that considers the people you love. Then give me an order. I’m not going to help you fuck up your life—even if you kill me for it.” Raul stood and walked away as if she was just a normal friend instead of a queen. For whatever reason, that just made her feel worse. It made her feel like a person that was being criticized instead of a leader. That burned deep. Yet Mary’s words echoed in her head, telling her she was worse, and Raul’s words gave them credence.

Sara swallowed and thought of Kyritus and Tiber and…. She clenched her fists. She needed to take protection into her own hands—and she decided it would start immediately.

2

Sara flew a silver glider twenty miles west out of Lemora, lowering in a small serf town called Selene, which connected the trade routes between the Quell and Escaran Kingdoms. Selene was a commercial town, busy with inns and caravan campsites but sparse with buildings outside of the commercial district. It was strange yet natural since few stayed there longer than to eat and get some rest before the trip out. Only the people who catered to the merchants lived there, and the homes were pricey.

Despite how small the town was, it was technologically advanced. There were water purification systems that didn’t rely upon water magic systems and roadways that were paved with a smooth concrete alternative. The buildings were lavish for Reemada, and the red-light district and gambling dens were still in the open, untouched by Lemora’s crackdowns but nervous and unflaunting. Even during the daytime, people were selling grains and buying spices and metal works, making deals for goods before they got to Lemora so they could sell them at a premium.

Once Sara tied up her silver glider and presented false paperwork, she walked through the town under the cloak of invisibility, weaving in and out of crowds. She quickly turned down a side street, jumped onto a building, and took a bird’s-eye-shortcut to the largest brothel in the city. It was a luxurious building called the Elanam, with mana crystals illuminating a rainbow assortment of colors on its sign. Inside, women walked around in robes, showing their cleavage and thighs, giving the illusion that they were naked underneath as men got drinks and food and discussed matters other than their wives.

Sara weaved through the area, silently passing like a ghost. Then, she ascended a double staircase that curved to the second floor. Once she reached the end of the hall, she made her way up a third staircase and down a hall. Ten ranked adventurers—the best she could find—stood in the hallway, guarding her guests, and when they noticed her presence, they immediately grabbed their swords and prepared ice spells.

Sara released her invisibility, and they paled, taking a knee.

“My lady!”

“I’m pleased that you noticed me,” Sara said. “But I’ll praise you another time. I’m in a hurry.”

“You honor us, My Lady. Right this way.”

The adventurers opened the door to the penthouse suite and led Sara inside, exposing a luxurious space that made the royal bedroom feel bare and tasteless. It had golden furniture upholstered with red cushions, tapestries above the main bed, a full kitchen in the back, and two bedrooms on the side. It was a full apartment.

A woman and her child sat in the seating area, playing a game. They were remarkably plain in appearance. The woman was a brunette with braided hair and a conservative blue dress, and the boy, despite being six, had calloused hands and a skeptical face.

“Who… are you?” Elima Jomther, Rokus’s wife, asked.

“My name is Sara Reece,” Sara answered.

Elima’s face paled and she grabbed her child, pulling him close. “W-What do you want?”

“You needn’t be alarmed,” Sara said, sitting down. “I’m acting queen of the Escaran Kingdom. I’m not a wanted criminal.”

Sara’s people had kidnapped Elima and Rono after Rokus agreed to leave. She imagined Tyran explained the situation, but it didn’t change the fact that Sara was imprisoned when the adventurers took her away or the fact that they were locked in a room for half a year.

Elima swallowed hard and looked at the adventurers with a new light. “W-What do you want with us?”

“I promised your husband that I would protect you,” Sara said. “So that’s what I’ve been doing.”

“By kidnapping us?!” Elima asked, gripping Rono, her son, to her bosom. “Why haven’t you told us?”

“It wasn’t safe,” Sara said. “But now it is. That’s why I’m here to take you back to Lemora. You can live in the castle with guards—”

“Where’s my husband?” Elima’s eyes welled with tears.

“I want Daddy,” Rono said, clutching her.

Sara stared at her with anguish. In their last life, Sara had been there on the day Rokus’s second child was born—a child that hadn’t been born and would never live. Sara was close to Elima then. Now, she was a stranger and a monster to all of them. That hurt. But what hurt the most is that Sara’s idea of protecting this woman was to pay high-ranking adventurers to guard her in a safehouse people wouldn’t expect and never check in again.

“He’s not dead,” Sara said. “He’s on a mission and boarded up for the winter. He should be on his way back. Don’t worry. I’ve taken precautions to ensure his safe passage.” She grimaced under Elima’s distrustful glare. “Now please, allow me to fulfill my promise to protect you. Not for me—but for him.”

Sara felt shivers down her spine when she realized that she had to beg someone to let her protect them. She wondered how Kyritus felt about getting visited by soldiers, being ripped from his prized tavern—the only thing he owned—and then shipped into a desert by some woman he barely knew. It occurred to her then that she probably had no chance of ever marrying Kyritus now—

—but she swore to put him and Tiber and her loved ones before her decisions from now on. Not for her fantasy but out of love for her family.

3

Sara knocked on Raul’s door that night. “It’s me.”

Raul sighed and grunted, getting off his bed. “One minute.” It took less than a minute. When he opened the door, he was wearing a pair of tied shorts and a muscle shirt (both custom-made), proving that he hadn’t changed since he left Earth. “Yeah?” he asked bluntly.

“I have another strategy.”

4

Raul stood before the heroes to make the most gruesome announcement of his life. Calling it gruesome was both dramatic and accurate. Sara’s plan wasn’t cold or cruel or callous, and it wasn’t unreasonable—but it required killing. And since Raul had agreed to lead the heroes, it fell on him to give the command. Sara had already instilled in the heroes the requirement to kill—but it hit different when it was time to act. Still, this is what he requested, and he agreed with the plan. So, he took a deep breath and gave the order:

“Three kingdoms are marching on Lemora,” Raul said. “They have armies in the tens of thousands. To prevent them from overwhelming Lemora, we are going out to meet them head-on—and thin out their numbers.”

No words had struck so much fear into the heroes’ hearts, and Raul could tell that the reality of war had reached them for the first time.

“Lady Reece will be leading Emma and the engineering corps; I will be leading Emily and the mages. If you’re with me, it’s an honor. It means that Lady Reece trusts in your strength. If you’re with her, it means that you’re critical personnel or you have room for growth.” Raul panned their gazes. “We will all be going. So be ready by morning light.”

5

It was 1 a.m. when Sara completed light etching a fifth barrier ring (similar to the one she gave Emma). Combined with the ones she had made for Emily and Rena in the beginning (which she never gave to them out of fear of rejected friendship), she had seven. It wasn’t enough for all the heroes—but it was a start. They would face their first battle tomorrow, and she wanted Raul and his team to be protected. This gesture wasn’t the same as Sara hovering over Raul and Emma in the beginning. Far from it. Somehow, Sara had suffered a complete reversal and put too much confidence in the heroes. Now, she was compromising. Sara wouldn’t hover, but she vowed that if she could do something passive to protect the people she cared about—she would. Kyritus. Tiber. Elima. Rono. Raul. Emma. Edico. The heroes. This time around, she would make this world a better place for the people she lost along the way.

Sara finished the final touches on the rings and looked at the bottle of helshma on her desk. It was still corked, and she hadn’t had a drop. It tempted her—but she didn’t drink it. Instead, she snuggled up with Tilly and Reck and let her emotional fatigue ferry her off to sleep.
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                Sara entered the courtyard with bold strides, willing to accept any reaction from the heroes. Thank you for coming here today, she practiced in her head. I know you’re nervous to kill people, but trust me, you’ll be a pro at it. Your past selves were borderline criminal. Well, the ones that survived. Funny story. Anyway, who wants to start up where they left off? She chuckled nervously, not prepared to spread her dark and barren life to the rest of the heroes. But this was the life she chose, so she walked to the meeting area, feeling her footsteps sinking into the soft springtime grass. It was still night, and the air was chilly, but the outdoors smelled fresh and alive.

All of the heroes were there—an hour early—standing next to silver gliders they had tied to trees in the forest. When they saw her, their nervous whispers halted. Her organs shifted subtly, leaving her feeling uncomfortable and awkward as she moved to the front. Raul was giving a pep talk to heroes as Emma ran around giving people hugs, but they both stopped when they saw her.

“All good?” Raul asked.

“Yeah.” Sara panned her gaze to the heroes. “Are they ready?”

“Would’ve went without you,” he said.

“Good.” She took a deep breath and walked over to Emily, who’s body almost bristled like a cat when she approached. “Hey,” Sara said.

Emily smiled nervously and turned to her slowly. “Is everything okay?” she asked.

Sara ignored her and pulled out a ring with a green gemstone. “This is magic. Wear it.” She put the ring into Emily’s hand and turned around, striding away hurriedly.

Emily laughed in the distance and ran forward. “Wait.”

Sara froze and turned to her. “It’s passive magic. You don’t need to….”

Emily giggled and wiped her eyes when she saw Sara’s expression. Then she paused—and burst into giggles again. “I’m sorry. It’s just….”

Sara frowned. “Is that all?” She turned around.

“No! Wait!” Emily grabbed Sara’s shoulder. “Wait!”

For a split second, Sara considered grabbing the woman’s arm and snapping it in half just to teach her the value of not grabbing powerful people’s bodies, but she knew that she was just embarrassed. So she let the emotions die and sighed. “Yeah?” she asked.

“I love it.” Emily thrust her arms around Sara in a hug. “Thank you.”

Sara felt warm emotions well within her, but the intensity of the heroes’ stares ruined the moment. “You’re welcome…” Sara said. “I made them for everyone… though.”

“I don’t care,” Emily said. “Thank you.”

“Yeah….” Sara released her and then turned to Rena. “You too.”

The reaction from Rena was far less dramatic, but it was still warmer than expected. Same with the other heroes on Raul’s team, but the warm atmosphere froze when Sara approached Tara.

“You’re with us now.” Sara presented a ring.

Tara’s lips quivered as she accepted it, and she clutched it against her chest. “I… why?”

“This world sucks,” Sara said. “So don’t die.” She turned around, trying not to cringe at what could possibly have been the worst advice she had ever given (if it could even be considered “advice.”) Fortunately—she didn’t have to think about it long because—unfortunately—she was met with the uncomfortable stares of all the other heroes.

“These are only for the tactical team,” Sara announced. “The rest of you are with me.”

Raul chuckled with a wide, mocking grin. “Where’s mine?” he mused.

Sara turned to him with an apologetic expression. “I didn’t have enough time.”

“At least you care,” Raul chuckled, putting his hand on her shoulder. “Thanks. For caring.”

Sara took a sharp breath, feeling the ice block around her heart chipping. But before there were any meaningful cracks, she turned around. “Don’t die.” She walked away as he laughed with other people and met up with Emma. “You ready?” Sara asked.

Emma nodded. “Yeah.”

“Good.” Sara smiled slightly. “Keep ‘em safe, okay?”

Emma’s eyes glittered, and she smiled brightly. “Okay.”

Sara nodded and turned to the heroes. “Let’s get going. You can be nervous when you get there.”

2

Sara watched the sunrise to the west, casting red and purple hues over vast swathes of farmland and wildness. From a birds-eye view, Reemada looked so peaceful—pure and untainted, nothing like the sprawling concrete jungles that she was born into. Yet she now knew that they were equally violent, a reality she was sheltered from before magic ripped her from Earth and sent her spiraling into the underbelly of hell. She glanced at the other heroes, enjoying the flight, reveling in the cool breeze and warm scenery. Enjoy it while you can, Sara thought.

They flew for sixteen hours that day between four breaks. By the end of it, the heroes had forgotten about all of their anxiety, and they just enjoyed watching keena bugs flying through the campsite, reflecting the fire off their silver bodies like floating embers. Darius told ghost stories while Helen and the other women threw sticks at him. But he brushed them off, calling to Sara and saying, “Hey, General. Tell us a story.” He was pretty brazen after a few glasses of wine.

Sara stopped whittling a stick and then sat next to a fire with the heroes.

“Seriously?” Andy asked. “Are you really?”

She looked into the fire, watching it crackling and popping. It was so contained, but when she looked deep inside it, where the fire consumed her vision, the pops rang out like explosions, and the smoke told a story of its own. “You don’t want any of my stories,” she said.

“Ah, come on,” Darius said, offering her a bottle of wine. Sara reached for it but stopped before her hand could cup it.

You’re an alcoholic, Sara, she thought. That’s the last thing she wanted to accept because she wanted to marry a tavern owner. Yet she still pulled her hand away and shook it off.

“Not tonight,” Sara said. “Not yet.” Before she could give in to the temptation, she got up and returned to her tent. It was a long journey—but she’d be better for it.

3

Sara and the heroes mounted their silver gliders for another full day at writing and—once again—refused their requests for stories the next night. They’d have plenty on the third night—

—and they did. On the third day, they spotted Plem, a middle-sized city that was under siege. The heroes noticed it miles away from the smoke billowing in the skies, painting a vicious black plume like an erupted volcano. The closer they got, the more the whistle of wind in the air was replaced with piercing screams from the ground.

“What the fuck are they doing?!” Darius yelled when he saw the Lemings soldiers had set the city on fire from the inside, and the citizens were trying to flee but finding themselves surrounded by walls and enemy troops. “There’s not going to be anything left!” he yelled.

“They don’t care!” Sara turned to the others. “Andy! Patch up the walls with the engineers. Emily! Heal the wounded. Everyone else, put out the fires. If you see combatants—kill them.”

The heroes turned to each other in horror, but their reluctance didn’t last long. By the time they could feel the heat from the fire, fireballs started streaking toward them from the ground like reverse meteorites.

“Fuck-fuck-fuck-fuck-fuck!” Wiles yelled, dodging one of the strikes. “These things are really going to kill us!”

That’s when the panic began. Sara watched them carefully, only intervening when the heroes were in serious danger. Slowly, yet surely, she watched them create barriers to block the fireballs and the arrows. They got a hang of it, but she could see by their jerking motions and elongated yelling that they were in shock from people suddenly trying to kill them. By the time they landed in the city and could feel the flames from burning buildings and smell the stench of dead bodies—boiling in the heat—they realized the depths of the situation they were in.

“Stay safe,” Sara whispered as she watched the teams break apart, running around aimlessly, trying to mine sense from the chaos. Suddenly, the hairs on the back of Sara’s neck stood up when she felt intense heat approaching from behind. She turned and chanted simultaneously: “Eroí kai mythikoí!” An intense gust of wind shot from Sara’s hands, blowing across the battlefield as a massive fireball the size of a sports truck flew across the air. Wind and flame collided in a spectacular inferno of wind and heat, painting their introduction to the battlefield.

4

Trikal Helsa had seen the horrors of war. As a minor general of the Lemings army—and one of its strongest mages—he had stalked battlefields for almost two decades, bringing glory to the strongest kingdom in the central lands. Perhaps from experience alone, he took all enemies seriously, and when he saw Escaran troops riding silver gliders haphazardly into a warzone, barely keeping hold of the reins, he didn’t laugh like the other troops. He released a divination pulse and saw something terrible:

The ones having difficulty riding their sliver gliders had the strongest mana output, while the one who was guiding them skillfully, watching over their flight, had almost none. That disparity showcased the difference in mana circulation, and the fact that the weakest looked like a radiant silverbloom under a divination spell gave him a bad premonition. So he stopped what he was doing, changed a multi-tiered fire spell, aimed it at the leader (a hooded woman in a green cloak), and released a massive attack to test her. And within a second of launching his spell, the woman had turned and cast a counterspell that overwhelmed his as if his multi-tiered spell was no different than a simple fireball. After it was over, he was so stunned that he barely noticed the soldiers asking for his orders or the sounds of explosions. He just stared at the young woman who was watching him from the silver glider.

“Sir!”

The world suddenly clicked into focus, and Trikal could hear soldiers screaming and feel the reverberations from soldiers’ boots stomping the ground below him.

“What?” Trikal yelled.

“The wall!” a soldier yelled.

He looked forward, and to his disbelief, a colossal wall of solid rock shot up toward the heavens from within Plem’s walls, closing the breach his soldiers had broken into the wall. By the time it stopped growing, it was a natural landmark.

“What…?” Trikal turned back to the woman flying the silver glider. He had only looked away for a moment, but she had disappeared like a ghost, leaving cold chills crawling down his arms like icy spiders. He called out to his mages: “Raze the city! Now!”

His orders spread quickly, weaving through the battlefield until the mage division that was responsible for breaking the barrier and lighting the city ablaze was chanting in rhythm. Trikal swallowed back acid in his throat, taking sharp breaths as he looked around the sky. No one was there. She was—

A sudden bright light blinded his left eye, followed by an eruption of fire that spread through his periphery. He turned and found that the mage division he ordered to attack had erupted in a sea of flames, screaming in anguish as normal soldiers flocked to the scene, putting up shields in formation to protect their brethren in vain.

“Where….?” Trikal whipped his head back and forth, scanning the skies for signs of the woman. She wasn’t anywhere to be seen. He then studied the situation and found that the mages had been hit with the exact amount of fire necessary to kill them and no one else. It was pinpoint accuracy. He looked back to the city walls and found it far away—too far to aim. Even from the highest point of that ridiculous stone wall—it wasn’t possible. “How?” he whispered. He got no answer, so he turned to his personal mage division. “Build a barrier around me!” he ordered.

Mages ran across the battlefield, gravitating around him like a magnet. Then they began chanting, and a thick blue barrier developed around his body.

“Oi psychés, perdikoménous se éna χoró tanthasmáton,” Trikal chanted, “psallízan ómorfes, lygariá melodies epignósis. E órthros pou érkhetai proágei éna kýma néas émellias, anakalýptontas éna paradóxo rýthmo. Trona, mes' sto thaúma, aporía: 'Eínai aftó to tángisma tis salíggaros….”

5

Sara watched the meteor strike developing in the heavens and looked down. Helen and the engineering group panicked, moving up onto the wall. They won’t be able to stop it, she thought calmly. The fire was growing in the sky, casting a hellish red glow against the black smoke from the fire. Those working on the fires wouldn’t even notice. Should I test their ingenuity? she considered. Or….

6

Andy rushed up to the general who was leading the fight against the Lemings Kingdom. He was standing on an embattlement on the outer wall, overlooking the swarms of Lemings’ soldiers attacking with siege equipment. “Where’s the barrier?”

The general looked at him. “Who the hell are you?”

“The person that put up that big fucking wall! Now tell me! Fuck!” Andy looked into the sky, saw the red glow increasing in size, and suddenly understood the profound frustration that Sara must’ve felt daily when speaking to normal soldiers. To make matters worse, the spell happening in the sky wasn’t normal by any means, and he knew it was trouble. It was possible that it was a normal Reemadan, but for a moment he questioned whether it was Matt making that spell, and just the thought made his blood boil. “Where’s an amplification circle?” Andy demanded.

“Look, kid!” the general snapped. “I don’t know who you are, but I don’t have time to—“

“Then watch!” Andy pulled out ink and a brush and drew an amplification array on the ground. With every stroke, he realized it would be too late. Even for a five-tiered spell, it would only take two minutes at most, and over a minute had passed. Worse, even if he activated it in time, his orders to throw up barriers around the city would come too late if someone hadn’t already prepared. He should’ve done this from the start. “Please, Sara…..”

7

Trikal felt cold sweat pouring down him as he poured mana into his spell. For whatever reason, the larger the attack got, the more he felt it wouldn’t be enough. So he kept pouring and pouring and pouring—until the barrier protecting him abruptly shattered, leaving him exposed to attack. There were two words left in the spell.
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                Trikal was two words away from completing his chant and raining meteors down on the city when the barrier protecting him suddenly shattered like a boulder smashing through a stained-glass window. He panicked and tried to speak the last two words of his spell, but no words came out. Instead, his primal instincts hijacked his mind, causing him to spin around to the attacker and unsheathe his sword with one motion. As a result, the meteors he had summoned dropped to the city behind him. He expected a loud shattering quake in the distance from the rocks crashing through rooftops, but the striking twang of a barrier pierced his ears, indicating that the attack was blocked by magic before hitting the ground. All of that happened in a few seconds. Now, he was standing before the woman in the green cloak, who had materialized out of nowhere.

Yet she wasn’t attacking—she was just watching, staring, analyzing Trikal with her icy blue gaze. Trikal got the impression, looking into her icy blue eyes, that she could’ve killed him at any moment.

“Don’t interfere,” she ordered.

Trikal almost laughed. She was deadly, but he was the general leading the fight against Plem. Telling him not to interfere was asking him to abandon his country. Moreover, she was surrounded by over a hundred soldiers. Powerful or not, it was brazen for her to request anything. He was about to answer her request with a horizontal sword slash, but one of his soldiers did it for him, striking at her throat with a dagger.

What happened next sent goosebumps crawling down Trikal’s spine. The woman dodged at a speed he could barely follow and grabbed his soldier’s throat, ripping it out of his neck like a tube of fresh sausage. Then she kicked the corpse into a mage and turned to Trikal, dropping the throat at his feet. If that was all that happened, he wouldn’t have fallen victim to despair. He had seen far worse. But it wasn’t the blood or savageness of the attack—it was the barrier that got him. The woman had wrapped herself in a thin layer of mana that acted as an invisible shield, preventing anything from touching her body. So, when blood sprayed over her neck and chest, it dripped down in sloshy waves like it was dripping down a glass window, and when the blood dripped far enough, it exposed clean skin and clothing beneath. When she released the barrier, the blood fell to the ground like a waterfall, splashing at her pants—but even then, it never reached her feet. The sight was so shocking that everyone who could see her froze, unwilling to take a step forward, let alone attack her. It was a terror tactic born worthy of the war goddess Delina herself.

2

Andy was thankful that Emily’s team had put up a barrier before the molten rocks in the sky fell apart, sending fire raining down on the city. It was just in the nick of time.

That must’ve been Sara, Andy thought as he finished the amplification circle. Thank God she’s here.

Andy was grateful Sara was there because war was different than he had imagined. He thought he’d arrive and agonize whether he should use his strength to kill people en masse, as if he were a president in a bomb shelter, hovering his thumb above a nuclear trigger. It wasn’t like that at all. From the moment that they arrived, he hadn’t had a single moment to question his decisions. People were screaming, and soldiers filing through the walls were butchering everyone they saw: soldiers, women—children. It was a passion-fueled orgy of anger, adrenaline, and primal instincts. Enemies watched their comrades die and took it out on civilians, defenders watched their women and children get cut down. Both were furious and butchered everyone they saw. It was raw and messy and savage—and it made Andy understand the depths of human ferocity. That was evident the moment he and Darius saw a Lemings’ soldier grab a woman’s arm and yank her away from her children, pulling her to a nearby building. In an environment with mutilated corpses, fire, and wounded screams, the imagination of what would happen to her was so terrible that it made Andy’s vision white out. But before he lost control, Darius yelled, “You mother fucker!” and charged. Darius caught up to the man in an instant and clocked the man in the jaw with his full strength. The impact was so savage and unrestrained that the man’s head nearly exploded, and the body went flying, yanking the woman to the ground. Once it was all over, Darius looked at the blood on his hands with trembling eyes. He was shocked along with the rest of the heroes, but once enemy soldiers saw them, no one could think about it. They instantly swarmed the heroes, and it became a battle of survival. After dodging a spear strike, Andy committed the same mistake, hitting a man in the chest at full power. The impact crumpled the man’s chest armor and sent his body crashing into a wall like a meteorite—and that felt like the signal for the battle to begin. A dozen more soldiers swarmed them in a blood-fueled frenzy, and all the initial guilt and reluctance that the heroes had about fighting magically disappeared in a cloud of fear and promises to think about it later.

Let’s close up the wall! Andy had suggested.

R-Right, Darius replied.

Wiles nodded and rushed away with them.

Once they got to the breach on the wall (a massive hole in the stone that Lemings soldiers crawled through like ants), Darius put his hands on the ground and summoned a rock wall. It was something second nature to them, but when the defending soldiers saw it, their eyes widened with awe. Their help was appreciated—

—but that changed when someone created the massive meteorite spell, and Andy realized that he could only protect the people around him and there was no way to communicate with the heroes. That’s why he frantically created an amplification array, but that was proving a terrible point of conflict with leadership.

“Don’t you dare use that, kid,” the general ordered. “Officers give the orders. If you start giving orders, the soldiers won’t know whether to follow your orders or the orders they were given.”

“Then die, you fucking idiot!” Andy yelled back. His anger boiled over, and he accidentally released magical pressure that made the general and the nearby soldiers stumble backward. “I’m here by authority of Lady Reece, acting monarch of the Escaran Kingdom and head advisor to the true blood Hier, Prince Alecov Escar. I don’t know who your noble backer is, but you have no authority here. So help me or step aside.” Andy loaded the array, and a bright green light blinded them. Then, heated and pulsing with magical energy, Andy added too much mana to the array, and suddenly, the entire battlefield could hear the noises around him. It immediately clicked that Andy was speaking to the entire battlefield—not just the other heroes—and he didn’t know what to say. He didn’t have the authority to make decisions. Yet…. Sara wanted the heroes to take control and make their own decisions, didn’t she? That’s what he interpreted, and he resolved to face the consequences later if necessary. So, he opened his mouth—and improvised.

“Soldiers of Lemings! Surrender and lay down your arms or… face the consequences!” Andy wanted to strangle himself for coming up with Hollywood nonsense on a real battlefield, but he continued on regardless. “If you do not, we will strike without mercy until you give up!” His heart pounded as he looked out on the field of over 500 soldiers, grouped together like insects, and imagined what would happen if the heroes used their spells on them. Massacre. It would be the My Lai massacre. Soldiers dropping napalm and Agent Orange on Vietnamese—slaughtering people in trenches. One-sided destruction. Mindless killing. That was what would happen if he didn’t think of something to end the battle. So, he racked his brain and looked up to the sky. “Watch what you’re up against! If you don’t want to face this, back the fuck away!” He raised his hand and started silent-casting a fireball spell.

3

The woman in front of Trikal stopped her stare-off with him to look up to the wall with a grin. Trikal glanced behind him and saw a spell the size of his meteor strike develop in the air in real-time, blinding soldiers with the radiance of a small sun. “What the hell is that spell?” he asked.

“A fireball, General,” she said. “Just like that rock wall is a normal rock wall. That’s the difference between our power.” Her eyes narrowed, and she gazed deep into his eyes. “Now yield.”

Suddenly, a tyrannical amount of magical pressure bore down on the mages, dropping them all to their knees. Even he felt his ribs tighten and his lungs seize up. It was like there was a boulder on his chest, and he was fighting for the right to breathe. Other people didn’t understand the true weight and terror of that action. Normal troops were used to their superiors flexing their magical pressure to garner attention. Yet, after 30 years of practicing magecraft, Trikal hadn’t felt crushing pressure like that for a decade. The only person who could make him sweat was General Tronan, and that man was the strongest mage in the Lemings Kingdom. Even then, he couldn’t release pressure even half as powerful as the woman before him. This was bad—really bad. He wouldn’t dream of surrender, but his soldiers needed to make a tactical retreat and inform the main force of this woman’s power. There was no other choice.

“General!” Soldiers started approaching nervously, looking at the woman with apprehension in their eyes. He put up his hand with effort and looked at the woman. “Listen. There’s ten thousand troops on their way here. Why don’t we discuss an armistice? I can put you at the table with—“

“Yield,” she repeated.

Trikal thought that the pressure she had released was crushing, but the second wave brought him to his knees involuntarily. “What… are… you…?” He wheezed, unable to speak—unable to breathe.

“Yield!” she yelled. The pressure grew even stronger. Trikal watched his mages roll on the ground, clutching at their throats, coughing, wheezing, and gasping for air.

Trikal wasn’t in a position to refuse. He was now certain that this group was the summoned humans King Lemings had warned them about, and they were far stronger than anyone imagined. Somehow, he needed to de-escalate the situation to ensure that someone would bring news to General Tronan before it was too late. Trikal could die then, knowing that his people were safe. He had to. There was no choice.

“Oka—“ “General!”

Before Trikal could surrender, his greatest nightmare played out before his eyes. Somewhere to the right, a panicked soldier threw a throwing dagger at the woman. He watched the blade spin in slow motion, praying that it would kill her, praying that she would dodge so that the situation wouldn’t escalate. Yet what actually happened was beyond his comprehension. Not only did she dodge, but a red barrier shot up around her, and the dagger hit it, sending it flying. When the blade hit the grass, it sizzled, and the grass smoked as if the blade had instantly become red hot.

Everything that happened after that was a blur, like a drunken victory after a major battle. Dozens of daggers hit her barrier as mages chanted spells to hit her at blank range. She waved her hand and hit them with a wind spell so strong that it cut half a dozen armored soldiers in half, sending their bodies and organs crashing into other troops in a macabre hurricane. Then she bounded in the air with lowered gravity, rocketing her into the sky.

“Ward!” a mage yelled.

A mage lifted a magical staff with a massive mana crystal on top and thrust it into the ground beside Trikal, and a massive blue barrier developed above them.

“Ready your spells!”

Trikal could only watch in a blur as his soldiers lifted their hands and pointed them at the woman in the sky. Yet he could feel that she wouldn’t throw herself up into the air (where she couldn’t dodge) without a reason. That fear made it impossible for him to move. He could only watch as the worst played out. And that’s when he saw it:

The rocks and foliage outside the barrier shot up to her at surreal speed, creating a meteorite in real time. A second later, there was a boulder-sized sphere of grass and rock in front of her. Then, it spontaneously combusted with blue flames.

“Barriers!” Trikal screamed.

Mages instantly shifted from attack to defense, putting up multiple barriers underneath the ward as the meteor streaked down from the heavens. It was a good move. The second the flaming meteor hit, the fire engulfed the barrier like a skillet in a campfire. Then, the ward exploded, and the meteor shattered three other barriers before stopping on a fourth, sending flames spreading out around them like a forest fire. Mages on the periphery screamed as the blue inferno engulfed them.

“Attack!” soldiers yelled in the distance.

A hail of arrows, magic, and blades shot at the falling woman, blocking out the clouds as they streaked across the sky.

Trikal had lost grip of what was happening.

4

Andy’s fireball bluff had failed spectacularly. He was hoping that a demonstration of might would stop the soldiers, and for a second, it seemed to work. But that was wishful thinking. The real reason that the combatants stopped was because Sara was in the middle of the battlefield, crushing a man in elaborate red and gold armor with magical pressure. Hope welled in Andy’s heart that she would deal with the situation, but it was short-lived. Within only a few seconds, the situation turned from a stalemate to a bloodbath when soldiers began attacking Sara. Sara’s wind spells clashed with the soldiers, acting like blender blades as they moved across the battlefield. Then, when she released a cataclysmic meteor strike on the area—all hell broke loose. Soldiers rushed toward the scene, screaming to “protect the general” as mages, archers, and fiends shot aerial attacks at Sara. Ground charged by the hundreds, pushing and rioting as they fought to kill her.

Andy watched the stampede, and the massive yet ultimately insignificant fireball that he had summoned to stop the fighting began moving with lethal intent. Panic. Pain. Fear. Those were the emotions that swirled within Andy as he pointed the fireball at the dense tidal wave of charging soldiers.

            

    
        B2 - Chapter 23 - Demonstration of Force

    
    
    
    
                Andy, fueled by adrenaline and the needs and requirements of war, decided to release the massive sun-like fireball in front of him. It expanded to twice its size as his mana kicked into overdrive, making his aim largely irrelevant. The strike would be devastating. And right there, in that moment, something unexpected happened. An amplification circle in the distance sounded, and Sara’s voice shot across the battlefield.

“Wait!” she yelled.

Andy stopped, his arm trembling as Sara’s body—wrapped in a red barrier—descended into the mass of soldiers like a meteor entering the stratosphere. Not a moment later, there was a chilling wave of magical pressure as a bright light shot out of the mass of soldiers, and a massive arc of light cut through the troops, carrying on for a hundred yards and splitting the battlefield in two. Then the world turned still, frozen in time, like a miniature village encased in glass. No one spoke, no one breathed. They just looked at the crevasse that was eerily similar to the one in the noble district but fresh and devastating, still dripping with molten rock that would soon cool into obsidian glass.

“Yield!” Sara commanded and released more magical pressure as she lifted a radiant sword high, shining bright with nuclear energy. The enemy troops around her dropped to the ground, groaning as if they were under the effects of double gravity. “You have no chance at victory,” she warned. “Refuse, and I’ll kill you all.”

Andy watched in awe, stopping his fire spell and stumbling back, resting against a stone wall behind him. She’s not… killing them. Yet he realized—or perhaps they both realized—that it wasn’t necessary. Not anymore. This number of people meant nothing to Lady Reece, the Benevolent Tyrant of Lemora. It truly felt irrelevant. This level of demonstration seemed effortless.

2

Raul watched Quell’s army approaching. Over four thousand soldiers were marching beside large caravans, pulling wagons of wine and army and bread to feed thousands of soldiers on a month-long expedition. As he watched, he imagined what it would be like to kill a hundred at a time with nuclear attacks. The mages around him could each release fireballs the size of trucks, which would spread wildfires through the prairie that they were in, transforming the dry grass and soldiers into hot flames. It was a gruesome and horrible thought that made the heroes quake as they stood on a rocky hill overlooking the army in the distance. Yet there was another way, and it all came down to the directions that Sara had given him the night before they left.

I do not care how you deal with the soldiers, Sara said. You can kill them, destroy their supply lines, or simply warn them. Just bring results and remember that every action you take has consequences. You won’t save anyone if they attack later and die the same.

That led to the current situation. I need to prove it to her, he thought, thinking of how to resolve things peacefully. The question was how—and she had already given him the answer: demonstrations. Break the army’s will to fight. He wondered if it really required killing. It did in Sara’s last life, but there was something that she told him that he had never forgotten: Sara had won against Agronus with a corrupted golden core. Yet he was with seven mages, each with a pure equivalent. That was a fact. Couldn’t they strike fear into the hearts of everyone?

“Listen, everyone,” Raul said to his strike team. “Our options are to thin out their numbers or make a demonstration so extreme that the soldiers give up. Let’s discuss our options.”

Raul discussed it with the others for about ten minutes, with very few being in favor of killing a lot of people. They opted for a demonstration.

“Then it’s decided,” he said. “We will make a demonstration, but this will only work if it’s so terrifying that no one will fight us. So don’t hold back!”

3

Sara walked through the battlefield slowly. As she moved, more and more soldiers fell victim to her magical pressure, hitting the ground as she passed. All the heroes were next to Andy on the embattlements now, and they were watching her. She didn’t know how to feel about them watching—

—because she didn’t know what she was doing. Yet fighting a hundred soldiers with ease reminded her that she wasn’t who she used to be, so she didn’t have to act the same. In her past life, she battled tooth and nail all the way to Agronus, and while the demon king would still be a savage foe whether he was inside the castle or not—normal soldiers were not.

It might prove necessary to slaughter Lemings soldiers in the future. They might ride on Lemora, and they’d be forced to destroy them in vast numbers in a large-scale siege—but for now (since she had already agreed to reveal their strength instead of attacking the Lemings’ capital), she would attempt to get the soldiers to yield with relative peace. If that didn’t work—she could always massacre them. That was the original plan. So it wasn’t a loss.

Sara turned to the heroes. “Escaran troops! Surround the city. Heroes! Take to the sky and scour the forests. Kill anyone who attempts to flee. If they get away, they will bring news of this battle to the main forces. One life could cost thousands!”

Troops complied quickly, and the heroes followed suit, mounting silver gliders and taking to the skies.

Sara watched them leave and then walked up to the man she’d later come to learn as Trikal Helsa. “You will not spread the news of our power. So don’t try. I only have one question: Are you and your officers willing to lay down your lives for your people? Or will you force them to die with you?”

Officers were the brains of the military. Without them, armies collapsed. That’s why it’s common policy throughout history to remove the head of authority. Sara would spare thousands of soldiers—but she refused to spare even one of the officers.

Trikal swallowed, his body trembling with shame and humiliation.

4

Raul and the mage corps lined up on the hilltop as Raul activated the strongest amplification circle in the history of Reemada. Then, he addressed the thousands of soldiers—introducing themselves to the army.

“This is Lord Martinez of the Escaran Military!” Raul yelled. “We will give you one warning. If you do not return to Quell after that—we will kill you all.” He turned to the heroes, who nodded. One after the other, they created massive meteors in the skies using amplification stones. It was a surreal moment where dirt and grass and stone lifted off the ground—as if under the laws of zero gravity—floating upward slowly. Then they sucked into the sky at rapid speed, slamming the elements together into massive meteor rock balls. Each grew until they could pass for small asteroids, and then they burst into red flames.

Quell soldiers screamed in the distance, and many of them ran, but it was unnecessary. When Raul yelled, “Fire!” the meteors rained down from the heavens and crashed down a quarter mile in front of the soldiers, setting the prairie aflame. Each strike spread fifty yards of inferno, instantly creating a massive wall of flames and smoke that blotted out the sky. If those strikes hit the center of the soldiers in their tight-knit groupings—hundreds would have died instantly.

The response—was hysterical. Montas bucked and screeched, toppling wagons as soldiers pushed and fled. It looked like the entire prairie was a massive suspension bridge that was collapsing, and everyone was pushing, shoving, and trampling over each other to escape. The response from officers yelling to press on was weak, and the running soldiers knew it. As for the heroes, they could barely see the chaos over the feverish black smoke rising from the prairie. All they could do was wait—and pray—that the soldiers wouldn’t fan out to prevent major attacks before attacking. They showed their cards—only time would tell.
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Trikal didn’t know what to say to the woman. She was asking him to order a surrender before his execution, and that led to mixed emotions of hate, fear of death, and shame. He was just kneeling there, gasping for breath under her pressure, studying the silver sword glowing crimson in her hand. Qualth—The God Slayer. That sight alone confirmed that the woman was Lady Reece of the Escaran Kingdom—the person he was warned about. Her identity made things far worse—not because he feared her strength, but because the Queen of the Escaran Kingdom herself was standing before him, and he couldn’t kill her to end the war. He was helpless.

“First…” Trikal wheezed. “You…. You’re… Lady Reece… Aren’t… You?”

The woman reached into her cloak and unpinned the hood from her head. Then she took off her hood, exposing gorgeous blonde hair, weaved together in crown braids to hide it from prying eyes.

“That’s correct,” Lady Reece said. “My name is Lady Sara Reece, head advisor to Alecov Escar, the true blood heir of the Escaran Kingdom. I am also given the title of hero, as I am the chosen one destined to fight and kill Agronus Lykspear and put an end to the Thousand-Year War.”

Trikal’s body felt like it was swarmed with tiny, icy insects as her words sank in. Agronus…? he thought. Trikal couldn’t believe that anyone could fight Agronus. Yet… he also could. Lady Reece had just fought off swarms of soldiers, and she didn’t even have a speck of blood on her. She was bearing down on him with so much pressure that he couldn’t move or think well. If she wanted to, she could incinerate all his soldiers—two thousand in count before he took off—by herself. This was the type of power necessary to fight Agronus. It was overwhelming and beyond mortal comprehension. If this were true—if Lady Reece were truly the person to defeat Agronus (the greatest ambition of the Lemings Kingdom)—then fighting her would condemn his kingdom to death and spoil the mission of their military.

“We… surrender….” Trikal boomed over the amplification circle, his voice carrying outward into the blackened summer skies. Two hours later, he was dead.
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Andy and the others had a new perspective on war as they watched Sara execute the officers. A few hours before, the heroes might’ve seen Sara as vicious for her actions—cruel even—and would’ve asked if there was another way. A few hours later, each of them watched with stone expressions as the men and women who orchestrated a civilian slaughter were cut down one right after the other. In truth, Andy was so angry at the Lemings’ troops for what they had done that he wished Sara would kill them all—he just didn’t want to do it. No one wanted to execute the officers—but they wanted it done. They wanted someone to do it, and they were grateful for it. Never again would they treat Sara—even subconsciously—as if she were a ruthless machine. From that day on, they’d see her as a leader, savior, and General.

The war had begun—and they were prepared to follow her.

            

    
        B2 - Chapter 24 - A Decade's Trap

    
    
    
    
                Sara knew that she wouldn’t regret getting the Lemings soldiers to surrender in the future, but directly after the officer executions, she did because she didn’t know what to do with 1,400 soldiers. She was eating packed lunches with a gaggle of war-green children, and she had to deal with the soldiers with her hands tied behind her back. In Reemada, the customary thing to do would be to hold Trikal and the other high-ranking officers—the nobles—ransom and use the money to fund the war effort. Then, after executions and detentions deemed necessary, the victors would recruit enemy infantry members with similar religious beliefs and cultures and sell the rest into slavery. That was a controversial reality, but it existed because the kingdom had to feed, clothe, and house a massive number of people without getting anything in return. Sara didn’t agree or abide by the custom of slavery—and that caused her problems with what to do. Now, she had to figure out what to do: spend two weeks going back to Lemora with the soldiers or press forward. Sara’s solution: neuter them.

It started with Sara sending notes through the heroes' spatial rings, letting people in Lemora know that there was a great deal of weapons going through. The notes got to people on the other side instantly, but she couldn’t confirm the people on the other side got it (as the spatial rift only worked one way), so she waited for a few hours as she collected the weapons, armor, and shields (as 99% of the military only had traditional weapons, and the mages—the officers—were all executed). Then, she spent two hours with the heroes, throwing weapons through the spatial rift while people in Lemora moved them out of the way.

While that was happening, the Escaran troops encircled the area to prevent Lemings troops from escaping. The enemy troops created normal camps for themselves and cooked using food from their supply lines, which could last them a few months. She gave instructions to the Escaran troops not to take more than 50% of the resources, as King Alecov did not abide by human cruelty.

Escaran Troops and civilians stacked the dead onto the large pyres and burned them, using the embers and flames to light the victory celebration. That night, they eulogized friends, family, and comrades as they ate roasted meat off spits. Once it was over, Sara sat on a hilltop with a bottle of wine in her hand, agonizing over it. The last few days proved that she didn’t need wine, but the rational part of her brain told her that she was lying to herself, and the minute she had one glass, she would wake up face down with a hangover the next day, lamenting her actions. One drop, and it’d turn into a whole bottle. That’s just how it was. That’s what she’d have to accept—at least for now.

Darius and the others gravitated around her nervously until she sighed and looked at them. “Sit down already,” she said.

“Sorry,” Andy said, sitting down close enough to speak eye-to-eye but far enough to give her space. The rest followed suit before sharing twenty minutes of silence until Darius broke it.

“Is it always like this?” he asked.

Sara nodded. “Yeah.”

“Do you get used to it?” Andy asked.

“You grow accustomed to it,” Sara said. “But that’s about it.”

Darius laughed lifelessly and ran his fingers through his hair. “What a shitty life.”

“Indeed,” she confirmed.

Andy agonized in silence for a while before turning to her. “Thanks…. For stopping me.”

“Don’t thank me.” Sara took a deep breath and exhaled. “There may be a time when you might have to do that. To save your friends. To protect your families. You did good just by committing to it. All I did was defer the need. You don’t need that on your mind.”

Andy swallowed and nodded, tears welling in his eyes. He turned away to hide his shame, and a few others did the same. Then they sat in silence, listening to the crackle and pop of the fire, feeling its heat, lamenting its presence.

“Good job, everyone,” Sara said. “It was hard—but you did well.” She trailed off and repeated, this time in a whisper, “You did well.”

2

Raul sat by a campfire, mind engulfed by the flames. Every enemy soldier had retreated after their demonstration, but he couldn’t get the thought of the consequences out of his mind. He imagined soldiers rushing to the general of other forces (a stern man with bushy eyebrows and graying hair in Raul’s mind), warning them that they needed to fan out to prevent massacres. General, listen to me! We need to switch our tactics! they’d say. The summonees have Delina on their side! They can rain fire and scorch Earth in rapid attacks! Then, the general would scoff and treat the soldier like they were exaggerating. But once he met all the soldiers, he would slowly doubt until he took them seriously. Just to be careful, he’d think. Then he'd follow the warning, and suddenly, there would be ants marching over Escaran territory like a peg board that was impossible to hit with a single attack. Then what could Raul do to stop them? Light the forests on fire like they were dropping napalm, roasting everyone alive? There would be no demonstrations after that, would there? Just a few soldiers (the ones that would die) seeing what happened, and then a lot of confusion.

Consequences, he thought.

Tara sat next to him. “Hey,” she said.

“Hey,” he replied.

“I’m not the smartest, but I am the loudest,” Tara said. “And so, people tell me the things they want to be heard.”

Raul took a deep breath, filling his lungs and exhaling slowly. “What do they want me to hear?” he asked.

“That if this goes south, we’ll all accept the blame,” Tara said.

Raul chuckled, but his smile faded. “Thanks.”

“One more thing.”

“What?”

“They want you to know that they’ll attack if they need to.”

Raul’s heart felt pierced at that moment, and he wanted to leave to cry alone on some mountaintop. He had been feeling really empathetic toward Sara over the last few hours, feeling the heart-wrenching guilt of asking people to do what needed to be done. People would die if he didn’t attack, but asking people to kill was another question. So he nodded a few times. “Then let’s scare the shit out of these people,” he said. “Let’s make ‘em sweat.”

3

Sara and the heroes flew to the city of Trolles in the southeast the next day, hoping that it hadn’t been raided yet. It hadn’t, but a few thousand enemy soldiers had camped outside, preparing for a siege. This time, Sara switched tactics to the same one that Raul was using over three hundred miles away. It started with her reaching out to the Lemings soldiers, asking them to surrender. They refused. That’s when she ordered the heroes to demonstrate their raw power by encircling them in fire.

“Do not hold back!” Sara yelled. “If they have even the slightest hope of victory, they will attack. So save lives with your fury!”

The heroes complied, silent-casting multi-tiered fire spells that rained meteors and fireballs upon the land surrounding the Lemings troops. Within an instant, soldiers were surrounded by an inferno—and they instantly surrendered.

They repeated the same cleanup as in Plem: they executed the others, stripped the soldiers of weapons, armor, and supplies, and left the Escaran troops in control of them as they passed away. That happened four more nights without incident. Over fifteen thousand soldiers had surrendered in a week. Things were going well—until King Lemings caught on. It wasn’t clear exactly when he got word, but the details were irrelevant. There was a massive trap that existed long before the heroes came to Reemada to wait for them, and King Lemings used it in a spectacular counterstrike against the hero strike team.

It happened in the Krenski region, a mountainous, hilly region filled with jagged rocks and animals similar to big horned sheep that crested the sharp rock bluffs. It was an area between two major mountains, so it was a location that both they and the Lemings troops had to pass through. That said, the actual area was three miles wide, and they were high in the air, so there wasn’t much risk of a ground attack. With that being the case, the mood was great, and the heroes were chatting merrily. Sara was watching her surroundings like a hawk, checking the mana signatures as usual. She wasn’t lax that day, proving the insanity of King Lemings’ trap.

“Wouldn’t it be crazy if we showed up to Teeka and King Lemings no longer had an army?” Darius laughed. “What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be dead! Buried, I tell you! Buried!” Andy and Wiles burst into laughter at his King Lemings impersonation, and Helen joined in with chuckles that said, Haha! I’m the cool girlfriend; you can tell by the way I’m laughing! while also rolling her eyes and wishing they wouldn’t laugh about murder. Emma was hugging her silver glider’s neck on autopilot (it was following the people out front), thankful that it wasn’t a human. She was healing and smiling more. It seemed everyone would come out of things okay—until it happened.

“I’d just pay to see his reaction when he learned that ten people crushed his entire army,” Wiles said as they crested over the pass. “That would be—“

“Get down!” Sara yelled, regretting playing the shepherd instead of being out front. As soon as they crested the mountain, they found twenty thousand soldiers spread out every twenty feet for miles like a deadly game of Plinko. Tim was the first to turn—and the first to suffer. As soon as he turned his silver glider and tried to return to where they came from, a colossal ward barrier shot up around them, and he hit the wall with full force. His silver glider’s neck snapped on contact, sending him flying into the barrier. He was sturdy but hit the barrier with a crack before screaming on the way to the ground. Sara’s world slowed, and she dive-bombed for the screaming musician. She swooped low, reaching out her hand, but couldn’t reach. Fuck! she internally screamed. Kataígonde stoichía! A sharp gust of wind slammed into him from the back, sending him crashing into her arms.

That was how the attack started.

Thousands of wind blades and ballista arrows shot toward the heroes, and silver gliders flew from mountaintops to attack them. The wind blades were the worst. Even though they were fifteen hundred feet up, wind blades could become larger as they passed through the air, and just the wind force alone could shake the heroes off their silver gliders. Worse, the mages were using amplification stones. The only thing saving them from instant annihilation was their barriers and the height they were flying at, which was still too low somehow. Thankfully, Emma was fast, putting up a massive barrier before fire, steel, and wind smashed into it. Compared to her mana and skill, nothing could penetrate. The others weren’t as lucky. Darius’s silver glider was hit with a wind blade and screeched as it fell to the earth in a spiral. Andy and Wiles screamed and went after him, but there wasn’t much time.

How?! Sara internally screamed. How the fuck didn’t I notice?! There was intense magic at play, and she didn’t even realize it. Mana deprivation ward? At that scale? Creating a ward that shot over three thousand feet in the sky over a three-mile pass was inconceivable. They must’ve been planning this for decades!

That barrier—it wasn’t built in a day or a year. It was the result of planning before, during, and after the Escar Lemings blood alliance. The heroes were just the unfortunate group that was testing it out.

“Fly up!” Sara yelled, weaving in and out of attacks with Tim gripping her stomach for dear life. “Now!” As Will (the blacksmith) led the heroes upward, Sara dive-bombed toward Darius, whom Andy was barely protecting with attacks. Helen was also on her way down, and she took the opportunity to get rid of Tim.

“Take Tim and go up!” Sara yelled at her.

“But—!” Helen couldn’t even speak before hundreds of attacks assaulted her. Sara scoffed and created a massive barrier, blocking the attacks as she approached Helen’s silver glider.

“No buts!” Sara screamed. “I’ll help them. Take Tim!”

“D-Don’t let me down!” Tim yelled, shaking as Sara hovered above Helen’s silver glider. They were over a thousand feet in the air, and Helen wasn’t famous for her dexterity or riding skills, so she couldn’t blame him for his fear.

“Too fucking bad!” Sara grabbed Tim’s arm and swung him off the silver glider—screaming—and then slowly lowered him onto Helen’s silver glider. “I’ll catch you if you fall. Now, shut the hell up! Helen! Grab him!” As this scene was playing out, Sara was brutally aware of how long Andy, Wiles, and Darius were alone. It was giving her anxiety.

“G-Got him!” Helen said, grabbing Tim’s waist to steady him. “Sit down, Tim!”

“Don’t let go!” Tim cried.

“I’m dropping you! Don’t die!” Sara let go, and Tim screamed as Helen balanced him. It took another thirty seconds, but Helen got him down on the glider. “Make a barrier, Tim! Now I have to save the others, so if you die, that’s on you!”

Sara swooped down at high speed. To her horror, Andy, Darius, and Wiles had reached the ground. They were alive—she knew because there were three barriers. But they were getting swarmed by over a hundred soldiers from every angle, and one barrier was cracking under a massive magical barrage. Sara’s heart was pounding so hard as she watched that she could barely think over the sound of beating in her ears. And her anger. Oh, yes, her anger. It hadn’t reached a boiling point in so long, but running into a trap of this scale after all the mercy she had shown to the Lemings Kingdom…. Sara chuckled and bit her lip. She had shown mercy—but for this battle, they would have none.
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                Andy’s attachment to the old world died while Sara was helping Tim onto Helen’s silver glider. Hundreds of people Andy never met were trying to kill him by any means necessary without ever having met him. No context. No questions about his personality or whether he wanted to be fighting to begin with. They just lifted their swords and spells and charged, doing everything aside from sacrificing their own people to kill him. That was what war was like. And as Andy stood there, unable to see from the blasts of fire and rock and wind slamming into his golden barrier, he couldn’t think beyond his adrenaline-fueled primal instincts.
One opening, Andy thought. One opening, and I’ll kill all of you!
It wasn’t prejudiced, it wasn’t a hate crime, it wasn’t personal at all—it was just a will to survive in the face of certain death. Darius was the same. He was stronger than Andy and had more mana, so he was holding up, gritting his teeth, and Andy could tell that he was preparing to charge. But he didn’t. Not yet. Once the ground soldiers smashed into their barriers and the mages and archers couldn’t attack without sacrificing their own soldiers, then they’d strike. Until then, they waited—
—a decision that cost Wiles everything.
Wiles had barely said, “It’s gonna break!” before his barrier shattered, and Andy and Darius could see the calm, unshifted grass and rock to the right of them erupt in a violent gust of flames. Time froze for a second before reality kicked in, and they could hear Wiles screaming. Then, their friend was pelted by arrows, something they could only hear before the area fell silent.
Andy couldn’t believe it. He simply couldn’t believe that people had killed Wiles.
Wiles.
The person who complained that there weren’t playing cards in Lemora, and always talked about how he was going to revolutionize Reemada with them. Not for the money (he’d sell them to everyone “for potatoes or something”). He just wanted people to play with. Andy asked him what they’d be like, and he said, “Well, Pokemon. Only there’s already monsters here. You know? Well, you know what I mean. Artists will figure that out. I’ll just add the numbers.” When Andy pressed him for a release date, Wiles had said that “Businesses require lots of people, and I can’t afford to pay them a living wage, you know?” Andy didn’t know. They were both loaded.
Wiles.
The person who joked that he had money, power, and wealth, and he still couldn’t get a girlfriend.
Wiles.
The person who was socially awkward during dinners but active during training, where communication was a requirement.
Wiles.
The only one of the three who hadn’t killed anyone but had saved enemy soldiers with Emma.
Wiles.
Andy’s close friend.
The pain and loss and fury that Andy felt in that moment was unparalleled, and he screamed. Darius was close behind, screaming, “You motherfuckers!” He released his barrier and charged, and Andy acted. He ran after Darius, shielding both with his barrier.
The first kill with the most savage. Darius swung his sword, and it crunched against a woman’s side armor, sending her upper torso slamming into someone’s face. Then he created a quick wind spell and smashed it into a group of twenty soldiers, sending them flying away like rag dolls before running in, cutting down people like Achilles in the Battle of Troy. He was like a war god, and Andy wanted to be with him. He wanted to create fire spells and watch those motherfuckers burn en masse. But he didn’t. He was the shield, and he knew what needed to be done, so he kept pace with Darius during the blasts. But it didn’t last forever. As Darius blew away the front line, it opened the area and a fresh bombardment of spells and arrows rained down on Andy’s barrier. And while he had mana to sustain it, barriers had limitations and once one cracked, mana leaked until it broke.
“Put up a barrier!” Andy yelled. “Mine’s cracking. We’ll switch out!”
Darius didn’t listen. He was in a fury, and he ripped through more soldiers, lost in the passion of war. Andy didn’t blame him, but it didn’t change the fact that Darius was fucking them both.
Five seconds later, the barrier broke.
2
Sara watched Wiles die with fury in her heart, and for the first time since arriving, she was reminded of something that time and abstraction made people forget: loss. Helplessness. The feeling of losing someone that she cared about. There was a reason that she was the way that she was, and while she wanted to change and be better, she realized that she needed to compromise. And even if there was a time in the future when she’d lay down her sword and have children, live life simply, and create a new life, she had to survive this encounter, and there were twenty thousand soldiers blotting out the landscape that she needed to fight. There would be no war-ending demonstration because large demonstrations were impossible. No one in the back would see what she was about to do, so she’d have to demonstrate over and over until soldiers’ imaginations took root and reports made it to the back lines. She would be a demon for her people, and she wouldn’t regret that much.
3
As soon as the barrier broke, Andy rushed behind soldiers a split second before arrows and spells rained down on his position. He was safe, but Darius wasn’t. A wind blade hit him in the chest and sent him flying. “Darius!” Andy screamed, but he was too busy fighting. Instead, he unsheathed his sword and fought, giving himself time to chant another spell.
4
Darius hit the ground with a thud, rolling over and over again with grass and rock flying around him until his body hit a boulder and stopped. His chest hurt, and he tried to breathe, only to realize how difficult it was. He didn’t think he was dying, but he definitely cracked some ribs. And the worst part was that, like all initial wounds, his body couldn’t move immediately after. He had no air in his lungs, his mind was hazy from his head hitting something hard along the way, and his chest hurt. Using his body wasn’t an option. So he waited for five seconds in agonizing silence, lamenting that he chastised himself for not noticing the cracking barrier when Wiles died, only to repeat the mistake with Andy. He was just so angry.
Darius barely knew Wiles in California. Darius was a jock, Wiles was… whatever he was. But he still remembered that time in middle school when they talked about Cartoon Network together over a bag of gushers one day for seemingly no reason. It was just one of those chance encounters that was single-serving yet lasted forever. Now he was gone, and Darius wanted him back. No, in a morbid way, he’d probably get his wish. If he didn’t get up, he and Wiles would be speaking in heaven within the hour. But it wouldn’t be easy. His mind was hazy, and he could barely hear Andy screaming in the distance. Still, he forced himself up on his wobbling legs, and when his double vision focused, he could finally see soldiers rushing him in a wall-of-death formation. Darius immediately looked for his sword. He couldn’t find it, so he lifted his hands and prayed his body tempering would hold—even though he knew it wouldn’t.
Suddenly, a bright golden barrier shot up on his left. It had to have been Andy’s.

Good, Darius thought, glad that his other friend would survive. He didn’t know that, but he could feel it. It made him content.
Then, right then, amidst that despair and hell, the battlefield suddenly froze when something fell from the sky, and a bright light flashed across his vision like a flash grenade. It had equal force, too. He shielded his eyes and kneeled from the pressure. When he looked forward, he could only see a black silhouette of a person, radiant and shining light around them, appearing like an angel or God from the heavens. Noises ceased. Bloodlust faded. Time stood still. Then The Rapture hit, and Darius truly believed in the wrath of God.
5
Sara took deep breaths, staring at soldiers like a bull in a madator’s ring. Her nostrils flared, and she felt beastly as she held Qualth, preparing to exact judgment on the Lemings soldiers. Darius was behind her, Andy was to the side. Both needed protection, and that’d start after her first display of force. Sara pulled her sword to the side and let aura wrap its blade. Then she slashed it with savage ferocity, creating an arc of light like the reaper’s scythe, reaping the world of miserable people. The light came and passed with intense speed, disappearing behind dozens of soldiers before the upper and lower halves of their bodies fell in quick succession like falling rain. They hit the ground, blood missing due to the cauterization of wounds. It was a harrowing sight, so she lifted her hand and chanted a fire spell, engulfing the world in an inferno in front of her. As the fire flickered off her armor, she didn’t feel remorse—that was for later. That was for after the war, when she returned to her room with fresh nightmares that replaced the old ones. But for now—this was about survival. And there was no mercy in survival.
6
A raging war took place over the skies of the battlefield. The heroes went up as requested, but soldiers riding silver gliders gave chase—and Will was in the thick of it. He wasn’t a soldier. He became a blacksmith to avoid that. All he wanted was a job and to let the others make the decisions, and Sara was okay with that. He stayed at camp with Tim during the trip, and no one judged them for it. There were roles, and his wasn’t combat related. That was fine—until they were ambushed. Then, he suddenly found himself navigating at high speed as soldiers blew wind spells at them, trying to take them out of the air like he was a goose that hunters were shooting at with shotguns. And while he wanted to say that he grew up, accepted he was naive, and fought, the simple fact was that he wasn’t naive—he just wasn’t a fighter. So when the time to protect himself arrived, he didn’t rise to the occasion. He could only weave through the air and pray someone else would solve his problem. And three people did: Emma, who took control and covered people with barriers and created rebound spells to block the silver gliders (which sometimes knocked soldiers off, making them plummet to the ground), and Helen and Tara, both of whom were shooting wind spells at enemies.
Will thought the spells and screams and silver glider screeches would never stop, and he honestly felt like giving up. Yet somewhere amid that chaos, the ground suddenly erupted like a volcano, and the attackers stopped their assault. Will looked down and saw fire stretching out on a large swath of land. Then, a massive gust of wind hit it, creating a massive flamethrower, spreading the flames over the length of a football instantly. Soldiers started screaming as they caught on fire.
That was how it began.
Silver streaks of light flew through the area like spider webs that caught the light, causing black dots to turn crimson in a landslide of falling dominoes. The enemy silver gliders abruptly changed course, moving to the scene with screeching birds, leaving the heroes stranded there, watching the scene in horror. But it wasn’t the fear of Sara on that battlefield that scared Will and the other heroes. It was the fact that the fire between Sara and the army made it impossible for her to see what they could see from above: thousands of soldiers rushing toward their location in a stampede. There were just too many.
“I’m going to protect her!” Emma yelled. “Stay here!” She flew away.
“I’m going, too!” Helen yelled. “Take Tim, Will!”
“Not again!” Tim yelled. “Please, no!”
“Then you’re coming with me!” Helen said. “I’m not letting Andy die because of you!”
Tim burst into tears. “Just don’t make me do it.”
“Fine! Grab on!” Tim latched onto her, and then they dive-bombed too. Then the others sat there in silence, watching the two silver gliders disappear as the flames of war raged on, watching silver streaks cutting through the area and soldiers flooding in.
“I’m going, too,” Jennifer said.
“Are you serious?” Will asked.
“Yeah.”
“I….”
“It’s okay. You don’t have to go. But I am.”
Soon, the heroes split in half, with Jennifer’s group heading for the battlefield, leaving Will with a few others to watch the carnage from above.
I can’t believe this, Will thought when Helen swooped above enemy soldiers on her glider like a jet, dropping a massive meteor like a ballistic warhead. It exploded violently, killing dozens of people. It wasn’t just her. The other heroes dropped fire and wind, breaking up soldiers and keeping them from grouping together. Then, large arcs of silver cut across the battlefield, gashing the earth as the land glowed orange for almost a mile. Will watched in a trance, unable to move or think or act. All he knew was that he was damn glad to be with his team, who rose to the occasion even if he did not. That lit a small ember in his heart, and as the hour passed on, he wanted to join in. But by the time he gathered the courage, a combined force of heroes on silver gliders dropped a meteor shower on the enemy forces, cratering the ground and lighting it ablaze. It felt like the entire world was on fire, but… it was beautiful in its own strange way. And as the enemy soldiers fled in panic, Will somehow knew that this was a turning point in his life—in everyone’s life—that would change the world.
7
General Tronan, the strongest mage in the Lemings Grand Army and the head general of the most powerful military in the central lands entered King Lemings’ audience chamber and kneeled. The king could tell just by the graveness on the man’s face that whatever report his general had would be unpleasant. He gripped his armrests tightly. “What?”

            

    
        B2 - Chapter 26 - Blitz

    
    
    
    
                King Lemings trembled in rage as he awaited Tronan’s response.

“Soldiers encountered Lady Reece on Hellom Pass,” General Tronan said hesitantly.

“And you let her get away?!” King Lemings stood up in anger.

“The soldiers had no choice,” General Tronan said.

“Excuses!” King Lemings grabbed a goblet off his side table and threw it across the audience chamber, causing it to crash when it hit the wall and reverberate as it bounced off the floor. “This is simple incompetence! Where were the soldiers?”

General Tronon closed his eyes. “They were there.”

King Lemings fumed, nostrils flaring as he stared down his general. “Wh~at?” he smacked.

“Twenty thousand soldiers were stationed on the pass,” General Tronon said. “I brought them there before reconnecting with the main force. Scouts returned the next day and found an unknown number dead.”

“Why don’t you know!”

“Because they retreated, Your Majesty,” General Tronon said solemnly.

“Retreated? They retreated?!”

“Your Majesty…. Trusted soldiers reported that over two miles of brush had burned. Massive gashes marked the landscape. It was a massacre.”

“How many soldiers have we lost?”

“Twelve thousand returned; three thousand are missing.”

“Total.”

“Twenty thousand, including the captured.”

King Lemings’s body cooled, and he found himself taking small steps back until his calves bumped against the throne, and he fell. “How…?” he asked.

“I believe….” General Tronon paused, looking at the wall behind King Lemings in thought. “The summonees they sent us…. I believe they’ve had their cores cracked. It’s the only explanation.”

“So they’re lying?”

“Perhaps. But not about their power. Their cores are tainted, and we’ve known that. The question is whether they’ve lied about knowing their cores were cracked. We believe they’ve been lying—that’s why they’re not on the front lines.”

King Lemings gripped his armrests. “Then find out.”

“And if they were lying?”

The king’s nose scrunched in. “Do you trust them to fight?”

“I don’t know.”

“Then find out and let me know. If they’re trustworthy, take them with you.”

“Yes, Your Majesty. In the meantime, where would you like me?”

“I want you to appraise Lady Reece with your own eyes. Do not attack unless you are confident that you can win.”

“I will leave at once,” General Tronon said.

When the man left, King Lemings sat in silence, contemplating what was happening. A small group riding silver gliders had captured fifteen thousand soldiers and defeated a force of twenty thousand during an ambush. This wasn’t a war—it was a massacre. For the first time, he doubted his forces and wondered what he would do if Lady Reece proved as powerful as reports declared. Would he fight? Or would he negotiate? That was the question he had to decide—and fast.

2

Sara swirled a bottle of wine in her hand, uncorked yet undrunk, laughing at her. Fruit and bacteria—that’s all it was. Yet somehow, it became a crutch that never seemed to help but always convinced her that it did. Without it, it was harder to sleep, and when she did sleep, she woke up in cold sweats. The night terrors didn’t happen every night, but they happened often enough to make her fear sleep. It was like a lottery machine where each missed attempt built anticipation and anxiety, wondering when it would happen next. It was awful—and this night would be harder than the rest.

Wiles and Jennifer had died, breaking her track record for keeping the “good guys” alive. That hurt more than the deaths themselves. She had watched so many fatalities and heartbreaks that she had grown numb to it, leaving those feelings locked aside. Many would find that callous, but it was a simple fact that she couldn’t get scarred like other people could. So, while she cared deeply about her students and heroes, she couldn’t feel the depths of the pain that others felt toward them.

That said, she was moved. As always, she had stood in front of the deceased’s bodies (which were healed and looked like they were just sleeping), telling the other heroes that they died valiantly and for a just cause despite her causing it. And as always, people got lost in the celebration of their friends’ lives, swapping stories about the strangest—and most irrelevant—of things, stupid events that only seemed to come to people once the person had died. Embarrassing moments, bizarre encounters, sudden outbursts of confidence. It turned out Wiles had gotten into a fight in middle school. Got the shit kicked out of him, but he landed a solid crack on a bully’s nose and got suspended for it. Likewise, Jen was having a bad day in computer lab at the start of middle school, so she unplugged the computers in the lab multiple times, blaming her computer for the reason that she couldn’t write. Things like these weren’t particularly exciting when a person was alive, but they meant everything after death, proof of their courageousness—and rebelliousness. The heroes laughed and drank wine between tears, hugging each other. And Sara was drawn in with them, learning about these people she knew little of—wishing them more while they were still alive. Now, she was swirling a bottle of wine in front of her, wondering if she should drink it just to prove the depth of her caring—wondering if that was just another excuse.

“Can I sit with you?” Sara turned and found Andy staring at her with a nervous expression.

“Sure,” she said.

He sat, and they shared a silence for a couple of minutes before he found the words to say.

“I understand now,” he said.

Sara let out a protracted sigh. “I wish you didn’t.”

“It wasn’t your fault.”

“I know.” Sara looked at the blood-red moon, almost making its rise over Reemada. “We were summoned here to fight. That wasn’t fair. It wasn’t something any of us asked for. Yet here we are.”

Andy swallowed and looked at her bottle of wine, then looked away. “Does that stuff help?”

“No~pe. But it helps you pretend, and mindset is everything.”

“I see….” He sat for another ten minutes before asking the question on everyone’s mind: “What’s next?”

Sara thought about it for thirty seconds, communicating her thoughts with her shoulders and deep breaths. “I don’t know,” she finally said. “That’s up to you.”

“It’s on me?” Andy chuckled bitterly.

“All of you.”

“I see…. What would you do?”

“I’d make them pay for this,” she said. “These traps aren’t infinite, so I’d go onto their turf and blitz another three garrisons. We don’t have to worry about their soldiers and civilians, so I would just go, crushing them as quickly and mercilessly as I could for the next two days until they finally got the message: you shouldn’t fuck with us.” Her arms trembled, and all those locked-away emotions burst like a dam, making her realize that the scars didn’t go away—they just built like a pressure cooker until they finally burst.

Andy’s body trembled, too. “That’s what I want. That’s what Darius wants. Hell, that’s what we all want. But….”

“Silver gliders,” she completed. Most of them died or escaped. There were still six, but that wasn’t nearly enough.

“Yeah,” he said. “So what do we do?”

Sara mulled it over. “I’m sure many people would like to go home. We could send a message to soldiers in Lemora, telling them to come pick up the heroes in Olam. We’ll travel there as a group. Two can fly ahead and drop people off and then return. It’ll take a full day to go back and forth, but we can pull it off.” Olam was the last city they passed through before making their way to Hellom Pass. It wasn’t far away—by silver glider. But with only three silver gliders available, two had to go to Olam (with two riders), drop off the extras, and come back. Sara would stay with the original group. It was a pain.

Andy’s eyes flickered with dark enthusiasm as he nodded his head subtly. “Then that’s what I’ll push to do.”

And that’s what they did. The next day, she announced her plan, and the others agreed—hesitantly. To ensure consensus, they decided that Andy, Darius, and Helen (who only agreed because Andy insisted) would go, and Will, Elizabeth, and the rest would return to Olam. Lemoran troops would then send reinforcements and silver gliders. Yet luck was on their side. When they returned to Olam, there were enough silver gliders for the heroes, so on the second pass, the four silver gliders turned to eight, and they picked everyone up on the next trip.

Then, after sending word to Lemora, they took off for Hellom Pass—the location where they were ambushed, preparing for hell.

3

Cloudy skies passed over the skies when Sara and the strike team reached Hellom Pass, the place of the ambush. Instead of passing the area from a low altitude, they shot toward the heavens, circling the area, searching for soldiers before dropping lower to examine the rocks. There were large sections of loose rock and gravel that didn’t belong to the area.

[So that’s how they did it,] Sara thought. They must’ve carved out the land, drawn massive arrays with temporary paint, and covered the area with gravel. But that wasn’t all. Since Hellom Pass was the border between the Escaran and Lemings kingdoms, margraves on both sides were tasked with defending it and reporting on it. If there was a large-scale operation setting up a trap, there were underground dealings, treasonable actions, or both. It was despicable.

Sara used God’s Eyes to search the area and found that she couldn’t see the large gashes she left in the ground with Qualth. That meant that the Lemings Kingdom used sophisticated magic to deceive divination pulses—which was impressive. Whatever it was, the physical barrier wouldn’t work without dozens of mages feeding all their mana and mana-rich resources into it. So Sara’s team wouldn’t be trapped by the barrier this time. With that in mind, she turned to her team members. “Let’s go.”

4

Sara released the God’s Eyes divination spell the instant she crossed the barrier and found dozens of soldiers scouring the area. The instant she saw them, she lifted her hand and summoned a massive meteor. It lifted the rocks for a hundred yards, making them snap together in a sphere. Then the mass lit on fire, and she activated a massive amplification spell.

“Soldiers of the Lemings Kingdom!” Sara yelled. “My name is Lady Reece, head advisor and The Hero for the true blood heir of the Escaran Kingdom, Alecov Escar—and I’m here to slaughter your army until you concede!” she declared. “Take this message to your superiors and let them bring their worst. It’ll make it faster!” She released the meteor at the largest grouping of soldiers, and the area it struck exploded in an inferno that spread black smoke for ten miles.

“Was it wise to tell people we were coming?” Darius asked.

“We’re not here to win the war,” Sara said. “We’re here to prove just how fucked they are when we actually arrive.” She smiled grimly and released another divination pulse to watch the soldiers run away. “Let’s go. We’re hitting two cities before we sleep.”

5

Queen Markon’s forces approached Lemora from the south, shocked to find all the cities and towns abandoned.

6

Raul watched the Erikin forest in the west burn with the other heroes. It felt disturbing to start a massive forest fire spreading for miles, but as he listened to soldiers screaming as they ran away, he knew that their message was getting through loud and clear.

7

Queen Markon’s eyes narrowed when she got the report about the abandoned cities.

8

King Quell’s fingers tapped on his armrest as he listened to the report about Raul’s forces pushing his forces back. “Are they all cowards?!” he yelled.

His advisor winced. “My Liege, I implore you to reconsider your appraisal.”

“Reconsider?!” he yelled. “My father would have killed all these cowards himself!” All of his troops had retreated, even during ambushes. It was unbelievable.

9

Sara and her strike force laid waste to three noble armies in two days, setting watch towers and battlefields ablaze. The Lemings Kingdom was ready for her, spreading out their soldiers and bringing ballistae, but it didn’t matter. Andy, Darius, and Helen sent wind blades and meteors crashing down on soldiers and collected their weapons, melting the shields and armor in bonfires. It was simple, gruesome work, but it was abruptly halted when they met General Tronton—and the dissidents.

            

    
        B2 - Chapter 27: General Tronan

    
    
    
    
                General Tronan studied the scout before him with cold eyes. The woman had just announced that he had seen Lady Reece flying east, and he still couldn’t believe it. “Are you sure?” he asked.

“Yes, My Lord,” she said. “We’ve seen their silver gliders flying near Easton.

The general didn’t reply; he just strode past her and reached out to a squad of elite mages on silver gliders. “Southeast near Easton. Bring the flags,” he ordered.

“Yes, Sir!” they responded.

Then, General Tronan walked back into the tent and grabbed a white and red flag, split at a diagonal, with a brass bar. He held it, gripping it tightly, feeling the cool metal against his hand. The flag symbolized a request for an armistice, a temporary ceasefire to negotiate. Surely they know what this means, he thought. Or…. The greater question was whether they cared. These people were from another world. We’ll see when we get there.

He then walked out of the tent into the blazing summer heat, wishing that armor didn’t come at the price of dehydration and general misery. King Lemings didn’t have to try hard to bring him back into service, but everyone had to convince him to wear that damn armor. It was the worst.

As General Tronan walked to the silver glider stables, he looked at Matt, Riley, and the rest of the summonees, who were trembling and looking at the ground. They were wearing their fear like a coat. Just looking at them soured his mood. They were strong, but they were inexperienced, scared, and feeble-minded. In short, they were useless, and he wondered if they were stronger as fighters or bargaining chips. They had value in the latter aspect, at least.

“You’re coming with us,” General Tronan said.

They grimaced but complied, mounting silver gliders and then flying west.

2

General Tronan led the elites and summonees to the main force, which was in a mountainous region 70 miles from the capital. 25,000 soldiers were waiting there, waiting for orders of where to march. It was a neutral force that could spread out in multiple directions to prevent a single force—like Lady Reece’s—from devastating the entire army. There were still troops 50 miles in each direction that were far from Lady Reece’s reach. The same was true of Quell and Markon’s forces. Therefore, it was hypothetically possible for Lady Reece to accidentally pick off each of them, but he doubted her mission was to destroy the army—and it was definitely not to invade the capital. Lady Reece could devastate the land, but there was no way for a small group to control 150,000 people. For that, she would need an army. No, her goal was to send a message and widdle down their forces. That’s why he was confident she’d follow the major road systems, which all led to Ingram, a major trading city 70 miles from the Lemings capital. And that’s what happened.

Mostly.

General Tronan had barely reached the soldier-spotted landscape and taken control when he felt a thin mana pulse. It was a divination spell, but it was so thin and pure it made the hairs on the back of his neck raise. What the hell was that? he silently asked, releasing his most powerful divination spell.

Nothing.

There’s no way…. He subconsciously swallowed when he realized that the divination pulse was stronger than his was, and he rubbed the back of his neck with both hands. Something was out there, and all he knew was it was somewhere to the east. Assuming that was her, I doubt she’s going to stay.

General Tronan bit the side of his index and scoffed, turning to the other heroes. “You—come with me!” he yelled.

Lord Bower—the one the others called Matt—looked at the others apologetically, and that almost made General Tronan snap. He wanted to feed these children to the beasts for insisting that they had never seen the extent of Lady Reece’s power when they clearly understood. Today, they’d be lucky if he didn’t bargain them off.

3

As Sara and General Tronan’s forces moved toward each other, Quell’s forces passed Raul’s strike team. While Raul had managed to push back the troops they encountered, over 80% of Quell’s forces weren’t in their trajectory, so the soldiers passed right by them. The same was true of the soldiers Raul pushed back. After news of the defeat, generals just ordered the troops to go around. Ultimately, the prize was Lemora, and if they could encircle it, even the most powerful force couldn’t stop them. In short, Raul’s team had only delayed King Quell’s advances while the Markon Kingdom’s forces marched unhindered toward Lemora.

4

The last time Sara released God’s Eyes, she saw a massive grouping of soldiers. Since her group had already captured over 15,000 soldiers and stole weapons and resources from another 5,000, there was no point in pushing ahead. So, she turned and said, There’s elite forces ahead. We’ve already made our message—let’s go home. Andy, Darius, and Helen sighed breaths of relief as they turned around, agreeing readily. Their initial fury had turned to exhaustion and introspection, and the long flights gave them time to think about Wiles, Jennifer, and the things that they had done. It was time to go home.

Unfortunately, on her next divination pulse, she found powerful mana signatures coming at them fast from the east. There were nineteen in total: eight that she immediately recognized as dissidents, ten elite soldiers, and one man who shone like a hero. It wasn’t a joke force. “Low to the ground!” Sara yelled. “Move!”

Flying was the weakness of the heroes—and also one of the few things that could kill them. So, they dived from the Reemadan skies to twenty feet above the ground, where a nasty fall would usually only bruise their shins. But they were able to do that because there weren’t any trees—and there weren’t any trees because it was all jagged rocks. A fall wouldn’t kill them—but it would be nasty, and she was trying to figure out if they should just land and try to take on all nineteen. They could do it in theory, but depending on how skilled the people were, it could pose a difficulty. By contrast, if they kept flying, Sara could stall the force, and her team could fly away. Shit! She couldn’t fucking think! It was happening so goddamn fast!

“Yes, Mam!” Darius yelled, snapping her back into the present. They were flying at top speed, lowering toward the ground, watching scenery blaze by them as fast Nebraska corn stalks through a car window. But no matter how fast they were, the enemy silver gliders were gaining on them.

There was no time to even land.

Suddenly, an amplification circle erupted from the sky, and a booming voice cut across the deafening wind.

“This is General Tronan of the Lemings Kingdom! We seek an armistice!”

Sara gripped her reins tightly, taking a deep breath. There were rules to war, and a request for an armistice was something she couldn’t normally refuse. However, there were rules to noble society, as well—and she was about to invoke them.

Sara activated an array on her glove. “This is Lady Reece of the Escaran Kingdom! I am an acting ruler and thus will not negotiate without other leaders present! Leave immediately, or I will consider this a breach of war.”

5

General Tronan’s nostrils flared. Lady Reece had boldly entered the Lemings Kingdom and devastated their armies, and yet she declared fighting back would be a breach of war etiquette? It was unbelievable. “Lady Reece!” he yelled. “You are acting as a general, and I will report this encounter as such!”

“Do you see an army around me?” Lady Reece asked. “Your forces outnumber mine three to one.”

His face twitched. Armistices were typically held with two forces facing off, like the general protecting a city meeting with the general besieging it. Yet this also qualified. He was certain of it. “You are an army!” he yelled.

“I am no such thing!” Lady Reece yelled. “Armies have reach—they can siege cities and control populations. We’re four people against twenty, and if you insist on chasing us, I will take it as a breach of war and act accordingly!”

A thick coat of goosebumps wrapped General Tronan’s arms as he kept pace with Lady Reece above the jagged terrain. If this were a normal breach of war etiquette, “acting accordingly” would imply sending details of the breach to other nations, letting them know that the Lemings Kingdom’s requests for armistices could lead to traps, something that would cripple trust with other kingdoms. But in this situation, “acting accordingly” surely meant fighting. The question was why? General Tronan had brought an elite force, expecting most to be useless against her. She had decimated armies. So why not? Then it occurred to him—her group. While reports clearly stated that Lady Reece’s forces were powerful, they were flying close to the ground, indicating that they weren’t confident in their flight. If his team used a Sky Pincer maneuver, they could trap her troops and use them as bargaining chips—something that she would bargain for.

The perplexing thing about Lady Reece was that she wasn’t killing Lemings troops, let alone civilians, and the ones she captured still had food and resources. For someone with such terrifying power, she was shockingly soft-hearted. That put her in the same category as Lord Bower and the rest of the summonees with him, none of whom wanted to fight in the war. That could be a serious opportunity. But then something unexpected happened.

“We just want to talk!” Lord Bowers yelled over an amplification circle.

General Tronan’s heart almost stopped when he heard the idiot speaking of their own volition. That idiot! he thought.

Then another voice came from Lady Reece’s flank. “Fuck off, Matt!” one of them yelled. “Wiles is dead because of you people!”

“You people?” Lord Bower yelled. “Open your eyes, Darius! This is—”

“Hold your tongue!” General Tronan yelled—but it was too late. One of Sara’s forces turned their silver glider.

“Stop!” Lady Reece yelled, and the person complied, but that minor slowdown allowed General Tronan’s troops to catch up.

It was now or never. The question was whether they should attack while Lady Reece was weak and take prisoners if they failed or let Lady Reece escape. General Tronan had no delusions that he was stronger than her. The fact that she barely showed up under his divination spell told him everything he needed to know about her mastery—

—still. General Tronan was the strongest in the kingdom, and he had no chance against her on land. But at that moment, she was desperately weak and had to protect three others. This was the best opportunity he would ever get.

“Last chance!” General Tronan yelled. “Agree to an armistice or suffer the consequences!”

“No.” Lady Reece’s voice was chilling. It was angry—furious even. It was as though this was all a game and the thought of The Lemings Kingdom fighting back brought forth fury and rage and indignation beyond words. Only that rage felt like sharpened bloodlust that could physically cut anyone it touched.

General Tronan swallowed and then turned to his troop. “Do not kill them!” he yelled. “Capture them with—”

Before he finished, a strange pulse of mana he had never felt before sucked into the area—and that was a terrible sign. Each elemental spell had a signature and flow, but this one was like nothing he had ever met. “Shields up!” he yelled. “Hurr—“
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                Matt didn’t need General Tronan to tell him shit. The moment the idiot decided to attack Sara, Matt immediately put a barrier up and prayed they’d all survive—but that wasn’t in the cards. With ghostly speed, Sara turned around, lifted her hand, and dropped it. Then, as if Riley, Alexis, and Greg were teleported, they suddenly disappeared. If it weren’t for their bright barriers exploding on the jagged rocks below them, he wouldn’t have even noticed them die. But he did notice, and when he saw five people smashed on the rocky terrain like splattered tomatoes, he felt horror he couldn’t even imagine.








[Just like that,] Matt thought. [Just like that….] He believed that Sara would at least have some hesitation, but she killed three of them like she was swatting them like flies.

2

General Tronan had heard stories of gravity magic. It wasn’t a myth, yet it wasn’t accessible, either. A family monopolized it in the Far South, passing it down by word of mouth, and no amount of torture could make them speak. Yet Lady Reece had used it to take out three of them. There was no report of her using it prior. There was no warning. “Spread out!” he yelled, feeling foolish for clumping together—even more so for not telling the summonees not to be idiots! “Sky Pincer!”

3

Sara had finally shown her trump card for aerial warfare—gravity magic. The problem with wind spells was that they destabilized the user’s silver glider, but with gravity, it was clean. Now that her witnesses—Andy, Darius, and Helen—wouldn’t break down and claim that she didn’t do her due diligence on wartime etiquette, it was time to let loose.

Suddenly, an elite sent a gale-force wind attack from the south—a savage one. Sara cast a one-line incantation, and the two wind gusts slammed into each other with incredible force. The elite flew off her silver glider, and Sara and the heroes flew in opposite directions. Helen managed to retain control, but she slid off her silver glider, holding on with reins alone, dangling from the sky.

“Helen!” Andy screamed.

“Eyes ahead, idiot!” Sara screamed. In a brutal display, Sara flew above Helen’s glider, grabbed the woman’s brunette hair, and yanked her up like she was picking a carrot. Naturally, Helen screamed, but when she realized that she was back on her silver glider, she stopped screaming.

That interaction cost them precious time. Sara barely put up a barrier before more wind slammed into them, and they were all sent hurdling to the ground. The spherical barrier hit the ground like a pinball. It didn’t save them from impacting the ground at high velocity (their face hit the barrier at sixty miles an hour), but it saved them from being impaled by jagged rocks.

[This is why you bring numbers,] Sara thought as they tumbled down a mountain like a tire rolling down a hill. Her mind had greater acuity from mana and training, so she could see in slow motion between rolls that the gliders had already grouped and were coming after them. They were truly elites with aerial advantage—which was why she didn’t want to fight them! After the barrier bounced a third time (when Helen was unconscious and the men were groaning), the barrier crashed into a final rock before bouncing backward and breaking. All them hit the ground with a thud, and Helen woke up—whatever good that did them.

Sara stumbled to her feet and assessed the situation. The heroes were okay, but all three silver gliders had broken wings from crashing into the barrier at high speed, and they were crying out on the ground in pain. “I’ll heal you soon,” she whispered. Then she reached into her spatial ring and pulled out a white bow. It looked like it was made of ivory and had beautiful arrays carved into it.

“Give up!” General Tronan yelled. “Our forces are too organized for you to hit us. Don’t….”

Sara pulled back the bowstring, and a bolt of neon purple mana drew from the string.

“Move!” General Tronan yelled in a panic. The eight split up, leaving Matt and the other dissidents as bait. Yet she didn’t take it. She turned and released the arrow at General Tronan. He dodged, but the arrow [curved]—hitting a female elite near him in the face. The woman’s head exploded in a geyser of blood, and then Sara pulled back the bow again, releasing another bolt. It curved like a homing missile, decapitating another elite.

“Meteors!” General Tronan yelled in a panic—yet his orders fell on deaf ears after an eruption of wind crashed into the sky.

Sara turned and found Darius on his feet, summoning a cyclone on his own. It hit four of the elites and all of the dissidents, sending them hurdling to the ground. Then, she smirked when Helen created a barrier and helped Andy to his feet. Sara was proud of her team, and watching them filled her with pride.

Sara pulled back another string and aimed it at General Tronan.

“Watch!” an elite yelled, flying her silver glider in front of him with a barrier.

“Don’t, you idiot!” he yelled.

Sara released her arrow, and it shattered the elite’s barrier and hit him in the breastplate, launching him twenty feet backward like a slingshot. Sara then turned to the silver glider and released the weakest gravity spell she had. The silver glider hit the ground, and Sara rushed it, jumping on its back and grabbing the reins.
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General Tronan couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Lady Reece was throwing around basic spells with the ferocity of four-layered incantations and using high-level guided spells for arrows. Her team had created a barrier that General Tronan would need a six-layer spell to break through, and another one was commanding intense winds with an unrefined spell, and it had sent his forces flying in random directions. There was no way he could compete with this group. If it were with a sword, absolutely. If he were at a distance and had time to chant—he could fight back. But up close, they were just too powerful. Their cast time was minimal, and their strength was beyond mention. He needed to get back to King Lemings and report what he learned, but if he turned, Lady Reece would impale him with a bolt. He couldn’t even go up because he had to stop looking at Lady Reece, so he was spiraling around her, going up in a circular ladder.

He felt helpless.

But then something remarkable happened. It was so tragic it was comical: Lady Reece had the audacity to steal one of his troops’ silver gliders—and she didn’t let go when it rocketed in the sky, bucking around and doing rolls in the air as it flew higher and higher. For a moment, General Tronan just watched in awe, wondering how Lady Reece had managed to stay on the glider as it did acrobatics in the air, diving, swooping, and rolling toward the heavens, creating a beautiful dance of death and wind. Then, he snapped out of it and realized how helpless she was in the air.

“Move!” General Tronan slapped his reins against his silver glider and rocketed into the sky after her, climbing higher and higher. [Sto vráchos tis apóphasis,] he thought, lifting his hand and developing a massive fireball in front of him, [ekselíssontas tis synaísthisis!] He shot it across the sky—aimed right at her. For a moment, he thought it would hit her, but the silver glider she was on suddenly shot downward as if it were teleporting. In retrospect, that should’ve been the alarm that told him to run—to cut his losses and save his soldiers while she was busy. But he didn’t. Instead, he summoned another fireball in one hand and a wind spell in the other, preparing to create an undodgeable inferno as he rushed closer. Fifty feet away. Thirty, and he would release it. Then, as he could see her thighs squeezed around the silver glider and could hear the glider’s screeches as it turned left and right, he knew the blast was impossible to dodge. Yet something truly unbelievable happened at that moment. As if it were effortless, Lady Reece grabbed a section of the silver glider’s wing and broke it. The glider screeched in pain, righting itself so that it could take advantage of gliding. And then, in a display no sane human would ever consider an option, Lady Reece kicked the balls of her feet onto the silver glider like a jockey, turned to General Tronan, and jumped.

General Tronan panicked, aimed his hands of wind and fire at her, and released his attack.















            

    
        B2- Chapter 29: Blue Pill

    
    
    
    
                General Tronan released his fire blast in Lady Reece’s face—and his attack meant nothing to her. She came through the fire with a red barrier around her, and when she reached him, she grabbed him by the throat and yanked him off his silver glider, sending him plummeting to the ground below.

For a minute, they were in free fall, with the general gasping for breath as cold wind slashed his gums. He tried to struggle, but her hands were a vice grip, clamped to his throat, making it impossible to breathe. And all he could think was Why? Why sacrifice yourself to kill me? But somehow, he knew that wasn’t the case. Lady Reece had baited him, drawing herself into the air on a bucking silver glider, fully aware he would follow her. Then he fell for it, and soon he would hit the ground. As for her? She would survive somehow—and she did. But that wasn’t all—she saved him, too.

Partially.

Lady Reece launched a hot wind attack on the jagged ground when they hit the eighty-foot mark, creating a gust of wind that erupted into a volcanic explosion of dirt and rocks. The wind was so powerful that it temporarily neutralized their fall and even lifted them for a moment before they continued plunging.

That was when she pushed his body (eighty feet above the ground) straight into the dust storm and the rocky area below. General Tronan didn’t know whether Lady Reece used more magic or not because when he hit the ground, the impact broke his back and left him unable to breathe. Then, he lost consciousness.
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Sara could’ve killed General Tronan, but he better served as a message: I decimated your army—now I’ve broken your strongest. You have no hope. It was more powerful because it was voluntary, and not only did healing mages lack the skill to fix major spinal injuries, but the mana record that allowed people to heal deteriorated rapidly. Eighteen hours was the limit for flesh wounds—eight hours for intricate injuries. Even if Emma had the power to fix spines, Mary's wound became permanent before morning. No one could save Mary—and the same was true of General Tronan. He was alive—but he was out of the game forever. That's why she' had no problem boldly capitalizing on the terror factor of intentionally breaking—but not killing—him and allowing him to speak of her demonic power to King Lemings. But that wasn't all.

Sara walked through the dust storm with her eyes shut, staring at General Tronan through his mana signature. Then she pulled his spatial ring from his hand. A hand that was reliable—a hand that King Lemings could trust could protect a spatial ring, ensuring that the letters sent through the area would be true and accurate. Sara would send a letter through that ring that night—and her message would ring loud and clear. But for now, she had to deal with the rest of the elites.

Suddenly, a silver glider shot past the area. When the mage realized that she was standing above General Tronan, they tried to fly toward the Lemings capital.

“Oh, no,” Sara said, pulling out her bow and knocking a magical arrow. “That’s my message to send.” A bolt of neon purple mana shot through the dust storm, creating a tunnel that swirled until it punctured the sky. Five seconds later, she heard a thud.
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Andy walked up to Matt with conflicting emotions in his eyes. On the one hand, Matt tried to kill Helen, and the dissidents were on the side that had killed Wiles and slaughtered, looted, and pillaged civilian cities. That was a key difference between the Escaran and Lemings Kingdom—the thing that made his team the Good Guys despite doing Bad Things—and it was significant. So Andy hated them and wished they’d die. On the other hand, these were his classmates—not just some random soldiers. If anyone blamed him for not wanting to kill them, he’d challenge that person to look at their classmates or coworkers and think about decapitating them. It was enough to send icy shivers crawling down his spine and leave lingering thoughts that he was a serial killer. It just hit different.

“D-Don’t do this,” Matt stammered, pushing himself up. His arm was broken, and he cried out, but his pleas fell on deaf ears. “S-She set us up!”

“You tried to kill me,” Helen said.

Matt’s face paled, and he put his head on the ground. “I wouldn’t have done it, I promise! I just wanted to scare you.”

“Shut up.” Darius kicked Matt in the stomach, sending him rolling and screaming on the ground. “Don’t blame other people.”

“I-It’s true,” Robby, someone who wanted to be a mechanic in their last life and settled for being nothing in his new one, said. “E-Elizabeth…. She….”

“Shut up!” Darius yelled.

“No, wait.” Helen put up her hand. “Elizabeth what?”
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Sara closed her eyes and activated her invisibility as she walked toward her heroes. This is the point where Matt starts speaking, and magic suddenly blows his brains out, confirming the conspiracy, Sara thought grimly. Yet that would only be an omission of guilt, and she had more faith in her heroes. More importantly, if she wanted to kill the dissidents outright, she would’ve already done it. Every decision she made had consequences—and this was one of the ones she chose. Now, she would pay the price. Simple as that.

“Elizabeth… was with us,” Robby said, limping over to the group.

“Yeah, she saved my life,” Helen said.

“N-No,” he said. “I mean, yes. But…. It was her. I swear to God, it was her.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Andy asked.

“She led us into a trap,” Matt interjected. “That bitch—“

“Elizabeth couldn’t lead you into a trap—she was in the kingdom the whole time,” Helen said.

“Bullshit!” Matt yelled. “She was with us for months!”’

Two weeks, Sara silently corrected.

“Elizabeth was with us the morning you left,” Andy said. It was an odd choice of words but strangely expressive. “And the day after, and the day after. She wasn’t with you.”

Matt’s eyes trembled, and he looked at Helen and Darius, trying to verify that they were lying. But everyone was looking at him like he was out of his mind. “She was… I swear,” he said quietly.

“Dude, what are you talking about?” Robby asked Andy. “I played games with her for weeks.”

Darius looked between them, furrowing his brows. “Bro, saying it more isn’t going to make it true,” he said. “Elizabeth was with us. At practice. In the dining hall. Every time.”

“That’s impossible!” Robby said. “Then who was it?”

Andy’s eyes glided to the left. “But we did go on our trips…. Did she go with you?” he asked Darius.

“No,” he said. “You?”

Helen shook her head. Elizabeth didn’t go with the mages, the non-combatants, or the spa-goers for her vacation. “She was sick,” Helen said.

“S-See?” Matt stammered. “That must’ve been it!”

“Shut the hell up,” Darius said. “That was a week after you left.”
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Matt’s eyes trembled when he heard Darius’s admission. One week? he thought hazily. When he woke up, he felt like he had slept for a whole week—or longer. He immediately felt like he was drugged and had taken that out on Tyran, but the man was so calm and collected that everyone just kind of fell in line. But what if it was true? They were all drugged for a full week, and then he did something to…. “Our cores!” Matt yelled.

“What?” Andy asked.

“Our cores! Right after we left, we woke up feeling weird, and now our cores don’t work!” Matt said.

“So?” Darius asked.

Matt stopped breathing. So? To him, that felt undeniable, a damning truth. But to the others… it meant nothing.

That’s when he realized how fucked he was.
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Darius was done with this bullshit. He honestly didn’t care one way or the other. If there was some grand conspiracy with Elizabeth? Good work. There was only one question to ask. “Let me ask you guys something,” he said to Matt, then turned to Robby. “Who decided to run away?”

Matt’s face paled.

“Elizabeth? Or….” Darius turned to Matt. “You?”

Matt looked at Robby. “It-It was Eliza—“

Darius kicked Matt in the stomach again, sending him flying. “Enough with this bullshit,” he said. “I don’t care if there’s some grand conspiracy, or if this is a setup, or really fucking anything, man. You betrayed us, and now we’re cleaning up your shit.”

“Darius!” Robby said. “This was a setup! We were led—“

“Tara’s with us,” Helen said, and then repeated, “Tara’s with us…. I’m with us. The heroes. We were both asked to go—by Elizabeth. So I don’t doubt there’s something going on. I’ve suspected that.”

“See?” Matt wheezed. “This—“

“Let me finish,” Helen snapped. Then she paused, choosing her words. “I think you were set up—yeah, I do. How? I don’t know. But what I do know is that everyone who stayed was rewarded the next day. Tim, Marie, and Jacob got their teachers back, everyone started training together, and Sara forced us to get along. If you didn’t betray her, you’d be living easy. But you took the blue pill—and you landed up here. That’s your fault.”

Matt’s eyes trembled, and he crawled backward. Robby did the opposite, dropping to the ground.
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Sara closed her eyes and then bounded into the distance with low gravity, hiding behind a rock and then cutting her invisibility. As her body materialized, she looked at her hands and sighed a breath of relief. They’re good kids, she thought. Good fucking kids…. She emerged from behind the rocks and walked toward the group.

Matt and Robby stumbled backward when she arrived, and Andy kneeled before her, something that hadn’t been customary. It was a sign of respect, and Darius and Helen followed suit. It was a nice touch.

Once Sara was standing before the group, she turned to Andy and the rest. “Shatter their cores and lock ‘em up?” she asked. “Or treat them like officers. The choice is yours.”

Andy, Darius, and Helen looked at each other, soaking in her words. She had presented violent and non-violent solutions, and she could tell they hadn’t expected that. It was a hard decision, but it was one that they had to bear for the rest of their lives.
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Raul turned to the other heroes. “Let’s go back. Markon’s attacking from the south. We need to catch up with them.”

Tara and the rest nodded, and they flew back toward Lemora, unaware of how many soldiers had passed them. It wouldn’t be until they reached Lemora’s greater area that they would realize how futile it was to play dodgeball if they only threw a ball in a straight line.
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Andy mulled over the situation. Over the last two weeks, Andy had lost a massive part of his humanity and had developed a profound understanding of Sara Reece and her drinking habits. She was from the future—she had to be. Because everything that she was when she walked into class three years ago was now reflected on Darius and Helen’s faces when he talked to them. God knows what his face looked like. Damn she’s got a problem, he used to think when she’d drink bottles of wine. Now, he was hesitant to touch the stuff because he felt it was a slippery slope after he had fallen so deep and crossed the emotional Rubicon where things would never be the same again.

Killing officers is common sense.

That was one of Sara’s maxims. You can spare the citizens, you can starve the soldiers—but you can’t let the officers go. Kill fifty, and you can save ten thousand—that was her line of thought. And it was true. Once the officers died, the soldiers would make camp and twiddle their thumbs, hugging their knees, pulling out letters, and crying as they read them. The entire structure crumbled like a sandcastle—and they didn’t regret it. Even Helen had executed an officer. Just one, of course, and she puked her guts out afterward, but she did it, just so Andy and Darius didn’t have to do it alone.

Now, the dissidents were in front of them—officers of the Lemings Kingdom—and he had the option to kill them and end all the problems they could cause. It was the obvious thing to do—and yet…. Sara didn’t kill all of her enemies, either. There was more at play, and anyone who saw Sara knocking back bottles of wine knew that the right choices were often the ones that haunted people the most. So, whatever they did would have consequences that would follow them for the rest of their lives.

Andy swallowed hard and looked at Darius and Helen.

“I’ll follow what you do,” Darius said, unsheathing his sword. “Just say the word.”

Matt stumbled backward.

Helen looked him in the eye. “I’ll love you no matter what.”

Andy grimaced and then closed his eyes. Then he gave his answer.

            

    
        [Bonus Chapter] B2 - Chapter 29.5: Sara's Demand

    
    
    
    
                “Kill them.”
That was Andy’s order as he unsheathed his sword. Darius shot forward and killed Matt with one swipe, and Andy blinked in front of Robby, who didn’t even plead before his head dropped to the ground. Then Sara helped them finish off the remainder, doing her fair share. She was a ruler, but when she leveled a judgment, she swung the sword. That’s what Andy admired about her most.
When they finished, Andy closed his eyes and looked to the sky, feeling like a serial killer. [It’s not the same thing,] he thought. [It’s not the same….] He was repeating himself a lot these days. The first time he said it, it was a lie. The second time he said it, he was convincing himself it was true. Whatever it was, he looked to Sara for guidance. “Did we do the right thing?” he asked.
Sara shook her head at the ground. “I don’t know….” She looked up and took a defeated breath. “But you did what I would’ve done.”
The dissidents were a problem until the end of the war and locking them up in Lemora could break up the heroes’ harmony—especially if they could seed doubt in Elizabeth, a topic they’d later agree to never speak of again. The dissidents were liabilities in every sense: Andy was destined to kill them—if not today than tomorrow—and since they were enemy combatants, they hardly qualified as personal or political enemies. That’s why Andy decided to just rip off the band aid—for everyone’s sake.
Helen gripped her forearms and turned to Sara. “I won’t judge you either way, but….” She trailed off, likely wondering if she wanted the answer to the question she planned to ask.
Sara stopped polishing her sword with a rag and looked Helen in the eye. “Does it even matter?” She went back to cleaning Qualth. “Everyone’s unified. Life’s better. If you question blessings, you’ll never be happy,” she said. Then she paused again, seemingly doubting her own words. “Unless someone gives you an option—then question with prejudice.” Seemingly convinced with her words, she continued polishing again.
Helen smiled wryly and sat down, looking east toward the Lemings Capital.
“Sara…” Andy said, not using her title, which had an impact of its own.
Sara stopped polishing again. “Yeah?”
“What happens after all of this?” he asked. “The war, Agronus… all of it?”
Sara thought about it and then shook her head. “I’m not sure,” she said. “I never made it that far.” The group sat in silence for a while before Sara paused and added. “But I suppose you’ll get married. Maybe have kids…. Keep living, I guess. Life doesn’t end. It keeps going on.”
Andy and Helen blushed, and Darius chuckled, making a box with his thumbs and indexes and putting the couple into it. “And I’ll come to the wedding,” he said.
“Hey!” Helen yelled.
They all shared a few chuckles, and then Sara stood up. “Let’s bury them and head home.” The others nodded and set to work, digging graves and burying the dissidents’ bodies under the setting sun. By twilight, they had paid respects and left General Tronan (still living but unable to move) and the dead elites on the rocky range, waiting for Lemings Forces to find them. By nightfall, they had flown to a wooded area and made camp, eating dinner as Sara penned a letter to King Lemings by firelight.
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The next morning, King Lemings smoothed his fingers over an envelope stamped with the Escaran seal. “Are you sure?” he asked.
“Yes, Your Majesty,” Rogal, the Head Mage who assessed Matt and the dissidents, said. “This was found in General Tronan’s spatial storage. It said the general was still alive and gave directions on where to find him.”
“She kept him alive?” King Lemings asked, feeling his temples throb from his beating heart. “Why?”
“It didn’t say, Your Majesty. Perhaps the answer is in that letter.”
King Lemings understood that, but he was hesitant to open the letter—afraid of what he might find. Yet he still forced himself to do it, asking Rogal to heat the wax so he could open it without tearing the envelope. Then he pulled out the letter and read.
3
Sara mounted her silver glider and took flight with the others, heading back home. She had all but gotten to the Lemings Capital, so there was over a week’s flight until she made it back to Lemora. She was confident that Raul had staved off Quell’s forces, and Markon’s 15,000 soldiers would not be able to siege Lemora’s defenses and fight 20,000 Escaran troops. Still… she got a sinking feeling that Raul’s demonstrations wouldn’t work. She should’ve given him a path and instructions to follow, but that would defeat the purpose of the training exercise. Ultimately, she planned to leave him in Lemora to defend and make grand demonstrations—that would still happen. Everything else was just a bonus. But if something went wrong…. She was way too far away at this point. Way too far away. She prayed for his safety, only taking solace and satisfaction in what she wrote to King Lemings.
[King Lemings,] she had begun. [Since you’ve refused to address me, we have not formally met. My name is Lady Reece, and I’m the woman who will defeat Agronus, the Demon King. Compared to him, your armies are irrelevant.]
Sara felt anger boiling within her as she wrote those words. That wasn’t fair—she had started the war. But the simple fact was that Jason was destined to deteriorate, King Escar’s paranoia was preordained, and King Lemings’s fate was to attack her later. So, like most things she was doing, she only accelerated the timeline. And even if things were her fault completely—she didn’t care. King Lemings’ forces had killed Wiles and Jennifer—something that was hitting her harder than she imagined—and she was angry. So, she continued scribbling with pressure that blotted the page with obsidian ink.
[I have been merciful by sparing your citizens and troops thus far, but I assure you, King Lemings. If you attack Lemora, I will not be so magnanimous. I’ll bring my entire force and rain fire upon your lands, burn your crops, slaughter your troops, and seize your kingdom in the name of the Escaran Kingdom and the True Blood Hier, Alecov Escar. Act wisely.]
Sara overlooked the Lemings Kingdom’s scenery, which was calm, filled with blue streams and rustling trees. If scenes expressed emotions, it was the polar reflection of the rage-filled wasteland she was feeling. Yet she finished out the last sentence in her head, aware of the stakes of what she had done.
4

King Lemings mumbled the last sentence aloud, torn by a sense of cold expectation and disbelief. “Surrender and pay reparations to our kingdom and reclaim your place as our ally when we finish the Thousand Year War—or perish before humanity’s greatest victory.”
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                King Lemings slouched on his throne, rereading the letter Lady Reece sent him. His hand was trembling, and he kept rubbing his thumb over the paper as if to convince himself it was real. I’m the woman who will defeat Agronus, the Demon King. Compared to him, your armies are irrelevant. That statement bothered him more than any other. King Lemings planned to be at the forefront of the battle against Agronus when the rontum walls encasing the demon king finally saturated—but Lady Reece proved how delusional he was. That night, he had seen General Tronan in his medical bed. He was physically healed but paralyzed. A good man like that—paralyzed for life. This world is cruel, “ King Lemings thought when he saw the general, must be. To have spent one’s whole life pursuing power only to be decimated so thoroughly toward the end—after fighting on equal footing.

Did she use the sword? King Lemings had asked the general.

No…. General Tronan chuckled, looking down at his hand and letting his face crash into the pillow. King Lemings imagined the general wanted to rub his forehead as customary but found his body unresponsive. It made King Lemings wish that she had killed him. She never used the sword, General Tronan said, breaking the king from his nightmarish reverie. None of them did. They were fighting with one, two-layered spells tops. If they wanted to….

If they wanted to, what? King Lemings asked patiently.

I’m not sure…. Those kids…. General Tronan took a sharp breath, were green, Helscam. Green. They didn’t have any kill in ‘em. If they did….

King Lemings didn’t like that General Tronan used his first name—that was a sign that what was said was candid. Even Lady Reece? he asked.

General Tronan looked King Lemings in the eyes and shook his head. No. She was different. Do you remember General Losom?

Yes. What of him?

She was like that. Scarred veteran—always does what needs done, but… tired. General Tronan chuckled, eyes moist and bloodshot. I remember this one time…. I was young. Green myself. I woke up in camp one day, and there were enemies surrounding us. Every side. Two hundred of them, and I remember how scared I was. And so, I ran into General Losom’s tent, heart pounding, and said: “We’re surrounded!” And this guy... heh. He says to me, “How many?” So I say… “I dunno. Two hundred? Three?” And he grabs this bottle of wine off the nightstand, doesn’t even sit up, just… grabs it, the cheapest swill we had, and shakes the bottle. There must’ve been two swallows left—if that. A mistake that there was any at all. And then he sighs and crashes back down on the bed and says, “Wake me up when there’s five.” General Tronan smiled, but it quickly faded. “I don’t dirty my hands for less than five.” That's what he said. General Tronan paused and looked King Lemings in the eye. That was what she reminded me of. Someone who’s tired and wouldn't dirty her hands for less than an emergency.

King Lemings swallowed hard and leaned back in the chair, sharing the silence—soaking up that story. Then he said, She’s offered an alliance.

Oh?

King Lemings just nodded.

Terms?

Reparations. Whatever that means.

Are you considering it?

King Lemings opened his mouth but nodded instead, sharing the solemn silence for a few more minutes before steadying his shaking legs and walking back home. Only his home was this castle, and his life was in his audience chamber, so that’s where he sat at present, contemplating his life before looking at the pen and paper beside him.
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King Quell was speaking to his advisors in his war council chambers when he got a letter from King Lemings. He heated the wax, opened it, and read its contents. After finishing it, he read it again—and then a third time before picking up a water glass and throwing it against the wall. “What is this?” he yelled, throwing the letter on the table for his advisors as if he were throwing meat to wolves. “And he calls himself the ‘Grand Army.’ Unbelievable.”

An advisor frowned as he read. “It seems they’ve had the same problems." He passed it over to a general. “At least we can rule out hyperbole.”

The general reading the letter shook her head. “No….” She looked at the advisor and then the king. “This is very different, My Liege.”

King Quell stopped tapping his fingers against the table and looked at her. “A group of children roaming by silver glider, releasing devastating spells. Pray tell, Molan. What about that is different?”

General Westa Molan, a white-haired woman who was as stoic as a man and twice as manly, put the letter back onto the table. “They’ve killed and captured his forces. They’re not just pushing them back.”

“How many?” an advisor asked.

“It doesn’t say,” King Quell said, feeling a headache coming on. It was already nerve-wracking dealing with the “summonees'' pushing back his army and forcing them to take back routes. There was no doubt if Lady Reece’s forces were aiming to kill, Quell would’ve suffered thousands of casualties. Yet they didn’t. They pushed soldiers halfway through his territory and then turned back without killing anyone. That was the only saving grace of the summonees: they were gentle. Yet if they actually started attacking—King Quell needed to know. But—

“It doesn’t say!” King Quell repeated, “But it’s obviously a lot!” He snatched the letter off the table and read aloud. “We believe Lady Reece sent us summonees with broken cores to lower our guard. It worked. We were woefully unprepared when she led a small team of her troops into our territory, capturing, killing, and disarming platoons on silver gliders. We have still yet to obtain estimates of her true power, as she has yet to show it. According to her, she was summoned to kill Agronus—and I believe her. I advise that we call an armistice to establish communication and determine whether we’ve mistakenly attacked an ally in the Thousand-Year—bah!” He threw the letter across the table and turned to General Molan. “He’s been devastated! Where are our troops?”

“We have eight thousand waiting in Teeter, a six-hour march from Lemora,” she said. “We can have fifteen there with another moon.”

“How long would it take to make it back from the Lemings Kingdom by silver glider?” He wanted to know about Lady Reece.

“Two days minimum,” she replied.

“And the summons on this side?” he asked, speaking about who he’d later come to know as Lord Martinez.

“They have at least another day’s flight.”

“Markon?” His allied kingdom in the south.

“Ahead of schedule,” General Molan said. “Their entire force will reach Lemora by tomorrow morning.”

“How?”

“There’s been no resistance. The duke and baron territories they passed through were abandoned.”

“So they’re making a stand in Lemora…” King Quell said, stroking his beard.

“Yes,” she confirmed.

“Can we do it?”

“Do what?”

“Take the city, woman!” King Quell yelled. “What else would we be talking about? Take. The. City. Alecov is there; if we capture him, it doesn’t matter how strong they are.”

“My Liege, I beg you to reconsider. If we capture Alecov, Lady Reece will just take the throne.”

“So what? They’ll just abandon their city?”

“Perhaps.”

King Quell scoffed. “Now, why in the fuck would they do that?”

General Molan closed her eyes and took a deep breath before opening them and locking gazes with her king. “To seize a larger one.”

King Quell trembled and looked around. Then he paced back and forth, kicking the shattered glass on the floor from when he broke the cup. After a few moments, he tapped his forearms, nodded a few times, picked up the letter, and ripped it up. “You’re to take this very seriously,” he said. “We just made enemies with some people this shit pile didn’t research. Now, over half our troops are in their territory, and according to this….” He opened his hands and let the ripped-up letter float to the ground like snow. “Lady Reece is on her way back to her territory. We’ve got two days. If we don’t want her shoving her sword up our asses, we need something to bring to the bargaining table, and by tomorrow, we’ll have 30,000 troops outside Lemora. I want Alecov and any other hostage you can manage. Get me something!”

General Molan nodded. “I’ll send the letters and then set out at once.” She walked to the door, but King Quell stopped her.

“Molan.”

“Yes?”

“If you fuck this up…,” King Quell said chillingly, “don’t come back.”

“Yes, My Liege,” she said and left, leaving King Quell and the advisors in the room, stuck in the balance, fearing for their kingdom, people, and lives.
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Edico walked along the embattlements, watching earth mages building walls and creating ditches. It made Lemora’s beautiful lands look hideous, but they had created a labyrinth of walls that forced enemy soldiers to run into his traps—or to spend time destroying the reinforced walls. It was psychologically devastating, a tactic that Lady Reece had suggested before she left—which was a joke since it was his strategy. He knew because she gave him this creepy smirk that said, I know your darkest secrets whenever she suggested his tactics or called him out on his bullshit. It was vexing.

They’re coming, he thought, looking toward Teeter. Reports flooded in that Quell’s army had been flooding in from the north and southwest—just not west, which meant that soldiers had just gone around Lord Martinez’s team. Once Edico saw the pattern, he placed a letter in the spatial ring Lady Reece used for letters, and she took it and replaced another, stating that she was already heading back but would not be back for three days. Likewise, he sent the same letter to Lord Martinez, and Edico learned—after a dozen apologies—that he was a day and a half away. That meant that he’d have to face Markon and Quell’s forces—on two fronts—for half a day or more before the heroes arrived.

Well, not exactly. Emma, Tim, Elizabeth, Will, and the non-combatants had returned the night before, but most of them locked themselves away in their rooms in a state of deep trauma. Aside from Emma, who was preparing to medic for the soldiers, Will was the only one doing relatively okay, and he was out reinforcing walls with the enthusiasm of dying monta. Edico and Emma might be able to rouse them to at least do their non-combat jobs, fortifying objects, putting out fires, doing communications work, and the like—but it would only happen if they were desperate. It was just too soon. It was just him and Emma against the world, and Edico was instructed—quite excessively—not to let Emma go into the hot zone. Otherwise, Lady Reece would rain hellfire upon the battlefield—without distinction. Something must’ve happened because she originally meant to leave her, Lord Martinez, and the heroes to defend Lemora alone—but now, she exacted a brutal no-death policy for the heroes.

Edico rubbed his face and turned to one of his majors. “How long do we have?” he asked.

The woman looked to the west, then to the south from the embattlements, watching the sun setting over the horizon, painting the sky with magma and the ground with golden hues. There was a light wind that felt good beneath the armor, and they both looked strangely comfortable despite the anxiety. “Tomorrow morning,” she said.

“You too, huh?” Edico closed his eyes. “That’s what I’m thinking.”

“It’s hard to think they would after what Lady Reece did,” she said.

“I think they will—because of what she did,” Edico said. “I know I would.” Lady Reece was terrifying—absolutely terrifying. Quell and Markon had already made a grave mistake by marching on Lemora—obtaining anything to bargain with was a lot better than waiting around to die.
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Sara was two and a half days from Lemora, even at top speed, and Raul was over a day from the city. She didn’t give him any instructions on where to go because she didn’t expect him to push so far ahead. In and out: create some demonstrations and leave. She never would’ve believed that he would spend two weeks away from Lemora, barely delaying the Quell army for a couple of days. Now, Emma was all but alone in Lemora, Edico not included, and the first battle (if there was one) would be at morning’s light. Edico could handle it. Sieges were counted in days—not hours. There would be time for Sara to make it back. Still, Emma would fight alone, then Raul’s team would enter the fray, and everyone would fight for an entire day before she arrived. Gripping her reins tightly, she turned to the others: “War’s coming, and we have to protect our people!” she yelled. They expressed their consent, and then they soared through the air at high speed, flying into the dead of night—unwilling to slow down until they were too tired to move on.
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                The siege on Lemora started when the birds started singing, as if their happiness wasn’t allowed, and Quell and Markon wanted to punish them for it. That drew bad emotions from Edico—dark emotions, the emotions that he hid from his wife—Rebe—and prevented him from having kids. Those types of emotions. And that was all and well because blood would feed the crops this cycle, and he needed to do the slaughtering—fast.
Most people wouldn’t understand how insane the onslaught was. Usually, the opposing side would encircle and isolate the city, cutting off trade routes and building what was known as a circumvallation, which were fortifications that prevented attacks from the city or reinforcements. It was a massive undertaking and represented a defining feature of siege warfare: a plan to starve out the people locked inside the city. It was a long endeavor, allowing attackers to build equipment like siege towers, which are large and aren’t easy to move. They also tunneled under walls to bypass barriers, used earth magic to destroy the foundation of the walls, or just sent rocks hurdling at the main wards that prevented magical attacks from touching the walls. Throughout this whole process, armies needed to set up their base and establish their own supply lines to ensure that they didn’t starve. When someone yelled “Siege!” citizens went shopping, attended funerals, and nobles went to balls and parties until the first parlay said that fighting was about to begin. Then the fighting began, and it’d be a six-month endeavor unless one side had overwhelming firepower that could break through a six-layer ward around the city, walls, and other massive defenses. And the fact was—Quell and Markon had only slightly more soldiers than Lemora’s twenty thousand and no siege equipment. Despite that, King Lemings hadn’t continued his advance—leaving Quell and Markon out to dry—and Lady Reece was returning. So Quell and Markon were desperate, so they were releasing everything they had, hoping for reinforcements from the east and west, even though one of the armies wasn’t likely to arrive. That’s why Edico’s army of 20,000 was posted behind the labyrinth walls like ants, covering the ground and why the opposing army was lined up in waves, as if they’d charge all at once. This was desperation—and when animals are backed into a corner—
—they bite.
Twelve massive balls of black gunk shot across the battlefield ( above the labyrinth of walls), slamming into the barrier—and sticking. This was not normal by any means. Physical barriers weren’t windows; when something hit them, things slid off. That proved that whatever was in those balls that splat against the barrier, sticking there, creating ripples of blue light just by existing, had magical properties.
Next came the fire, coming in waves from four-layered spells. They slammed into the black gunk and set it ablaze.
“They’re eating the ward!” Edico yelled. “Add soap to water launch. Go!”
In a reminder that not everything had to be magical, mages created a massive ball of water and civilians threw bars of soap into it. Then the mages swirled it in a cyclone before launching it at the black gunk. It worked better than magic. Once the soap broke the surface tension, the fire slid down the barrier smooth like water on a window—bringing the fire with it. Once it hit the ground, it set everything nearby ablaze. Unfortunately, that included some people who got near the splash since the labyrinth walls had people blocked in.
“Rocks! Work around the bodies. Go!” Rocks was the name for earth mages, and everyone knew what was happening before it even began. The earth mages kicked up the ground under the fire, churning the land to snuff it out like shoveling dirt over fire coals. The mages were extremely skilled, burying dead bodies that weren’t savable and rolling everyone off with earth techniques that created steep hills that people were forced to roll down.
“Start counter!” Edico yelled.
Mages lined up on the embattlements, lifted their hands, and started chanting in unison, creating massive balls of fire in the sky. That was a huge benefit defenders had in Reemada: attacks can shoot out of barriers, but not in. That said—
Dozens of massive fireballs shot across the battlefield, raining down on the lines of enemy troops. But before the fire hit, the sky lit up a vibrant gold, showing a barrier over the enemies, as well. That said, building a barrier on the spot and creating a ward was a different matter entirely, and after Edico screamed, “Stress it!” the mages doubled their efforts, and catapults from within the castle walls shot massive flaming rocks across the walls, right into the enemy encampments. The barriers quickly broke, killing hundreds as the fire scorched the earth.
That was the first fifteen minutes of the siege.
2
Raul had never felt so incompetent. He had led the heroes way too far from the capital and let most of Quell’s forces pass. Honestly, how, in the fuck, did he, Raul Martinez, think—for even a second—that he could push back an entire fucking army over the span of a practically limitless number of miles. He might as well have stood on a mountaintop and thrown rocks at a duck floating in the water. But that wasn’t the worst of it. The problem was that King Quell got his message loud and clear and was now desperately attacking with full force, hoping to gain collateral. So, in essence—Raul made things worse.
Raul wrote Sara for the first time, telling her what happened, and she said, “If I expected you to do what I felt was best, I would’ve given you orders. So if anyone’s to blame—and God knows this isn’t my fault—it’s me.” That made Raul chuckle, but it didn’t make him feel better. He saw things differently. His father said that if he improvised instead of taking the tried and true method of doing something, it was "Es como meterse en camisa de once varas" (like getting into an eleven-yard shirt), a phrase that meant that making things more complicated than necessary results in situations that are difficult to get out of. And in this case, the problem wasn’t that he wasn’t killing anyone—it was that they put too much value in sending their message when only a few at the start would’ve sent that message loud and clear. In retrospect, they were just gratifying themselves, running around, showing off their power. He should’ve made his demonstration, wrote Sara, and then returned if it didn’t work. But he didn’t; now, he was over a day’s flight away from Lemora while two armies were attacking.
Please be okay, he thought, thinking of Emma as he gripped his silver glider’s reins and soared home.
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Emma rushed to the scene of the fire with a group of medics. Edico called down to her from the embattlements. “Stay away from the hot zone!” he yelled.
“I know my role!” Emma yelled back. “Now let me do my job!” She lifted her hands and created a flat, tilted barrier that extended 50 yards to the wall. Soldiers brought in burnt troops, picking them up and dropping them onto the barrier like it was a slip-n-slide, while other mages slowed the descent with magic.
A dozen medics then grabbed the wounded and packed them into wagons to move them to the medical pavilion. Smooth—seamless. It was a conveyor belt manufacturing approach to medicine—but it was effective. Using this method, they loaded up two dozen screaming soldiers in five minutes. Then Emma turned to the wagon and released a massive area healing spell, turning the haunting screams to a soothed whimper before looking up at Edico. “Point out the hot zones!” she yelled. “The sooner, the better!”
Edico turned down to her with a silent expression before nodding. “… Okay.”

Emma nodded back and ran back to the medical tent, lifting up her sleeves, trying not to let people’s coddling bother her. She used to be naive—or at least unwilling. Unwilling to commit to this world of violence. Emma had always seen the best in people—yet recently, she had seen the worst in them. It wasn’t that there were a few atrocities—it’s that war bred atrocities. Hatred, fear, and uncertainty turned to violent swings and tight grips, making monsters from men—wraiths of women. So Emma’s mindset, where everyone had some good in them, had some massive amendments to it, and her mindset that people were fundamentally equal had taken a nosedive after her tour with Sara. There was no longer any doubt: if the decision were between her people and their people, she’d choose her own. And with the amount of death and killing she had seen over the last two weeks, she wasn’t going to rush out into the fray to save one person. She was just going to commit to her role—saving people from the sidelines—and remind herself that she was casting miracles. No, Emma was not the same person, and she wished that people would stop treating her like she was. Yet she wasn’t going to rebel against it—not anymore.
Emma put on a mask, cast a water spell to fill tubs with sterile water, and passed soap bars to her medical team. “Let’s get started!” she said.
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Zora Fell sat on a log outside of Lemora, cheering on her soon-to-be-butchered brethren with a cheery smile. “You’re doing great!” she yelled when a meteor barrage destroyed one of her side’s barriers, killing a hundred soldiers who were hiding below it. “Keep it up!”
“Do not disrespect my soldiers!” General Bellac said.
“Look,” Zora said. “I don’t want to hear about disrespect from someone leadin’ a suicide charge.” She honestly couldn’t believe he had the audacity to complain about her sarcasm when he was sending 8,000 soldiers to attack a fortified fortress with a six-layer ward protecting it—especially since they were outnumbered. With Markon forces attacking from the south, they technically had more soldiers, but they were two armies—who weren’t communicating—attacking a major city without serious planning. Of course, she was sarcastic about the situation!
“Enough!” General Bellac said. “Stay silent, or face reprimand!”
“And just let ‘em die?” She presented his hand to the massive barrier lighting up. “That’s a six-layer ward! Even if you sacrifice all your soldiers killing the ground troops, it won’t mean shit when you finally reach that gate—and can’t even touch it.”
“Honorary Fell,” General Bellac said, breathing deep through his nose. “You have three seconds to sit down.”
Zora snorted. The general didn’t have the power to stop her when push came to shove. Zora wasn’t the strongest, but she was the 24th strongest in the middle continent—that was her rank. That’s why the military hired her. That’s why she was there. That’s why if the military needed someone to break a fucking barrier, it was best to get her to do it. “You don’t get it, do you?” she asked. “That shit ain’t moving!”
“Three….”
“Here. Since you clearly don’t get it. Let me fucking show you what you’re up against.” Zora lifted her hands and started chanting a four-layer meteor spell while General Bellac screamed for her to stop.
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Edico watched a massive meteor develop in the sky, and the first thing he thought was: They’re here. They, of course, referred to Matt, Riley, and the other dissidents. It was a massive attack that the heroes were known for. Yet he could tell by the way the meteor spun, collecting rocks and grass evenly, that it was a high-level spell and whoever was using it was a skilled military officer or adventurer. He’d guess the latter, considering that the meteor attack had no tactical purpose. Quell and Markon were using spread attacks to obtain kills through rebounding. When fireballs hit the barrier, they bounced downward into the labyrinth, where Edico’s soldiers were waiting. With any luck, the fires would disable traps and wards set up within the labyrinth of walls. But more than killing soldiers, it was a resource strain; Quell and Markon wanted to know how many mana crystals the Escaran Kingdom had in reserve, how many mages were around, and how long they could keep things up. Wards were semi-permanent, but they ran out of mana eventually—and they couldn’t recharge. That’s why armies slowly whittled down the ward so that when the main attack came—using heavy hitters like the person making the meteor—it would break the ward, and it would allow for a free-for-all. Yet that didn’t happen. Someone was acting on their own, and all Edico could think was, They’ve bought some heavy hitters. We may need the heroes…. Tim. Will. Elizabeth. Every noncombatant. Ultimately, they just needed to hold out for a day until Lord Martinez arrived. But that would be impossible if there were many combatants who could cast four-layer spells—or higher.
Suddenly, the massive sphere of ignited rock flew across the sky at high speed, smashing into the barrier with a massive crack. Dust and debris exploded from the area, temporarily revealing the full curvature of the ward’s dome from dirt sticking to it.
“Get the wounded!” Emma screamed in the distance. Then, as if her words were the signal, the haunting whine in Edico’s ears disappeared, and he could hear screaming. Yet the barrier remained. We’re definitely going to need the heroes! he thought.
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Zora presented the ward in a grand motion of her hand. “You see? Even that attack didn’t do shit. You need to assemble the strongest and—“
“You just revealed our strength, you fucking idiot!” General Bellac yelled, clenching his fist. He looked at a few high-ranking soldiers. “Seize her.”
“Woah. Get the fuck off me!” Zora yanked herself free from two men trying to restrain her. “Are you fucking stupid? Are you… gah!” Zora released all her magical pressure, sending the troops and General Bellac to their knees. “Don’t you dare put your hands on me. I’m a mercenary—not your dog. If you don’t want me, I’m sure the other guys will pay. Got it?” She dropped to her haunches in front of General Bellac and repeated, “Got it?”
Suddenly, an even more unbearable power crashed into Zora’s head like a sledgehammer—and she realized something was very wrong.
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                Zora dropped to her knees, gasping for air. She couldn’t remember the last time she had felt such crushing weight. Someone needed to be in the top ten in the ranking to release so much magical pressure.

“No, no. This won’t do.” A man walked up to her.

“Liability,” a woman agreed, both in a thick accent that was missing certain words.

“W-Wait….” Zora wheezed. The next moment, her legs were dangling off the ground as someone choked her. She opened her eyes and saw a man and woman—both with bald heads—staring at her. The man had no shirt, and the woman was only in a bra, showing off dozens of arrays tattooed to their bodies.

“Y-You’re… the Keetas…. What are you….” Eline and Grent Keeta were famous adventurers, 3rd and 4th strongest, respectively, and the strongest non-military mages.

“What do you think we’re doing?” Eline Keeta, the female, asked. “This is war. Everyone protects kings or fights. It is; how does one put it? Mandatory.”

Zora felt icy chills crawl down her back as she struggled for air. She thought she was just hired muscle. Top of the top. Soldier in the crowd for a voluntary operation. After all, three kingdoms were subjugating a minor insurrection. But now, dangling in the air, gasping for breath, she realized that she was wrong: the military may be stupid—but it wasn’t lacking muscle—and she should’ve just listened. But it was too late for that.

Suddenly, there was a loud crack, and Zora found herself looking at Lemora’s wall—which was behind her. Her body stopped responding, and she fell to the ground with a thud before darkness clouded her eyes.
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“Fucking idiot,” Grent said. “We try to play stupid? Someone stupid proves otherwise. What is the word? Paradox? It is paradox.”

“It’s no matter,” Eline said. “The ward? They strengthen. Then crystals run low. We just wait for timing.”

Another woman walked up, this one short—but not petite—with brown hair tied into a bun. Her name was Scala Mon, a swordmaster wearing obsidian armor.

“Are you not hot in that?” Grent asked.

“Why, yes~ I am.” Scala put her hands on her hips. “That’s what happens when you wear black during the summer.”

“Then why do it?” Eline scoffed.

“Be~cause you do~not de-cide what your strong~est enemy’s hide’s gonna look like,” Scala sassed. “If I could, I’d be walking around in yellow scales. But life’s cruel, I’m hot, and I’m running late. So can we hurry this up?”

“Yes, yes,” Grent said. “Who all is here?”

“Just the commanders and some rankers.” Scala looked at Zora’s dead body. “Guess you’ve been acquainted.”

“That meteor?” Eline said. “Her.”

“Pretty good for a kid,” Scala said grimly.

“Pretty idiotic for anyone,” Grent said.

“Fair….” Scala looked between the two of them. “Okay. I’ll relay the message: the commanders will flood the area. Rankers will stress the ward; mages will hold the barrier; and you two….” She shifted her gaze to both of them. “Well, you’re gonna kill all the troops.”

“How?” Grent said.

Scala shrugged and looked between them.

“We have command?” Eline said.

“Sure.” Scala turned and walked away, leaving them with a parting, “Just make it inspired.”

Eline turned to Grent. “What is she busy with?”

“Finding ‘inspiration,’” he said.

Eline snorted, and they shared a disgusted chuckle before she turned to General Bellac and then Zora. “Have soldiers pick ‘er up.” She looked at Zora. “Make example. And for the approval of Emanasa—tell soldiers that you have plan. If they think it’s suicide charge, they’ll treat it like one.”

General Bellac swallowed and nodded. “Right away.”
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Commander Rimn met up with Commander Grekka after finishing his rounds. Rimn rubbed the sweat out of his neck like he was wearing a dog collar, and it was contagious. Grekka and nearby soldiers immediately did the same.

“Commander,” Rimn said.

“Commander,” Grekka said.

“Now that that’s out of the way…. Fuck it’s hot,” Rimn complained. “It’s been two hours, and Delina’s already bored.” It was only 10 a.m., and the war god already put a timer on the battle. If they didn’t finish it soon, they’d die of heat stroke.

Grekka turned to him. “How long’s she gonna be bored?”

Rimn shrugged. “Thirty minutes?”

Grekka blinked a few times and looked away. “What was that?”

“We’re drownin’ ‘em out, Commander.”

“Now?”

“Now.” Rimn looked at him. “We’re flooding that wall network. Then the Keetas are gonna kill ‘em when they wash out.” The Escaran troops were holding up in a maze of walls, but if Quell flooded the area with water, it would break the walls and wash out the soldiers. With a good calamity spell, even in deeper cells with unbroken walls, the area would fill up like a water glass and spill over the top, filling other cells.

“How?” Grekka asked, referring to how the Keetas would kill the soldiers.

“Does it matter? All that matters is that they’re on it.”

“True.”

“But….” Grekka looked at the ground. “We’re downhill.”

“Second ward,” Rimn said. “Far stronger, too. General Molan’s a fuckin’ sadist. Had us sacrifice a few hundred troops to make it seem like our barriers were weak.” In the first fifteen minutes of the battle, Lemora had sent a meteor shower raining down on Quell soldiers, and it shattered the barriers and the soldiers retreated out of range to give the impression that they were weak. But they were hiding their power. Now, if they flooded the area, the water would crash downhill after it caused havoc, but the ward would protect the soldiers and route it elsewhere.

“I see….” Grekka said. “Markon’s forces?”

“Doin’ the same.”

Grekka nodded a few times. “Get it ready. Then let’s cool down.”

Rimn stuck out his lower lip and nodded a few times himself. “Okay. Let’s fucking do it.”
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Edico watched Quell and Markon’s notorious water mages getting ready with a grimace. Suddenly, a woman appeared before him. Her name was Ren, a brunette soldier who looked motherly. “General,” she said nervously, saluting.

“At ease,” Edico said. Then he turned to her. “There’s someone named Lord Richten. Boy. About 20. You know who he is, right?”

Ren nodded. “I’ve heard of him.”

“Good,” Edico said. “Anyway, the guards know where he is. I need you to get him out of his room. He won’t do it, but he needs to.”

“Why him?” Ren said solemnly.

“Because there’s something we’re probably going to need, and only he can do it.” He explained what they needed, and she smiled wryly when she understood the gravity of the task and why he was needed.

“Okay.” Ren swallowed and nodded. “I’ll do my best.”
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Tim was curled into a ball on his bed when he got a knock on his door. He ignored it. Another knock. Ignored it. Third.

“Go away….” he whispered.

“Lord Richten,” Ren said.

“No.”

“Lord Richten.”

“I said no.”

“Just hear me out.”

“I SAID NO!”

“Lord Richten! Are you a child?”

Tim seized up.

“Are. You. A child?” Her voice was stern.

“No…” he groaned.

“Then stop acting like a child.”

“Then what should I act like? A soldier?”

“Someone who wants to live.”

“Look, I didn’t join the military, kay? Keepin’ people alive is your job. I don’t see you askin’ anyone else.”

“That’s because we need your power.”

“I didn’t ask for this power! So. Fuck. Off.”

“Yeah, you didn’t.” Ren’s voice stalled, and she leaned against the door with a thud. “It wasn’t fair, okay? Trust me—there’s millions who would’ve done anything for your power, but it went to a bunch of kids who didn’t care about our problems. The whole thing was backward.”

“Not. My. Problem.”

“No, it is your problem. Just like your power led to this revolution. This war. Your power is your problem, just like it’s our problem. But the truth is, your power, your music, your… everything… don’t matter….” Ren paused while he sobbed and let her body drop to the floor. Then she took a deep breath. “If you’re dead.”

Tim choked on his tears. “I-I can’t.”

“Yes, you can.”

“N-No.” He shook his head. “No. I… I can’t. I can’t even move right. Will had to fly me home. I-I wasn’t supposed to fight, but then we got trapped, and people… people started….” He started hyperventilating.

“Breathe.”

“L-Look. I can’t. I’m afraid.”

“Listen, Lord Richten. We don’t need you to fight. We don’t even need you to look at anyone.”

Tim sobbed.

“We just need you to charge up some crystals—so they don’t break.”

Tim choked on flem and rolled over further until his arm went numb. “I-I can’t even use magic anymore. I-I don’t even think I can play. My fingers… they’re too shakey. Oh God….”
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Rimn and Grekka looked at each other and then at the maze of walls. “Well,” Rimn said. “It ain’t gonna flood itself.”

Grekka chuckled and shook his head toward the ground. Then he eyed the opening in the walls. “What you think’s gonna happen after we do this? We just flood it, and then they start comin’ out like a slide?” He was talking about the twenty thousand Escaran soldiers hidden behind the maze of walls.

“Over the top, through the walls, fuck it. It doesn’t matter.”

“Yeah, good point.”

“Ready?” Rimn placed his hands in the air, and mages surrounded them, chanting barrier spells. Five barriers locked over them, one right after the other, creating a nested doll of protection. Grekka nodded and put his hands up, too. Together, they chanted in unison.

"Sferíki fosforésce, to spíti ton astraí, ilumináva tis enigma pleúres. Dante, péma stin ámichos órasi, éklausen stin êcho tou kósmou. Tóra, antícho tes phýsis amfiétai, kymáton tis thlípseos pou rígnoun katá ton ákra tou chronou.”

As they chanted, galeforce winds cooled the area, and the skies turned gray as clouds funneled in.

“Calamity spell!” soldiers yelled in the distance. “Stop them!”

Meteors snapped together in the sky above them, and Escaran officers told soldiers where they were. Catapults shot rocks over their barrier, slamming into trees with force hard enough to split boulders. But Rimn and Grekka were hardened veterans. They didn’t get distracted; they just kept chanting, and the sky turned ominous as rain started pouring down, lightning struck, and thunder quaked in the distance. Soldiers ran past each other, and meteors struck down on the five barriers above them, shattering two of them, but more mages created three more barriers to replace them. They never stopped chanting. And when soldiers died all around them, screaming from losing limbs—they didn’t stir. Rimn and Grekka just chanted silently as Scala and the Keetas got into position, and the rankers prepared for the barriers.
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Edico’s heart created a warbeat, matching his footsteps as he ran across the embattlements, yelling for the soldiers within the walls to prepare their barriers. “Expect overflow!” he yelled. “Over the top! Over the top!”

The soldiers activated small wards, networks of crystals within their individual cells, and barriers pulled up.

“Let’s go, soldiers!” Edico yelled. “Now or never.”

Meanwhile, a massive sphere of water formed over the battlefield like a meteor. Only it was the size of a hilltop and twice as deadly, sucking all the rain from the sky, leaving the top of the sphere a downpour and the ground bone dry. It was a surreal sight, and it only got worse by the second.

The same was happening on the south side of the wall (albeit far smaller in scope). The difference between the two balls of water proved the vast difference between mages and living legends.

They bought ‘em all, Edico thought about Quell’s rankers—and beyond. Every last one of them.
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Scala was kissing a soldier in her private tent when the attack began. In a fit of frustration, she pushed the man away. “Already?” she mumbled. “It’s been a fucking hour!”

“What’s going on?” he asked worriedly. “I don’t hear anything.”

Scala stopped and looked at him in contempt. “Well that’s the problem, now ain’t it?” she asked. “There’s a fucking thunderstorm out there, lightnin’ fucking up everything, and that whine of water’s there. So why ain’t it hittin’ the ground?”

“U-Uh….”

“Don’t answer that question,” she said. “I didn’t promote you for your brains. Now help me with these straps.”

“Uh, yes, Commander,” he said. Halfway through, the meteors and catapults struck down in the distance, making the man stumble backward.

“See?” Scala asked. “Now hurry the fuck up!” He did, and then she ran out of the tent. She had barely reached the front lines when the water sphere crashed down on Lemora’s maze of walls like a meteorite, causing a calamitous flood that turned the entire world blue and white for a moment—

—and that’s when the horror began.

The water shattered through the barrier before the wall as if it were made of glass, but once it hit the rock walls—nothing happened. They didn’t crumble like sandcastles or send debris flying everywhere. The water just hit them and then rebounded—and that was just the start of their problems. Upon later reflection, there were two unknown aspects of the maze. The first was that it had a drain in the center but was otherwise closed off in a simple loop. So water that entered it either went down the drain or completed the loop and rebounded back. As a result, water immediately pushed back, killing momentum and sending a raging flood crashing back down on the soldiers. Naturally, Quell’s ward shot up, and the water hit it, routing the water like a massive boulder in a river—but the real problem was that drain. There were tunnels under the ground that led to where the Quell soldiers were standing. And when the calamity spell flooded the drain, the water went into those tunnels and moved downhill until it reached the soldiers. It was extremely fucking visual because the ground started buckling from the extreme pressure, and within a minute, all of the ground became spongy, and the soldiers started to sink. Then the ground broke, and hundreds of soldiers found themselves drowning in thick mud while others ran to avoid their fate. Once the water coming backhill hit these quagmires, it tunneled under Quell’s barriers and sent a thousand soldiers rolling downhill in a flood. It was devastating.

While Scala would normally chastise herself for not realizing that Lemora had probably planned for that attack—she didn’t. There was no way she could’ve known. That’s because people can’t prepare for that type of attack—they can’t. A six-layer calamity spell’s gonna break through everything but a six-layer (or higher) ward. That’s really all there was to it—so why the hell didn’t normal rock walls break? She watched the wards break, but normal stone walls didn’t get touched? Seriously? What the fuck!

Scala had to know what they were up against before they did anything else, so she rushed across the battlefield to the far west (the wall maze extended around the entire perimeter of Lemora’s wall, so most of it was dry and undefended). Mages shot at her as she approached the undefended wall, but it didn’t help. Scala Mon was the fastest in the middle kingdom, weaving through attacks with a mixture of gravity and acceleration magic. As she got close to one of the walls, she unsheathed her sword and wrapped it with a monstrous amount of aura, turning it sharp enough to cut through a mountain of steel and releasing a 10-meter horizontal arc of death. It crashed into the wall, kicking up a dust storm of rock and dust. To any other person, they would’ve thought that it cut through a dozen walls, but Scala’s heart skipped a beat, and she jumped back with acceleration magic to avoid a strike. Then she stared in disbelief as the dust settled—exposing a wall with a shallow ten-meter-long gash in it.

“What the fuck is this?” Scala whispered in shock.

Suddenly, a barrage of spells crashed down upon her.

9

Eline and Grent Keeta looked at each other and then back at the carnage playing out. Massive torrents of water went downhill, crashing into the ward. The ward held, simply pushing the water around the area, leading to a wall of water around them. Once the water became stable, Grent looked at the rock walls, which were still standing somehow.

“We’re not breaking that,” Grent said.

“No,” Eline said.

“You think they’re in there?” He wondered if the summonees were within Lemora’s walls.

“Not the fighters. Too flashy.”

“True.”

The summonees had rushed into Quell, throwing around massive spells trying to scare them, and another set did the same but actually captured and killed troops. If there were any summonees there, they would’ve attacked right after the flood to destroy the ward. If they did, it would’ve wiped out a thousand or more.

“But they’re on the way,” Eline said.

“Yeah. Razing is the only option.”

“Yeah.”

“Let’s do it.”

“Okay.” Eline activated an amplification circle tattooed on her forearm. “Stress it,” she ordered the rankers within listening distance.

The Keetas cut the amplification circle, lifted their hands, and started chanting. Then, all the water flooding the area rose from the ground again, turning into hundreds of thousands of ice spears as the soldiers cheered on.

10

Edico watched the ice spears form while meteors and fireballs developed in the sky. Within two minutes, the sky was blotted out by a wall of impending flying attacks. “Charge the ward!” he ordered over an amplification circle. “Push as far as it can get!”

Mages managing a wall of mana crystals powering the war flooded the crystals with mana, making them shine brightly, even from a distance in the summer sun.

Then, Quell’s attacks shot toward Edico in an apocalyptic flurry.

            

    
        B2 - Chapter 33: Timothy Richten

    
    
    
    
                Raul surveyed the other heroes. Their faces were worn, with thick lines creasing their skin and bags under their eyes. They had been flying for eight hours straight (very dangerous when someone was hundreds of feet in the air without anything belting them in place). “Let’s set up camp,” he said.

“We can’t,” Tara said. “Their army’s already there.”

“And we won’t ever get there if we don’t rest,” he said. “We’ll land, eat, get a few hours of sleep; then, we can ride through the night. Agreed?”

They all nodded. Yeah, that sounds fine, they said in their own ways, and then they flew down into the forest below.

2

Sara closed her eyes as she flew over Escaran territory. If I lose you again…. Edico’s face flashed into her mind. She swallowed. I don’t know. Emma. Edico. Elizabeth. Emily. Everyone with an E in their name died in her last life, and all but one was in Lemora without Raul and the mage corps there. Still—

You can’t coddle them, Sara reminded herself. You can only improve their situation…. Emma could handle herself, Elizabeth could escape, and if anyone could hold off fifty thousand troops with twenty, it was Edico. Still… fuck!

“You good?” Andy asked.

Sara turned to him and then down at her hands. She forced herself to calm down, stilling her shaking hands until they could perform surgery. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

Darius turned to her. “When we get there, can we fuck ‘em up?”

“That anger won’t lead anywhere good,” Sara warned. But then she sucked her teeth and exhaled slowly. “But yeah. Raul’s green. The mages—green. It might come down to us. So if there was any time you had to drop your humanity—it’ll be now.”

“Say no more,” Darius said.

Helen looked down and nodded solemnly. Andy looked at his partner, then at the clouds, and finally back to Sara. “It’s not humans after this, right?” he asked.

Sara shook her head. “Not if we do it right.” The meaning of 'right' was implicit.

Andy nodded, and Darius joined in. Helen looked at them and nodded, too. It was a solid pact.

3

“Press it!” Edico yelled as massive spells caused large cracks in the barrier. The ward repaired itself as soon as there was a respite—but Quell and Markon’s forces weren’t letting up. Their attacks weren’t as large as the heroes, but a dozen were releasing four-layer spells that were damn close. If Lady Reece hadn’t taught advanced spells to the heroes, they’d be equal in terms of raw power. Each one cracked like thunder except for the blizzard of ice spears that crashed like lethal rain, slamming in a heavy war rhythm. Just watching it behind his personal barrier gave Edico anxiety.

“They’re draining too fast!” a mage working on the ward’s crystal piles. “If we press ‘em, they’ll shatter!”

“Then let ‘em shatter!” Edico yelled. “We’ll deal with that once we survive!” If the ward broke, then they would counter when all the rankers were out of mana—but that didn’t matter if the ward broke and the city burst into flames. “Go!”

4

Tim rolled over, rubbing his eyes. “Just… leave. Please. I can’t….”

“Lord Richten,” Ren said. “We just need you to charge some crystals.”

“Then have someone else do it.”

“Marie and Jacob… can’t.”

“So you gave up on them, but you won’t leave me alone?” he yelled, sitting up in a fury and then losing energy and crashing back down on his bed.

“No. I mean that only you can do it.”

Tim laughed. “I can do it? Are you out of your goddamn mind? I play a fucking jenta. I-I get sick at the sight of blood.”

The room fell silent for another minute before Ren made a confession. “I have a kid. She’s about your age…. Wants to be a musician.” She chuckled bitterly. “I can’t even afford a jenta, let alone have the connections to get her an apprenticeship. So that’s not happening. But I’m trying.”

Tim’s eyes trembled. “Apprenticeship?” he whispered. “Is that the only way?” He couldn’t believe his ears. He had been living in the castle the whole time as a noble, so he never thought about other people.

“If you want to make money doing it,” Ren said. “I guess anyone can play, but… that’s not her dream. So… I’m trying to make it happen, you know? But if I succeed… then what? They’d take ‘er away. I wouldn’t see her for… what? Four years? Then she’d come back married, wearing noble clothing, ashamed to introduce me to her husband….” Ren swallowed, audible even from the other side of the door. “Emanasa… why?” She chuckled, but it was strained with pain. “Then you show up. Same age, same dream. But… your family’s gone. Your mom’s never gonna see you again. Your life’s gone.”

Tim burst into fresh tears.

“I hate it,” Ren said. “I hate it so much….”

“Why are you telling me this?” Tim asked, choking.

“To remind you that you’re not alone.”

Tim chuckled, rolling onto his back. “Really convenient timing.”

“Edico sent someone who understands.”

Tim paused for a minute. “What’ll happen if I don’t?”

“They’ll break the ward, and well, meteors will launch over the walls and—“

“I can’t!” Tim yelled impulsively, body shaking as the memory of his silver glider breaking its neck on a barrier flashed across his eyes. That vertigo from plunging to the earth as fire spells shot in the sky toward him. The hell he saw when Helen took matters into her hands with him wrapped around her waist.

Ren groaned on the other side of the door, realizing how badly she fucked up. He knew it, she knew it, and that’s just how it went. “Please…” Ren whispered. “Bess… she’s in the outer area. If the ward breaks….”

Tim felt like there was a golf ball in his throat as he swallowed, feeling pins stabbing into his heart.

5

Edico lit up an amplification circle. “If the ward breaks, we’re charging!” he yelled. Other commanders along the wall repeated his words like an echo, sending his words to the southside wall as well. “If they’re gonna sacrifice their rankers, we’re going to show them ours!” Part of his words were a warning, hoping that Quell and Markon’s forces would stop their assault out of fear of a vicious counter strike. The other half was a serious order. If the ward broke, he was going to release an apocalyptic attack on their forces while they were still dealing with the marshy battlefield and unstable land. Still, that would be a destructive option. The Escaran kingdom didn’t have serious rankers—which was the reason that they summoned the heroes. By contrast, the top twenty rankers were split between the Quell and Lemings kingdoms, and if Lady Reece hadn’t halted a whole army by herself, they would face instant annihilation.

Suddenly, there was a bright light from the center of the city, and the ward lit up with blue light.

“Ten minutes….” Edico whispered. He couldn’t believe that there were only ten minutes before the ward broke. It was supposed to last ten days or longer, even if it was strained. It was unbelievable. Edico imagined that this was how Quell must’ve felt when their calamity spell crashed into Will’s reinforced walls and bounced off.

6

Will rushed over to the mana crystals charging the ward. They looked radioactive, and a lot of them were shattered or dark from being empty. Only half of them were still whole, and most of them were cracked and looked like they could break at any moment. “What do you need?” Will asked a female mage.

“We need you to charge them,” she said. “Just channel mana into them… carefully.”

“That’s it?” Will furrowed his brow. “Then why didn’t you get me earlier?” He was doing weapon maintenance for the sycounts, but compared to charging crystals, that seemed inconsequential.

“We dunno,” she said. “Edico wanted someone named Lord Richten to do it.”

“But he’s not going to do it,” Will said, laughing at the gesture.

The mage shook her head. “I’m not sure why, but the crystals need charged now. Can you do it?”

Will opened up his mouth but closed it, swallowing hard. “How?”

“Just put your hand on it.” The mage put her hand on a purple crystal the size of a fence post and channeled mana into it. It lit up a little bit brighter, and then she pulled her hand away, shaking it.

Will ignored the implicit danger, put his hand on the crystal, and released mana. In an instant, the crystal turned neon, getting brighter and brighter and brighter. It heated up, and the mana felt chaotic, like a can in a campfire, bloating and straining. Will’s primal instincts warned him of danger, and he yanked his hand back—

—but it was too late. The crystal lit up with blinding light and exploded, sending Will and the mages flying.

7

Tim sobbed on his bed, trying to ignore Ren weeping on the other side of the door. He determined that he wasn’t going. Yeah, he was a suicidal coward—but the simple fact was that most people he was friends with would’ve died if they had to ask out a girl in high school, and that was normal. It was the same thing. There was a massive blockage in his mind that didn’t allow it. That’s just how it was, but life had a way of presenting life-changing moments.

“Who are you?” Ren suddenly said to someone in the hallway, capturing his attention. He listened and heard someone crying.

“M-M-My name’s L-Liz. I-I… is Tim here?”

Ren took a sharp breath. “Uh… yeah. He’s not talking to anyone though….”

“I see….”

“What are you doing here?”

“I… I’m scared. And I… I was hoping that Tim would play me a song. It-It’s the o-only thing that helps most days.”

Tim felt like a serial killer plunged a hunting knife into his breast and then twisted.

“I-I’m so scared,” Elizabeth said. “I-I j-just need his help.”

“I… don’t….” Ren said hesitantly. “You can try. He’s not answering.”

Tim shut his eyes tight, and then, perhaps only because he was a complete pushover for women his age, he stood and walked to the door. He unlocked it and pulled it open, revealing a brunette woman in her forties and a cute blonde, both staring at him with puffy, bloodshot eyes. “Come on,” he said.

They walked in as Tim sat on a chair and pulled out his Jenta, tuning the four strings. “I can do this much….” he said. “After this… just ask me then.”

He picked up the comb and looked at Elizabeth, who was hugging her knees, tears spilling down her cheeks. Then he delicately channeled mana into his fingertips and used her deep sorrow as inspiration as he rolled the comb down three strings, moving his fingers up the neck, playing multiple notes per second, starting a melancholy song. Through it all, Tim used mana techniques to control the strings for different effects—a remarkable addition to music that musicians on Earth would envy.

8

Scala limped back to camp, aggressively perplexed that she froze up on the battlefield. She was just too shocked. Her sword had never failed to cut through anything—let alone being unable to create more than a shallow gash. She wasn’t even certain that she could cut through the wall if she used her full power, and she was certain that if she succeeded—she wouldn’t be able to break through the next one. It was perplexing.

“Are you insane, woman?” Grent asked.

“Don’t you dare call me woman,” Scala said.

“I will call you what you hate.”

“Idiot,” Eline added.

Scala scoffed, looked at her burnt leg, and then at the siblings. “Do you want a piercer or not?”

“We don’t need you,” Grent said. “It’s cracking.”

“Then give me a target,” Scala said.

Grent looked at Eline and nodded.

“Make it count, ‘wo~man,’” Eline said, lipping the word.

“Fine,” Scala sneered.

Eline put her hands over the wound and used healing magic, making Scala moan as she let herself drop to the ground. It disgusted Eline and Grent, but they endured. When it was over, Eline stood up. “Now prepare a pincer,” Eline said. “The barrier’s almost broken. Attack before it breaks.” If the ward were up before the arrow pierced the ward, the target wouldn’t prepare.

Scala nodded with sharp eyes. “Who do you want?”

“Who do you think?” Grent asked, looking at the wall.

When Scala followed his eyes, she laughed once. “Fine.”

9

Tim finished combing the final notes of the song. It was a short song, but it put him into a trance and reminded him that his body still worked. “You… whatever your name is,” he said to Ren. “Tell me what to do.”

10

Edico rushed across the embattlements, looking into the wall maze, where twenty thousand soldiers awaited. “Three minutes! Pray to Emanasa; give tribute to Delina. Today, we die with pride!”

Mages put their hands on arrays on the inside of the rock walls that—when activated—would crumble the unbreakable structures, releasing the soldiers for battle. The soldiers inside lifted their swords, closing their eyes, making peace with their gods.
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Tim and Elizabeth ran through the city at high speed, moving to the center where the mana crystals were. When they got there, Will was pacing around, arguing with the others. “What the fuck happened?” he yelled. “Are you trying to kill me?”

“You just…” a mage said. “Have too much mana. You have to control it better.”

“Oh, right! You give the job to a newbie and expect an expert. Great! Just fucking great! When everyone dies, this is on me.” Will laughed and turned in circles. “Fuck!”

Tim had never seen Will so angry or nervous. Then again, he understood. Like Tim, they had tasked Will with everyone’s lives, and while Tim had rejected it, Will had shown up, only to find he wasn’t suitable for the job. That was far worse.

“What needs done?” Elizabeth asked.

“We just need someone that can channel mana into these crystals.” One of the mages put their hand on a crystal and slowly channeled mana into it, making it grow slightly brighter.

“So what’s the problem?” Tim asked.

“Too much mana….” Will pulled his hands together and then released them, moving them outward. “Boom.”

Tim swallowed. “So can we do it?”

“You can,” Will said. “Probably. You gotta use mana on those fingers, right?”

Tim swallowed hard. “Will it explode if I fail?”

Will looked at him with bloodshot eyes and presented his palms before shaking his head.

Tim nodded and took a deep breath.
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Scala pulled a stringless bow out of her spatial ring. It was black with white arrays tattooed on it. She pointed it to the top of the embattlements. “Where is he?” she asked.

Grent closed his eyes and released a massive divination pulse that spread for half a mile. Then he took deep breaths as he searched with his eyes closed. When he opened his eyes, he pointed toward the eastern section of the wall. “Sullsburg’s over there. Embattlement ten. Obtain visual. There’s only one chance.”

Eline established a massive golden barrier around them.

“Don’t insult me,” Scala said. She closed her eyes, and a purple line of mana connected the top and bottom of the bow, and a massive, eight-foot bolt of golden aura developed on the string. It blended with the conspicuous, golden barrier.

Scala closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Then she opened her eyes and waited, burning mana as she patiently watched like a hunter, waiting. Then he came into view. She took a deep breath.
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Tim put his hand onto one of the waist-high crystals and felt the mana cycling within it. It was erratic like it was boiling water, out of control. “Jesus.”

“Is it all cool?” Will asked.

“Would I say ‘Jesus’ if it was going to be easy?” Tim snapped.

Elizabeth folded her arms nervously and gripped herself, looking down. “Oh…” she whispered.

Tim panicked. “I-It’ll be fine.” He bit his lip, looked at the crystal, and felt the power within it. Then he used mana to stabilize the mana and slowly injected some into it, gently at first, and then started pouring it in.

“Wow….” Elizabeth muttered. Tim didn’t know what she was looking at, but she wasn’t looking at the crystal. He opened his eyes and saw the ward above them tinting blue in the places it was cracked. It was like putting dye on a window and the breaks becoming darker as the dye filled them. But then the cracks slowly healed and disappeared. “You’re doing it, Tim!” she said ecstatically.

Tim blushed. “I-I’m not done.” He swallowed and smiled a little.
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Edico took a deep breath when he saw the ward stabilizing. It was just in time, too. Quell and Markon were about to release one final attack, and everyone would start charging. This would give them another day as the rankers recovered from mana deprivation. It wasn’t much, and reinforcements would join Quell. But their reinforcements would be there, too.

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Suddenly, he felt a monstrous pressure coming from across the battlefield. He turned in time to see a golden explosion of light to his right.

15

“Lady Cole!”

Emma had her hands full, healing a dozen people who needed magical surgery, when a group of sycounts crashed into her tent, bringing in a body. “Can it wai….” Her jaw fell open when she saw who was in their arms. “Edico!” She rushed up and saw that he was hemorrhaging blood in his left arm, which had suffered an amputation up to the shoulder. There was a disruption of the brachial artery and nerve damage. It was bad. If she didn’t act, he was at risk of compartment syndrome from pressure in his muscles, assuming he didn’t die of blood loss or shock. Fuck! fuck-fuck-fuck-Fuck-FUCK!

“Calm down,” a sycount touched her arm. “He’s… just another patient. Don’t lose your shit.… Please don’t lose your shit.”

Emma nodded. “Put him on the table. We’ll start by stopping the bleeding. Everyone else, go find his arm. Any of it. I doubt you’ll find it, but… fuck. Just go do it!”

“Yes, ma’am!”

Emma bit her lip and looked at Edico, tears pouring from her eyes. “Hold in there,” she whispered. “Please.”

            

    
        B2 - Chapter 34: Emma's Wrath

    
    
    
    
                Emma left the medical tent in a dream-like state. She could hazily hear statements like, [Lady Cole] and [Where are you going?] but she couldn’t process them. It was like life itself had reached a queue, and nothing could get in. All she could think about was how real life had gotten. It was okay before because it [wasn’t her]. Everyone had fought, and she had healed countless more—but it wasn’t her. It didn’t affect [her life]. Mary was the closest to having death touch her life, and that… was different. Yet in the last week, Wiles had died, Jessica had died, and her life was collapsing. Now, her people were getting hurt in front of her, and her brain couldn’t handle it. There was just… this emotion that was locked away that she had never understood. It was… anger. She had felt it briefly with Jason, but this was different. It was chronic—built up. Anger. Long-term frustration turned red hot. That’s what it was. Emma had never felt it—her family had treated it like a phobia. [If you experience it—run. Run as fast as you can. Shut down. Sacrifice anything to keep it buried inside.] But right now… she understood Sara. There was nothing that could fill that fury.

“Emma!”

Someone yelled at her, but she didn’t listen.

“Emma!” the person repeated and then grabbed her shoulder, but Emma simply grabbed their hand and peeled it off like it was a banana stuck to her shoe, and then she continued walking to the embattlements. “Emma!” the person called again. “Don’t put yourself out there! People need you!”

Emma released a massive barrier that pushed everyone near her back. It would’ve stopped a tank. Then she contracted it until it was just around her—like a full body umbrella—so that she could walk up the stairs. That demonstration alone proved the profound level of magic control she had. That was a gift that she was aware of—and it came down to somewhere between perfect pitch hearing for musicians and synesthesia, allowing her to physically feel mana and feel correct alignments in it. That power put her up with Sara in magical potential, even though Sara’s core was incomparable to her own. Yeah, she had immense magical skill—yet she hadn’t used it for anything other than basic healing, letting everyone else dirty their hands. And while she would never be a soldier… she was going to ensure that whoever shot Edico would pay.

Once she got onto the embattlements, the rankers put down their last flurry of spells, falling silent. Then the ground soldiers did, too, as they looked at her. Emma swept her gaze over all of them before striding past soldiers to an amplification circle, which she activated with prejudice.

“Soldiers of the Quell and Markon Kingdoms. Fifteen minutes ago, someone shot General Edico Sullsburg. You’re going to release the person who did it to me—or you will face my wrath.”

2

Scala listened to the mystery voice with an icy shiver crawling down her spine. She turned and found someone surrounded by a barrier who looked like a torch flame under her divination spell. Scala turned to the Keetas, and both of them looked toward the speaker with apprehension. Then they turned to Scala.

“Look at me like that again, and I’ll kill ya both,” Scala warned. “I’m still running hot—and you ain’t.” [Running hot] was slang for [still having mana]. She had only used up a third for that shot—by contrast, they had released a flurry of high-level spells.

“Act tough—die,” Eline scoffed. “Now stop. We watch her.”

Scala backed away, taking her place at the side of the Keetas on the far end to ensure they couldn’t attack her from the back.

“No one?” the woman said over the amplification circle. “I suppose I should demonstrate consequences.”

Suddenly, the air warped, and all the shattered ice from the Keetas’ attack melted into a sphere. Powerful gusts of wind ripped grain stalks in the fields, sending them whipping around in a furry. Montas screeched and bucked, wagons topped over, and soldiers in armor got flung forward by the galeforce. Scala covered her eyes, getting pushed back before Grent grabbed her arm and covered them in a barrier, stabilizing the wind. But that respite only showed Scala the scale of her terror. The farmland was getting ripped into a tornado, and the clouds themselves started getting sucked into a water sphere twice the size of the one that the Keetas created.

“Allow me to introduce myself! My name is Lady Emma Cole, [one] of the eighteen heroes summoned to defeat Agronus!” The water sphere continued to grow, and the soldiers yelled, [Spread out!] as everyone fanned out as fast as their feet could take them, trying to escape the blast area—which seemed impossible to do.

“I suggest you shoot,” Grent said, walking away.

“What?” Scala asked, seeing his barrier disappear. “Wait!”

“I’m not a violent person,” Emma boomed in the distance. “I heal people—I don’t kill them. But that’s about to change if you don’t release the person who did this in the next thirty seconds.”

Scala lifted her bow and charged up a bolt of aura without holding back. If Lady Cole had the power to create a water sphere greater than the Keetas, she had the power to hurdle it at Scala. And with an attack of that size, there was no dodging if it was shot at one person. So Scala threw together one attack with all of her might, leaving only enough for gravity and acceleration magic, and aimed at Lady Cole, who shone like a beacon with that barrier over her. That bolt would puncture the six-layer ward—as weak as it was—and it could destroy any normal barrier. The attack could hit—it was just a matter of making sure it landed.

3

Emma turned to the woman aiming raw mana at her in the distance. She could feel the pressure from half a mile away. “So it’s you,” she said.

Suddenly, a massive bolt of aura shot at her, missing her by twenty feet or more. The arrow slammed into the ward with a sickening crack, puncturing it. Yet, instead of continuing on its trajectory (which was 20 feet off), it sharply [curved] and b-lined for Emma. Emma didn’t even look at the arrow. It slammed into her barrier—and rebounded. Her ring didn’t even activate. Maybe if Emma had taken the blast head-on, it might’ve taken both barriers to stop the bolt. Yet it had already hit the ward—killing its momentum. It was harmless.

“Okay, you two,” Emma said, pointing at who she’d later come to know as Eline and Grent Keeta. Compared to everyone else, they popped under her divination spells like jack-o’-lanterns. “You have five minutes to kill that woman. Do it, and I won’t kill your people. Deny me, and I’ll kill you both—then go after her.”

Emma’s heart was pounding in her chest. In truth, she hadn’t killed anyone beyond self-defense. And she knew if she threw that massive water sphere at the Keetas, dozens of people were going to die. But still… Edico…. Her heart wrenched, and her anger returned, making her nod her head in self-encouragement. That woman was dying for attacking Edico and then trying to kill her.

That’s all there was to it.

4

Scala turned to Grent and Eline. “You’re not thinking of it, are you?”

Grent ignored her and spoke to his sister. “She’s soft.” Eline nodded, communicating with her eyes.

“I’m [not] soft,” Scala hissed.

“Not you.” Grent looked at Lady Cole. “Her.”

“Then how are we going to do this?” Scala asked.

“You misunderstand,” Grent said. “What my sister expresses is that if we kill you, that woman will keep her word. She’s soft. She won’t kill.”

Scala’s body buzzed as if bugs were crawling up her arms. “Wait… Hold up….” Scala backed away slowly, feeling knots tying in her chest. She used up too much power. Not enough to deprive her of her speed magic—but too much to escape the Keetas. “You can’t be serious.”

“Look objectively,” Grent said. “It’s either you or… dozens? … hundreds?”

“Unbelievable,” Scala said, sneaking a glance toward the far west. “You asked me to shoot. Now you’re betraying me?”

“My sister? She heals wounds.” He shrugged. “You? You do your job. People die doing this job.”

“You motherfucker!” Scala yelled, throwing a dagger at him while running away. She sprinted away at high speed, but the ground underneath her abruptly cracked, making her fall. Then a barrier shot around her, and the area inside the dome started getting cold—and heavy. Unnaturally cold—far below ice. With ice magic, getting too cold made the ice brittle. But this? This was just [lethal] cold. It made her bones ache and made thick plumes of steam bellow from her mouth.

“Oxygen,” Eline said. “It gets very cold.”

“Like you?” Scala scoffed but the anger faded when she realized something peculiar. One of the siblings was very talkative, and the other was very silent. She had never seen them argue about anything, and they took turns talking, almost like clockwork. They were probably fucking each other, too. Fuck! She didn’t see it. Now, she was going to die? It was absurd. Suddenly, she thought back to the tent and wished that she could’ve gotten laid one last time.

“Yes,” Eline said. “Like me.”

“But don’t worry,” Grent said. “It also gets very hot.”

The siblings walked away, leaving Scala shivering, wondering what they meant by that.

A moment later, she saw a bright orange light—and then the area around her exploded.
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Emma clenched her hands when the Keetas wrapped Edico’s assailant in a barrier, filled it with compressed oxygen, and released fireballs, causing it to explode like a bomb. Fire shot out of it, spreading fast as water from crashing waves, ensuring that there was no way the woman would survive. A year ago, the sight would make Emma tremble, but now, she was glad that she didn’t have to kill more people.

“It is done,” Eline said from a distance.

Emma nodded and then turned to the east. “You have three minutes to evacuate your camps!” she said, increasing the amplification. To the east, there were wagons with thousands of pounds of food, wine, and equipment for prolonged stay—she was going to destroy it. If Quell and Markon insisted on continuing their siege, they would starve.

6

Emma sighed a breath of relief when she found Edico breathing in the medical tent. Healing magic mended—it didn’t replace or change. No matter how much she healed him, she couldn’t save him from hypovolemic shock (a lethal ailment caused by a significant decrease in blood volume from hemorrhaging, which caused him to lose consciousness—something she didn’t control.) Treating hypovolemic shock on Earth requires intravenous restoration of blood via transfusions, and while her power could increase water volume and accelerate blood cell creation, it wasn’t instantaneous, and trying to do too much could increase his blood pressure and kill him (amongst many complications). Blood was the number one killer in a world of healing magic—and she couldn’t do more to help him.

Yet he was alive, and that made her feel much better.

“We’ve found… some.” Emma turned and found a soldier holding a bundle.

“A hand?” Emma asked.

“Yeah. Hand, wrist.”

Emma nodded, closed her eyes, and then opened them, glancing at the corpses on the funeral pyre. Then she turned away. “Just leave it.”

The soldier nodded, put the bundle on the medical table, and thanked the other healing mages before leaving.

Then, Emma sat there, listening to the sound of screaming soldiers and the bustle of her team healing people, and she thought of the importance of an arm—and then cried.
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Will sat down with a plate of food and a bottle of wine. They were sitting around a small funeral pyre, with soldiers holding a roaring celebration—and he was included in that. Will turned to Elizabeth and Tim, shaking the bottle. “You want?” he grinned.

“How are you smiling?” Tim asked.

“Because I didn’t have to save this place.” Will put the corkscrew into the cork and began twisting. Then, hooking the stopper to the lip, he pulled it open with a pop.

Tim chuckled. “You’d pass off your marriage ceremony, Will.”

“Don’t give me the option,” he shrugged, “not a problem.”

Elizabeth giggled. “How romantic.”

Suddenly, Ren, the woman who brought Tim’s moping ass to the [ward heart], walked up with a young woman who was just slightly younger than them—probably around eighteen. She was wearing a really nice dress, but it wasn’t a noble dress. It was more like… she was a middle-class commoner dressing up for a wedding—not a war celebration. Will’s eyes widened when he saw her blushing and looking away in absolute embarrassment.

“Hello, Lord Richten,” Ren said. “We wanted to thank you for saving us….”

Tim swallowed and looked at the dolled-up young woman. “Who… is we?”

“This is Bessna,” Ren said, “my daughter. The musician.”

“Mom…." Bessna blushed and turned away.

Tim’s face was priceless. “Wait… you were serious?”

Ren blinked a few times. “What… do you mean?”

“I-I thought… you know.” Tim looked at Elizabeth, who stonewalled him. “That you… you know.”

Ren waited patiently, shifting her body. “What?”

“Just… made it up,” Tim whispered. “You know, for motivation… or something.”

Bessna’s entire body slouched in absolute rejection, and Tim’s eyes widened. “W-Wait,” he said. “I… I’m happy.”

“Can we leave?” Bessna whispered.

“Honey, don’t be rude,” Ren whispered back.

Tim panicked and looked between them. “Um… uh. Ah. Um…. Music?”

Bessna froze and slowly turned back, avoiding his gaze. She was hesitant—but she was listening.

“Do you want to play… my jenta?” Tim pulled his jenta from its case.

“Did he just offer someone to play his jenta?” Will chuckled, grinning wide and looking at Elizabeth who had a wide smile.

“I-I’m just offering,” Tim said. “So… do you?”

Bessna blushed. “I…. You first.”

Tim nodded and looked to everyone else for help, but he got none. “Okay….” He lifted his jenta and raised the comb.

“Show us how you saved the day,” Will said, taking a large swallow of wine.

“Give me that.” Elizabeth snatched the bottle out of his hand.

Tim chuckled and looked at his jenta’s strings, dancing read under the light of the pyre. He lifted his comb and looked at the brunette staring at him like a lovesick puppy. After soaking it in, his fingers lit up with a golden hue as he began his song.

Will listened and watched with a satisfied glint in his eyes. [You deserve it,] he thought. [Better man than me….] Will wasn’t joking. He was glad that Tim showed up. If it had been up to him—Lemora would’ve burned. But hey, he was just satisfied to be alive.

8

Edico woke to the sound of boisterous celebration. He tried to sit up but found himself clamped down by Emma’s hand. “What….” Suddenly, a flurry of memories flooded his mind, and he reflexively looked at his left arm—only to find it perfectly restored.

Lady Cole moaned in her sleep, rolling onto her side. When he saw her face, his heart ached. She looked like she had aged a decade, and that bright youthfulness that she was famous for was an image of the past. Yet…. Lady Cole was still there. He couldn’t be more proud of her. “You did good,” Edico said, brushing red hair from cheeks with a fatherly touch. Then, he peeled off her hand, circled the area, and picked her up in a princess carry.

“What…?” Lady Cole groaned.

“Shhhh,” he shushed. “I’m just getting you to bed.”

“Oh….”

As he walked, he passed by Lord Richten playing a beautiful melody on a jenta, and he had a profound desire to listen to it. Yet he looked at the redhead in his arms and ended up continuing on, bringing Lady Cole back to her chambers. Once she got to the door, her female guards saluted him. They got her maid and opened the door, but before they left, Emma grabbed Edico’s sleeve.

“E-Edico…” she said guiltily.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Your arm….”

Edico chuckled and looked at it. “I know.”

Emma looked away. “That doesn’t bother you?”

Edico smiled gently. “If you question blessings, you’ll never be happy,” he said.

Emma smiled and nodded. “I’m so glad.”

Edico patted her head uncharacteristically. “Get some sleep.” She smiled, and he left.
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Seven thousand soldiers—including Treta Res, the 2nd strongest in the central continent under General Tronan—moved through the night, entering Lemora’s greater territory. There was only an afternoon before the notorious summonees caught up to her, and she was making remarkable amounts of money just for breaking the ward. It was going to be in and out—and brutal.

            

    
        B2 - Chapter 35 - Countdown

    
    
    
    
                Treta Res reached Lemora by sunrise. For the last six hours, he had flown over dozens of brigades of soldiers and swaths of burnt land with meteor-made craters, so he was aware of the strength of the summonees. That said, he wasn’t at a complete loss. King Quell had paid him ten thousand gold just to break the ward over Lemora and create an opening within the wall. That was it. Once he had that, he could leave the middle continent, travel to Tresno, and take a ship to Emanac over the Aliana Sea. In and out operation—he just had to finish by the time the summonees returned to the kingdom. As for Quell, seven thousand reached Lemora that morning, another five would be there by nightfall, and a good amount was spread out in the Escaran territory. There was considerable leeway—

—that’s what he thought before he reached Lemora by silver glider and found a shallow canyon cut into the ground. That was the only way to explain it. It was clearly from a flood spell, but it extended eighty yards wide and cut a massive path for half a mile, creating ten-foot walls of dirt and clay at the point the spell touched down and three feet near the end. It was an appalling scene.

[What the fuck happened…?] Treta already knew the answer, but he lowered his silver glider, unmounted, and asked the first soldier he saw. From what he learned, one of the notorious summonees was in Lemora, and she destroyed their supplies but didn’t kill anyone. That was an appalling fact that drove him crazy. If the team that went to Lemings didn’t kill or capture anyone, he’d think they were simply soft. But they proved they could—they just didn’t want to. And from what he gathered, the one in Lemora was a healer and just sat around idly with the power to wipe out Quell’s forces, allowing her people to get injured and then healing them instead of fighting.

Treta checked his pocket watch and looked to the west. [Six hours….] There were six hours until the summonees who moved toward Quell reached Lemora. [It’s doable,] he thought. All he had to do was break the barrier and the wall—

—then, he’d leave via a shipping boat to another continent with ten thousand gold. Naturally, he couldn’t collect from a dead king, so he got five thousand up front, and he was simply keeping his word.

Treta walked up to Remn and Grekka, the two water mages that created the flood against Lemora. They were sitting around a fire with the rest of the soldiers who were eating rations from their emergency supply network. Treta made eye contact and then looked toward the dry, colossal riverbed in the distance and then at the one leading up to Lemora’s walls. If there were trees on the west side of Lemora, it would’ve torn them out for a few hundred yards—but it didn’t hold a candle to the summonee’s counterpart. Rimn and Gekka turned away in annoyance. There was no other conversation necessary.

Treta looked at the maze of stone walls below Lemora. “When’d they put those back up?” he asked.

Gekka picked up a stick and threw it into the fire. “They didn’t.”

“What do you mean, ‘They didn’t.’”

“Our spell didn’t break ‘em,” Rimn said.

Treta felt ice water pour down his back. “What?”

“Not just us,” Gekka said. “Scala couldn’t cut ‘em.”

Treta gulped. “Where is she?”

“Dead,” Rimn said. Then he recounted the tale, ending with a twist, “Sullsburg’s already on the wall. Like a fuckin’ ghost. Arm and everything.”

“Arm?” Treta said. “You mean that she couldn’t even—“

“Oh no,” Gekka said. “She blasted that fucker right off his body. That shoulda killed him. But Lady Flood must’ve brought ‘em back. As for his arm….” He shrugged. “I can’t even tell the difference.”

Treta didn’t need an explanation because he understood how healing magic worked: it mended and balanced—it didn’t replace. That said, if someone understood the complexities of the human body, surgeons could transplant missing parts—within reason. Then, the record—the mana blueprint that keeps a log of the body’s size and shape and muscle could mend [itself] and recreate the blueprint. That said, the rejection rate was remarkably high, so most found the body part unusable, and many died of infection. Yet this summonee that had only been here a couple of years had transplanted an entire arm and rebuilt it. That, more than the flood, was horrifying.

“Where are the Keetas?”

The commanders pointed.

Two minutes later, Treta walked up to the Keetas, who were sitting with their backs on a boulder that had been dug up from the flood. Their shoulders were touching. “I keep expecting to walk up and find you feeding one another,” Treta said.

Grent didn’t bite. “My sister and I are blood.”

“Is it common in your land to fuck sisters?” Eline asked.

“What?” Treta asked. “No.”

“Then what is this… fetish you people seem to have with incest?” Grent asked.

Treta coughed and looked at the canyon carved into the far land beyond them and then at the walls. “Can we do this?” he asked.

Eline shrugged. “Yes.”

“Yes?” Treta asked.

“Yes,” Grent said.

“That’s it?” Treta scoffed.

“If you’re willing to risk death—yes,” Eline clarified. “The ward’s weak—the woman’s weak. We’re not breaking those… walls. But we can create distraction. Ranks jump over. Steal King.”

“I’m not gonna be part of that,” Treta said. “My job’s to break the ward and walls—that’s it.”

“And so you’ll fail.” Grent pointed at the maze of walls. “You will not break.”

Treta scoffed. “You doubt me so much?” He was the second strongest in the middle continent. Scala was strong—but she was tenth. The commanders barely made the top twenty.

“You break a few,” Eline said. “Then what? A calamity flood couldn’t handle the stone walls.” He pointed at the main wall. “Do you think they didn’t reinforce?”

Treta wiped his face. “So? You up for it?”

“We do not wish for death,” Grent said.

“But we look forward to battling these… summons,” Eline said.

Treta’s eyebrow twitched. He hated that these siblings talked together like they shared a single consciousness, yet couldn’t understand why people thought they’d give their chastity (probably) to each other any moment.

“So what will it be, Lord Res?” Grent asked. “Risk it all for glory, or run?”

“It’s not… [running],” he said. “It’s called intelligence. Do you think you have a chance at fighting… that?” He pointed at the riverbed carved into the land. Then he pointed at the maze of walls. “I’ve seen craters the size of large ponds around scorched forest. I’ve seen boulders the size of monoliths at the other end of a dozen shredded trees. They’re [all] this strong and theres… Lady Reece and a dozen others. Maybe more.”

“No, we do not think,” Eline said.

“That’s why we aim to capture king,” Grent said.

“These people don’t care about kings!” Treta said.

“These [people] don’t kill,” Eline said. “You think they don’t care about their own?”

“Fucking insane,” Treta said. “You two are fucking insane.”

“No,” Grent said, “we’re doing our duty. What are you doing? Running?”

“It’s not running!”

“It’s running,” Eline said.

“Running,” Grent said.

“Look. I don’t mind dying.” Treta leaned in. “Especially if it’s for a cause. But this?” He looked at Lemora. “This ain’t a [cause]. This is…. Kings facing consequences. Sure. There was no way to know. This….” He pointed at the river bed. “This shouldn’t exist. This is Telia Sayon’s ghost condemning us while her master… successor. Whoever the fuck’s stronger than Sayon—wields Kemot’s sword on the horizon.”

“Then break ward and run,” Eline snorted.

“But remember, you only did half job,” Grent mocked.

“Fuck you freaks,” Treta said. “Call the rankers and encircle Lemora. Fan soldiers in the distance in case the healer goes psycho. I’ll meet up with Markon to send the word.”

“Done.”

Treta relayed orders to the seven thousand fresh Quell soldiers (who weren’t traumatized by what happened the night before) and gave a speech. Then he went to Markon’s camp, which was less shaken because they hadn’t been attacked by the flood but still terrified and relayed the order. They would siege in thirty.
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Edico watched the soldiers speckle the landscape—fanned out to ensure that a flood wouldn’t wipe out large numbers—with a sigh. [Why’d he have to show up?] Edico thought, looking at Treta. His thoughts stilled for a while until he saw their encirclement set up. [They’re just gonna burn it.] Treta would break the ward, and then the rankers would launch fire attacks into the city. Then Emma would be out of the game because she’d be flooded with patients—not that she could help much unless she wanted to throw around fire spells, which… she wouldn’t do. It was lucky that he had any of the heroes in there, but they were all useless on the fighting front. Except maybe Lady Sweeny—who everyone just called Liz. Sara was right about her. The blonde was like a ghost. He knew she showed up but forgot until she saved Lemora’s ass by getting Tim on board—on her own accord. Or perhaps it was Sara’s shadow orders—he wasn’t sure. Either way, he felt that Lady Sweeny wouldn’t fight willingly, but if she was forced….

Edico felt awful just for considering it, but he still called a major over. “Send Lord Thomas to fortify the audience chamber. Bring the other heroes with him—except Lord Richten and Lady Sweeny. Richten needs to handle the ward. As for Lady Sweeny, I need her somewhere else. Give her the option, though.” He relayed the order to the major, and the man nodded, rushing back into the city. Once he left, Edico felt terrible. [Forgive me,] he thought. It was unfair that Tim, the person who wanted to stay in his room, would be in the hot zone to deal with ward crystals (as he was the only chance they had to ward them off for the six hours until Lord Martinez arrived). As for Lady Sweeny, he didn’t even know how strong she had become under Lady Reece’s care—only that Lady Reece placed value in her—and so he asked her to go on what could become a suicide mission….

Edico’s gaze shifted back to the battlefield where Lord Treta and the other rankers had encircled them, preparing to break the wards.
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Tim’s heart pounded as he placed his hand on the largest crystal, calming himself with the serene mana circulation within.
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Will brought the other heroes into the audience chamber, waiting for Liz to arrive. [Shit,] he thought. His nervousness had multiplied, and it shouldn’t have. Sara had fortified the audience chamber and portions of Lemora’s wall after she became queen, so they didn’t have to worry. Still… he was nervous, so he pulled out array paint and started creating massive circles on the walls.

“Is everything alright, Lord Thomas?” Aelcov asked nervously. Jacob, Marie, David, Sam, and Kayley (the non-combatives minus Tim) also looked curious.

“Everything’s fine,” Will said. “I just… need something to do.”

“There’s already an array there,” Aelcov said. “Won’t it cancel it?“

“It won’t. If there’s two arrays, the stronger takes precedence.”

“Oh….”

Will knew that, but it still made him nervous. [Where are you, Liz?]

5

Elizabeth got Edico’s request and nodded, looking at the ground.

“General Sullsburg says you have the right to refuse,” the major said.

Elizabeth nodded again without communicating anything except that she understood his words. In truth, she’d rather refuse the [request]. It seemed dangerous, and she didn’t want to die. But she also had emotional leprosy and didn’t feel primal instinct to run until she was in a position of actual danger. Then her heart would pound, and she’d do anything to survive. But until then, she just felt completely ambivalent toward dangerous situations, and when she was given a request, her mother’s voice would enter her mind:

[If someone’s looking for a person to volunteer, look disinterested—like you don’t understand the implicit request or that it has nothing to do with you,] her mom had once told her. [That’ll dissuade most people. But if they’re desperate enough to go to you, or they’re… you know, your boss… don’t refuse. Just give them a slightly remorseful look and nod. Guilt a little, but not too much. If you do this, people will like you, but they won’t ask you to do something unless it’s necessary. Do you understand?]

Elizabeth had nodded and complied—and it worked. After she started doing it, people stopped scoffing and saying, [Don’t even ask; she’s just gonna stare at you,] and [I’d rather do it myself,] and simply started saying, [Nah. Just let ‘er be,] and [I think something bad’s going on with her.]

Dark as it was, it worked, so she had just gotten used to it. So Elizabeth looked up at the major with this sad fucking expression, looking at him until he was just about to say, [Sorry. I… I’ll tell the general you can’t], and then she nodded. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll do it.”

The major smiled wryly, staring at her like she was his daughter and he was sending her off to die. “Okay,” he said. Then he took her away.
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Treta closed his eyes and took a deep breath. [If it breaks instantly, there’ll be five hours…] he thought, speaking about the ward above Lemora. [That happens? We’ll see. If it takes longer….” He bit his lip. [Fuck those incestual scribes.] The Keetas had gotten under his skin. Treta Res was a warrior. He had never backed down from a battle—then again, he didn’t commit suicide either. Yet these battle junkie sibling-sexed freaks were questioning his loyalty, word, strength, and legacy for not committing to a suicide mission. Fuck!

[One shot—gonna break it in one shot.] Treta took a deep breath and started chanting. [Sferíki fosforésce, to spíti ton astraí, ilumináva tis….] He chanted a six-layer spell and a hundred meteors that could each destroy a two-story inn formed in the air around him. He might not be able to carve a small canyon in farmland, but he had the power to destroy a city in a few spells if he had enough time.

Suddenly, dozens of spells shot at him, flashing from beyond his eyelids but he didn’t falter. He had stabbed a private ward network around him—a series of six totems containing mana crystals and carved with arrays around him. Even if the twenty mages’ barriers broke he wouldn’t be touched. So he continued chanting calmly as his ears rattled with strikes.
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Grent and Eline smiled as they closed their eyes, chanting as well. Rimn and Grekka were creating a storm spell like they used for the flood, and the Keetas were turning the massive influx of water into thousands of magically reinforced ice spears. The other rankers prepared rock bullets, earthquake spells, and fireballs.
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Edico took a deep breath, forcing himself to do the logical thing despite his panic telling him to double down. He wanted Tim to reinforce immediately and for Emma to stop Lord Res, as his meteors alone were going to damage the ward severely. He also wanted to create an arrow and fight back himself, but all of these things were a waste of resources. So he just had to wait—

—so he did.

Two minutes later, the world turned white and red as meteors, ice, and earth shot at the barrier, enveloping his entire vision. This was the attack that would determine whether Lord Martinez would arrive on time.

9

“Four hours away!” Raul screamed to the others. “Finish strong!” His team was already sleep-deprived and physically exhausted. By the time they got to Lemora, they’d be in no shape to fight. Yet they had to rise to the occasion—and they would.
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Sara turned to her team. “There’s thirty thousand soldiers sieging Lemora—and Raul and the mages aren’t there,” she announced.

“Wait… what?” Darius asked. She hadn’t told them.

“There’s nothing [you] can do,” Sara said. “So I didn’t want to make you miserable.”

“Sara… That’s bullshit,” Helen said, “and you know it.”

Sara nodded. “Maybe.”

Andy studied her expression. “What’s the real problem?”

Sara took a deep breath. “I can get there… in a fourth the time.”

“Wait… [what]?” Helen laughed.

“I can,” Sara said.

“Then why the fuck aren’t you there?” Darius demanded.

“Could you get to Lemora yesterday?” Sara asked. Darius calmed down. “You couldn’t. We were in enemy territory. Now, we’ve hit the straight away—and I’m telling you,” She said. “I’m not hiding anything.”

Andy nodded. “How?”

Sara looked at her silver glider. “Acceleration, wind, and trajectory magic.”

“Can you teach us?” he asked.

Sara shook her head. “That’s like teaching stick shift to people with self-driving cars—during a drag race. You’ll die.”

Darius looked at his silver glider’s neck, trembling.

Andy looked away.

Only Helen made eye contact. “So? What are you waiting for?”

“Your confidence.”

“Confidence? What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Confidence you won’t die if I leave you.”

“Sara….” Darius took a deep breath. “I can’t believe you’d think [we] would die after everything you’ve seen.”

“I’ve seen stronger die for less,” Sara said coldly.

Darius froze, and Andy looked up. “We’ll be fine,” Andy said. “Protect ‘em.”

“You have my [confidence],” Darius said bitterly.

Helen smiled wryly. “See you there.”

Sara nodded, pulled the reins to shoot upward like a reverse meteorite, and then started chanting. Suddenly, the gravity around her lessened, making the silver glider panic. A moment later, a massive gust of wind hit them from the back, and they shot forward like a bullet, with the silver glider simply gliding at high speed, moving at sixty miles an hour—a speed wind resistance would knock someone off without a wind barrier. She’d make it to Lemora in five hours.

            

    
        B2- Chapter 36 - Siege

    
    
    
    
                Edico watched the catastrophic assault reach the ward from [within the city]—so the attack couldn’t kill him if the ward broke. It was a glorious sight: meteors, spears, rock attacks, and wind blades crashed into the barrier simultaneously, tinting Lemora blue as the ward activated.
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Tim was reinforcing the ward’s largest mana crystal, stabilizing the energy when the attack hit. The output was far more chaotic than he had imagined, and the mana within shocked his hand like lightning. Dozens of crystals exploded simultaneously, shooting shrapnel into his skin.

“What the fuck!” Someone screamed. He turned and found soldiers bleeding out from wounds caused by crystal shrapnel—as, unlike him, his guards hadn’t done body tempering. Then, Tim looked up and saw the blue barrier dissolving. “Fuck!” he yelled.

His hand was shaking from the shock, and he feared he’d lose his ability to play the Jenta if he kept going… [but]. The ward was disintegrating, and he doubted that Quell and Markon’s forces could release another barrage. Healing the ward could be the difference between life and death for everyone.

Tim put aside his fear and put his trembling hand on the main crystal.
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Treta couldn’t believe his eyes. Hundreds of massive attacks hit a ward on its last legs, and as it actively disintegrated—it suddenly reversed, and the blue dome started rebuilding itself. “What type of bullshit is that?” Treta had just sacrificed two-thirds of his mana on one attack—all the rankers had. Despite that, it immediately rebuilt itself. That wasn’t good. They’d have to sacrifice most of their mana to break it—and then they’d be defenseless for the next few hours. They had to wait. When Treta realized that, he grabbed a random soldier and punched them in the face, sending them flying.

The other soldiers shifted and grabbed their swords. “What was that for?” one demanded.

“Lower those hands, or I’ll rip yer fucking arms off,” Treta said. They complied, and he ran his fingers through his hair. “We have to wait…. Fuck!” He looked for something to kick, but there was nothing there, and that pissed him off. So he pointed at the man he hit and said, “Bring ‘em to the healer. Officer’s tent. Say it’s from Lord Res. Got it?” They looked at him warily, and that made him angrier. “GOT IT?” he yelled.

“Yes, Sir!”

“Fuck….” Treta said, then he looked at the soldiers helping up the injured man. They weren’t moving, but they sure were whispering. “Wha~t?” he hissed.

A soldier turned around defiantly but kept his cool. “He’s dead.”

Treta licked his dry, cracking lips and nodded. “I’ll make sure his loved ones are compensated,” he turned to the other soldiers. “Everyone else—rest up. We’re breaking the wall in three hours.” He walked away, mind scrambled. He had just killed an innocent soldier and could barely remember doing it since it was completely compulsive. Now, there would be a murder trial. He would win it with ease, but the trial would require him to go back to Quell instead of going to Emanac—otherwise, he’d lose his ranked status on all continents (assuming he wasn’t extradited). The ward wasn’t breaking, the summonee strike force was mere hours away, and there was a terrifying summonee who had caused a catastrophic flood within Lemora’s walls. Even if they broke in to get the king… then what? There was an array master who had turned rock walls into unbreakable obstacles… could Treta even break into the audience chamber? Life was collapsing all around him. Three hours. They’d attack in three hours, and that would give them three more hours to do as much as they could. If he couldn’t succeed in half that—he would leave.

Treta didn’t know that Lord Martinez was less than four hours away.

4

Three hours later, as Treta’s forces had finished their mana recuperation and were preparing for their next strike, Raul reached a visual distance from Lemora. They had been flying nonstop, and they were less than an hour away. That lifted their spirits for the first time in days, but when they saw a speckle of golden light in the distance, their hearts almost stopped. “Up!” Raul yelled. He gripped his silver glider’s reins and pulled up into the sky, rocketing toward the clouds. From that vantage point, he could see Lemora, which looked like a rock in the middle of the farmland. He probably wouldn’t have thought it was a city from that distance if there wasn’t a halo of fire wreathed around it. Quell and Markon were releasing a major attack. “Hurry!” Raul yelled to his strike team. Then, they reached breakneck speed, blasting toward Lemora.

5

“This is your moment!” Edico yelled to the troops locked within the stone mazes around Lemora. “Today, you fight the world’s strongest—and obtain victory!” He took a deep breath as they released battle cries. “Do not fear death, for it claims us all—fear instead that you never make history! Fear that you never leave your mark on this world!”

He watched as mages put their hands on arrays within the rock walls.

“This is your moment—stop them before they can finish their spells!” Edico roared.

The soldiers released a collective battle cry. Then, the mages activated the arrays, and the impenetrable walls crumbled like sand castles.

6

Treta had a personal ward, twenty mages made barriers around him, and he had trained himself to keep chanting even under the direst of circumstances. Yet he couldn’t maintain focus when the ground rumbled and screaming pierced the sky. He opened his eyes, keeping cadence with his chanting, and saw thousands of Escaran soldiers pouring out of the rock wall mazes—something that was theoretically impossible. They looked like bugs swarming out, and Treta’s forces started screaming, lifting their shields and unsheathing swords, creating a cacophony. Treta’s concentration was pushed to the limit, and he had to close his eyes and cover his ears to keep the spell on track. Yet he pushed forth, continuing to make fifty meteors in the sky as soldiers clashed around him, running each other through with swords and spears, smashing into his ward, and yelling insults. Finally, when he thought that he couldn’t take anymore, he opened his eyes with fury burning in his soul and lifted his arms. “Shut… up!” He threw his hands forward, and fifty meteors slammed into Lemora’s ward, causing the dome to ripple with blue light. For a moment, it looked like it would hold, but other fire attacks smashed into the dome a moment later, and the entire dome shattered.

“Finally!” Treta unsheathed his sword and cracked his neck, watching the Escaran troops clash with his shielded soldiers outside his ward. He finally got an outlet for his rage. Rushing forward, he push-kicked an Escaran soldier, knocking down a dozen more. Then he jumped into the fray, killing four people per strike in the claustrophobic, packed area.

7

Emma watched meteors crash over Lemora’s walls in a panic. She released water spell after water spell, hitting meteors mid-air, causing massive plumes of steam to erupt from them as the fires extinguished. But it didn’t stop massive rocks from destroying buildings or terrorizing the citizens, who screamed and rushed deeper into the city.

8

Edico gritted his teeth, issuing orders, praying that Raul would make it in time to unfuck this mess.

9

Sara flew at what felt like Mach speed, feeling her bones reverberate as the scenery blended underneath her. Weather conditions were worsening. Dark clouds clung together overhead, threatening rain. If it did, she’d have to drop down to a lower speed again, and… Sara gritted her teeth. She was so close! She had made good time. She probably had an hour before she got there. [Please hang in there,] Sara thought, having a bad premonition about the situation. [Not again….]

10

The Keetas smiled as they activated invisibility spells, dispersing their mana and weaving through the crowd. Even under divination spells, they were just a cloud of mana in a sea of mana signatures. They were completely invisible as they danced around clashing soldiers, ducking sword strikes, jumping over altercations, and moving forward. Then, they ran into the wall maze, using divination spells to find traps that they avoided with ease. They were like ghosts, passing soldiers and ambush locations as if they didn’t exist. By the time Escaran troops suspected something wrong was happening, the Keetas had already made it to the guarded ladder, which led to the embattlements. Then, with majestic finesse, they climbed it, jumped around the soldiers guarding the top, and silently broke their necks, laying them down.

Both Keetas moved past the embattlement onto the walkway that extended the wall. They turned and found Edico overlooking the battlefield, issuing orders.

11

Edico felt an icy pressure from his far left. He quickly released a divination pulse and found—nothing. No, not nothing. Moving to the side, he peeked over an embattlement wall and found dead guards. “Invisible intruders!” he yelled, looking around, front and back, feeling deep paranoia in his veins. “Find them!”

12

Emma found herself in a terrorizing situation when hundreds of wounded soldiers and civilians flooded the medical tent—while meteors continued crashing down above Lemora. Which one should she prioritize? Which… one. Closing her eyes in frustration, she walked up to a mass of screaming soldiers and civilians. [Just the surface,] Emma thought. She chanted an area spell to heal surface wounds, and twenty people received minor healing instantly. The screaming died down, and Emma looked at her team. “Now save them! I need to go—“

Suddenly, loud booms rang out in the city, and she could smell smoke. “No!” Emma ran out and saw the city glowing with hazy orange light. “No-no-no!”

13

Rimn and Greka chanted a flood spell and aimed it at the now open wall maze. They released a massive water ball, and it crashed into the labyrinth, destroying barriers. They heard screaming—which was a good sign. A moment later, hundreds of soldiers flooded out in a stream. “Lord Res!” Rimn yelled.

“Got it!” Treta yelled back, turning to his soldiers. “Shift east!”

The battlefield shifted as the flood of Escaran troops flooded out of the maze. Then, the flood water turned crimson as Quell forces clashed with wet Escaran troops, stabbing each other in a barbaric display.

14

Treta believed that there were three hours to accomplish his attack—and they had the upper hand. The city was already on fire, and one summonee might’ve had the power to kill a thousand soldiers with a single flood spell if his troops were packed tightly—but with the soldiers spread out, their power was cut to fractions. The summonee’s power diminished again when the war reached the city—where a flood spell would kill their own people. These summonees were soft, non-violent souls save Lady Reece, and so the battle was all but won once the barrier was breached. Soon, over a dozen rankers would take over a city where Edico Sullsburg and Roman Mournings were the only people on the ranking.

Treta trudged through the flood, killing soldiers and blocking arrows and spells from the embattlements with a barrier. Once he got close, he gave the order. “For your country, women, and children!” He pointed inside the maze. “Attack!”

15

Roman Mournings—head mage of the Escaran Kingdom—rushed to the point of Lord Res’s breach. The same breaches were happening everywhere around the wall, and Markon’s soldiers were wreaking havoc as well. Still, there was a big difference between facing normal soldiers and facing Treta Res. So Roman posted up on the embattlement, looking into the maze. While the maze was susceptible to floods—that was the point. It wasn’t meant to hold soldiers (as most instantly ran out)—it was meant to prevent soldiers from getting in. And the best way to do that was with water—a spell that worked both ways.

Roman closed his eyes, summoned a three-layer flood spell, pointed it at a massive opening in the maze where soldiers were flying in, and released a flood spell. Water crashed into the labyrinth, and soldiers flooded out. Then, he chanted again, and frost shot into the maze, freezing the water solid and barring the path.

16

Treta turned his gaze to the sky and saw Roman Mournings fucking everything up. He turned his attention to the opening of the maze, which was frozen within, still fogging. “Evacuate!” he ordered. “You got twenty seconds!”

“Sir!” a soldier yelled as he watched his commander create a massive flaming meteor above the maze. “Our soldiers are alive in there!”

“Then get ‘em!” Treta said. “You have two minutes!”

17

Roman turned to Treta and started creating a counter-meteor above the skies. It was much weaker—just enough to break his concentration. Then, he released it in a fiery strike of judgment.

18

Treta felt the pressure of Mournings’ attack while he chanted, jumping backward and releasing his attack at the same time. Treta’s meteor struck the center of the maze where his soldiers were evacuating—causing an extravagant plume of steam and harrowing screams. Mourning’s meteor struck the area where Treta was standing only a moment before.

“I’m going to kill that fucker!” Treta swore, pulling out a bow. He created a massive bolt of mana, using a divination pulse to see Roman Mournings from the steam. The mage also used a bolt of mana. It was a shoot-off. “You wish, old man,” Treta chuckled caustically. Then he released his bolt. The two arrows of pure aura shot at each other, and perhaps just out of spite, Treta curved his right into Mournings’. There was an explosive crash for a moment—then Treta’s arrow ate right through Mournings’, continuing forward. Lemora’s head mage jumped out of the way, but Treta’s reflexes were faster. He curved his bolt at the last second, and the bolt ripped right through the mage’s stomach.

Treta sneered in satisfaction. Then he turned to his soldiers. “It’s melted—go!” They didn’t move. “What’s wrong with you?” he yelled.

“You gave us two minutes!” one soldier yelled. “You struck in thirty seconds! Do you know how many people just died because of—“

Treta snapped, rushed forward, grabbed the woman by her cheeks, and drew her face to the massive crater located where he was standing. “The man that just flooded and froze that shit almost killed [me],” he said. “And if he did, he’d kill you. Do you understand?"

The woman eked and nodded with her eyes.

“Good.” He squeezed her cheeks until they cracked and threw her on the ground, not even realizing the force that he used. Then he looked at the soldiers. “Now attack, or I’ll kill you!”

The soldiers attacked.

19

Emma ran around Lemora’s cobblestone streets, putting out fires with counter-fire magic. It was much slower than just flooding the area, but steam was deadly, so she put out fires before showering the city with water—something she should’ve done first. But the reason that she didn’t do it was the same reason that she was regretting doing it—it was eating up all her mana. Water flowed into the cobblestone streets, and houses glimmered in the firelight, controlling the fires, but her body was becoming sluggish. Emma pulled out the mana potion that Sara had given her so long ago. She hadn’t needed the full potion in all these years, but now… she had to use it. Sara warned her that the mana was erratic, but she was confident in her ability to handle it, so she drank it and felt mana burn through her mana channels.

Quell’s soldiers suddenly flooded into Lemora from over the embattlements, and she saw a man whose mana signature was exponentially more powerful than any normal soldier. It was Lord Res.

20

Raul was fifteen minutes away.
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                Escaran troops kicked over the wall’s ladders, but Treta’s forces returned them as mages bombarded the embattlements above. Lemora’s troops didn’t give in. They poured molten tar down the ladders, attempting to burn Treta’s troops as they climbed. It didn’t work. The first person climbing had a barrier that blocked the tar, making it pour down the barrier like a caramel apple. It was a grueling event, but slowly yet surely, Quell soldiers scaled the walls. Then, after a blood bath on top, Treta finally ascended—only to find all of his officers dead.
Treta turned and found Edico Sullsburg staring at him, a bolt of aura in his hands. So that’s how it is, Treta thought as they stared off, hesitant to strike—albeit for different reasons. Sullsburg was hesitant because he knew he would lose in a fight, while Treta was hesitant because he heard about Scala’s demise. Treta had no intention of finishing out this war, so he wanted to avoid pissing off someone powerful when he only needed to obtain a hostage. So he turned to Lemora, billowing black smoke from burning homes and inns. The entire city, which spanned over a mile in both directions, had an orange, hazy glow that shimmered like a mirage. Strangest of all, the streets were covered in thick fog as the wet cobblestone streets met with the fire of meteors that kept streaking down into the city like falling stars, creating distant explosions.
Is the entire city wet? Treta thought.
“Attack!” Escaran troops charged him as General Sullsburg shot his aura bolt at him. Treta effortlessly dodged, jumping off the wall onto a nearby staircase, cutting a bloody path down to the city’s roads.
2
Treta Res had his demons. He had hit most of the people that he loved, including his wives and children. He had almost been banned from multiple Adventurer Guilds for assaulting their owners and patrons, saved only by King Quell, who protected him in exchange for military service. And Emanasa forgive the number of people he had killed in altercations—just as he had killed the soldier a few hours before. He had a temper and internal rage that probably stemmed from the abuse he had experienced as a kid. But through it all, he had never lost the ability to see reason when it came to base-level survival. Goaded into stupid situations? Sure. The Keetas had talked him into this stupid fucking nightmare by appealing to his pride, and he’d admit that. But when it came to facing down enemies, Treta didn’t start fights with stronger entities. That’s why he had spared Sullsburg, hoping to avoid running into that infamous summonee—
—but it was in vain. He had barely run three minutes through Lemora’s fog-filled streets when he felt unbelievable pressure radiating from a nearby street. The mana was eerie and erratic—like overclocked mana pushed outward. The feeling made the hairs on his arms rise as his blood ran cold.
Treta unsheathed his sword, released a divination pulse, and three streets away, beyond multiple buildings, he found the source. A… girl? he thought. She wasn’t a “girl”—she was in her twenties, but she was relatively short and thin. Anyone else with her form wouldn’t be a threat, but this woman had mana shooting out of her in wild wisps like cracking whips. Should I run? Treta pondered.
That was a hard question. She was likely the woman who released the flood—given her insane mana output. Her body looked like a flame under his divination pulse, and her pressure was intense. Still… aside from Lady Reece, these children hadn’t killed anyone. They had only been in Lemora for a few years, and they were naive enough to run around, scaring Quell’s forces instead of trying to force them into submission. Treta doubted they would even fight in city streets where people could get hurt. Compared to career killers, this woman was a strong weapon wielded by a child.
Suddenly, a cool voice came from the mist. “Who are you?”
Treta’s body hair bristled when he realized the woman was already near. No divination pulse. No noise. She was just there in the few moments he was thinking about what to do. He looked into the mist and found a young woman with red hair emerging. She was covered in blood, causing his heart to pound uncontrollably. Healer, he thought. This is the healer….
He wasn’t sure she was the healer.
“Give the order to retreat,” she said.
“Who are you?” he asked.
“My name is Lady Cole, the weak, insignificant kid of the group,” she said, releasing intense magical pressure. Treta took a sharp breath when he felt it—it was stronger than General Tronan’s.
“Weak?” he chuckled.
“Yes, weak. You can’t imagine the others.”
“It doesn’t matter if you don’t kill people.”
“You’re wrong,” Lady Cole said chillingly.
Treta took an instinctive step back.
“We don’t mind killing—“ She lifted her hands. “We just hate massacres.”
Treta’s primal instincts and muscle memory took over when he saw her attacking. He jumped forward at a diagonal to dodge and close the distance. With a twist, he wrapped his sword and aura and struck.
Lady Cole jumped back with ghostly speed, dodging the attack. She succeeded, but before the sword even reached her vicinity, a ring on her finger exploded with vibrant light, and a purple barrier shot out of nowhere. His sword barely left a gash in the barrier before the recoil rattled his bones and sent him flying through a nearby building’s wall. The wall didn’t slow his momentum. He crashed into a table and chairs before hitting a support pillar, making the building groan as the wood cracked.
3
Emma smiled wryly. She dodged, yet the barrier activated regardless, taking care of all the hard work. You’re always there, she thought, thinking of Sara. Emma didn’t like the coddling, but she couldn’t help but be moved—and grateful. She dodged one strike—so what? The man was the strongest she had seen—far stronger than the pair that killed Scala. He would’ve struck dozens of times and Emma wasn't a fighter. Sara probably saved her life. Thanks, Emma thought, lifting her hands toward the building. Édafi pou antheí sta páthi!
A wind blade shot from her hand like a scythe, parting the mist as it cut through the building’s support pillars. The entire structure buckled and crumbled in on itself, leaving a thunderous series of booms that rattled the ground. On Earth, that attack would’ve killed anything inside, but that wasn’t the case here. Emma chanted a barrier spell when she felt intense mana within the building.
The collapsed building suddenly exploded, sending a massive support pillar flying at her. It slammed into her barrier with enough force to decapitate a human, making her heart flutter. That was just the start. Wind blades cut through the hot steam, bombarding her barrier. While it could usually tank a meteor with ease, the chaotic mana within her jolted like sparking wires, causing her mana channels to heat up. She knew at once she’d be in trouble in a prolonged attack. She needed to end this fast.
4

Treta was shaken. There was no way he wouldn’t be. Lady Cole had remarkable reflexes, and that—combined with her mana pool—made her a serious threat. But that ward…. Lady Cole had a personal backlash ward that had the power to repel his aura and send him flying through a building. That wasn’t surprising in retrospect. If someone loaded a ward with the mana necessary to create a canyon-making flood, it would naturally be stronger than a six-layer ward. It was a grave threat. That said, the ward didn’t make her invincible. Skilled warriors could pierce wards with sharp, concentrated attacks before the ward repaired itself. That made doing it pointless during a siege, but it made all the difference in a battle. And while he’d normally be able to pierce one with ease, this one was strong and every wind blade he shot at it rebounded back at him with more force.
Part of him wanted to leave—but the other part felt thrilled and knew she wasn’t a serious threat. Not only did she spare the soldiers, she “spared” him, too. Lady Cole didn’t attack him—she cut the support pillars hoping to injure him even after he attacked her. She was soft to the core. The question was: could he pierce that freakish ward?
“Last chance!” Lady Cole yelled. “Call off the attack, or I’ll prove I’ve killed people!”
Treta narrowed his eyes, picking up on the nervous wobble in her voice. Seizing on that hesitance, he lifted his sword for a pierce spell, but before he got three words into a chant, a massive fireball the size of a small building ballooned out of nowhere, encompassing his entire vision. What the fuck is— He barely jumped before the blast ripped through the streets, sending hot flames licking past his armor as it slammed into buildings, turning the whole street into an inferno. W-What the fuck…? Treta couldn’t believe it. She tried to kill—
Suddenly, a water spell shot at him. He jumped backward to avoid it—but it didn’t help. The water hit the fire, blasting him with scalding steam that burned his face, hands, and eyes. His steel armor heated into a smelter, and he screamed as he stumbled backward. “You bitch!” he shouted before chanting. Oi psychés, perdikoménous!
Eyes shut, Treta released a divination pulse to see, and found Lady Cole standing in the street, panting heavily. She had all the symptoms of overheated mana channels. Heavy breathing, wobbling legs, sweating, and, most importantly, erratic mana output. She was probably the person who flooded the streets before he arrived and took a mana restoration potion. Either way, whether she overclocked her channels or depleted her mana during the battle, she would fall unconscious. Then, he could create a massive bolt of aura and shoot it at her point-blank range to break that fucking ward of hers.
Treta lifted his hands and shot a series of wind blades at her. She dodged, but her movements were sluggish. If it were a game of stamina—she would lose. He was certain of it.
5
Raul flew over Lemora, eyes trembling. The city was burning while billows of black smoke and white steam reached the sky. It looked like a painting of the Industrial Revolution—but gruesomely violent. Escaran troops clashed with Quell and Markon’s forces, slaughtering each other in the farmland while other soldiers besieged the wall.
“Listen up!” Raul roared to his strike team, heart pounding, muscles shaking with anger. “We warned them! We showed them our might, and what did they do? They ignored it!”
His team trembled with anger, and they barked statements like, “That’s right,” and “Fucking assholes.”
“We didn’t kill them,” Raul said. “So what did they do? They came to Lemora and killed our people. They burnt our buildings! They’re terrorizing our citizens! Are you okay with that?”
“Fuck no,” Taylor from the mage force said.
“’Course not,” Tara added. The others scoffed and shook their heads.
“Well I’m not, either.” Raul made eye contact with each of them. “Now listen to me. There’s no glory in killing. It bears down on you. It eats at your soul.” He watched their enthusiasm dampen, but he didn’t slow. “But it’s necessary. Why? Because those are our people dying down there! Those are our buildings burning! That’s our city! There’s citizens who are scared and alone and these savages will assault them and sell them into slavery. Are you okay with that?”
An aggressive no pierced the skies.
Raul nodded. “I don’t regret trying to avoid war—to avoid massacres. But they made their choice and I refuse to let them hurt my people. What about you?”
The energy in the strike team built up to a fever pitch, with heroes releasing battle cries.
“Then show no mercy!” Raul yelled. “David and Kayley, take down those assholes.” He pointed at two men he’d later know as Commanders Rimn and Grekka. “Beth and Sam. You’re taking out the strong ones. Denise and Killian—teach the ground soldiers who they’re fucking with. Emily, heal the wounded. I’m finding Emma. Taylor’s gonna scour the city. Got it?”
They agreed and broke off, flying over Lemora’s skies like modern jets, preparing to rain death on the assholes that didn’t get the message.
6
Emma wished that she had never drunk that mana potion. Her body felt like a furnace, and her skin felt sticky as if it could slide off. Her channels burned, and she wanted to shower in ice. Yet she couldn’t. Dozens of wind blades kept shooting at her, and her barrier broke from the erratic mana discharge. So she ended up running down alleys and behind buildings, and the man chased after her, grateful that Sara’s ward was tanking the attacks. So far, Emma didn’t think any of the blades would’ve hit her dead on, but that would soon change. Her vision was blurring, and she couldn’t think.
Suddenly, the building next to her exploded, and wood rained down on her. Psallízan ómorfes! she chanted by reflex. Wind shot out of her hands, and it blew the debris across the road, crashing into a building. Then, from the chaos, the man shot at her with a sword, aura on his blade’s tip as he shoved it forward. A white streak of light extended from it and crashed into her ward, causing it to ripple violently as she shot backward, crashing through a building.
6
Treta was halfway to reaching Lady Cole—preparing to break her ward with a massive aura bolt—when his danger signals triggered. He jumped backward by instinct as an object crashed onto the cobblestones in front of him like a meteorite. But it wasn’t a meteor. No, it was much worse. Right before him was a dark-skinned giant wielding a massive axe.
The giant turned to him with a furious gaze. ”Who the fuck are you?”
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                Raul looked at the man and then at Emma, who was unscathed but unconscious, breathing hard, sweating, and red as if she had a fever. Then the anger came in a torrent, like a flood plowing through flimsy indigenous huts in a rainforest. “Who the fuck are you?” Raul asked.

The man was clearly not a ground soldier. He looked like a radiated zombie from the amount of burns on his peeling face, yet he released intense pressure, and his armor was distinctive. He wore shiny steal armor with black accents—which didn’t match Quell’s blue and white crest or Markon’s orange and yellow emblem. He wasn’t a soldier.

“My name is Lord Res, a ranking adventurer,” Lord Res said. “I have come here to retrieve the God Slayer sword. Give it to me, and there will be no need to fight.”

“No need to fight….” Raul nodded a few times, licking his cracked lips, feeling the heat around him. “That’s what I wanted. That’s why I flew around Quell, burning forests, throwing around meteors. But here we are.”

“Wait…. You’re…. Why are you here? You’re not supposed to be here.”

“Oh, so you’re not stupid. That’s a relief.” Raul released intense magical pressure—but the man didn’t kneel. That meant he was strong.

“Hold on,” Lord Res said. “You are powerful—but you’re weaker than that girl. Are you sure you want to fight?”

Raul chuckled ominously but stayed silent. He put his axe between his teeth and picked Emma up off the broken wood and brick she was lying on, knowing that if Lord Res attacked, Emma’s barrier would protect them. After laying her on solid ground, he looked at his hands, which had blood on them from scrapes over her body.

“She needs medical treatment,” Lord Res said, watching Raul grab the haft (the handle) of his axe. “So why don’t we call this—“

Raul ignored him and smeared her blood on Halkon Executioner’s blade. Suddenly, the runes on the axe lit up with crimson light, the blood started sizzling, and red miasma poured off the blade.

Lord Res understood the danger. He immediately lunged at Raul, stabbing him with an aura-wrapped blade. Raul watched in slow motion, sidestepping the attack with ease. Lord Res abruptly stopped and struck horizontally. Raul saw it and ducked, cocking his left fist back and hitting the man in the thigh. Lord Res screamed as he was forced to kneel. All of this happened in two seconds.

Raul released the combined pressure of his core and Emma’s concentrated life force and Lord Res dropped his sword, falling to his hands and knees under the tyrannical pressure. “Are you the person in control of these troops?” Raul asked. Fifty thousand people were outside the walls, and a myriad of explosions were happening all around them. It would soon be a massacre if he didn’t stop it.

“I’m… not,” Lord Res said, wincing under the pressure.

“I see.” Raul was disappointed that they couldn’t solve things without a demonstration. Yet this mess was caused because he hadn’t made one. So he reached into his spatial ring and pulled out a rug-sized tapestry with an amplification circle on it, preparing to make his presence known.

“What… are you…. doing?” Lord Res wheezed.

Raul kicked the man in the jaw, causing him to hit the ground with a loud thud. Then, Raul activated the amplification circle and spoke to the skies above Lemora. “This is Hero Martinez of the Escaran strike force! Escaran troops—retreat to the maze so we can rain hell on these attackers. Quell and Markon forces! If you don’t want to die—run.” He waited for a moment before continuing. “I’ll give you some motivation.”

Raul slammed his axe into Lord Res’s shoulder, causing the bones to crack and blood to spurt out. Once the adventurer’s blood hit the axe’s runes, Raul felt even higher than he did before as he listened to Lord Res scream over the amplification circle. “This is Lord Res,” Raul announced. Then, he swung Halkon’s Executioner down, slicing through the man’s neck and making their body drop to the ground. Then, body wrapped in intense miasma, feeling like he was burning from within, Raul spoke: “If you thought we were weak—you were wrong. If you thought we wouldn’t kill you—you were wrong. And if you’re still here, I recommend you stop what you’re doing—and run.”

2

Rimn saw the silver gliders long before they struck. They were like silver ants in the sky—completely disorganized. The way they weaved in and out of wind spells showed just how inexperienced they were. And when they flew higher to get out of arrow and spell strike range—making them useless—everyone nearly forgot who was above them. But once “Hero Martinez” gave the word to retreat and then executed Lord Res—they acted. They all acted. Two summonees created fireballs that looked like miniature suns, flickering ominous orange light on Lemora’s great wall, and then the rest followed suit. One could kill a hundred soldiers if they were packed together—and there were seven of them. If the Escaran troops weren’t on the battlefield—they’d have already been annihilated.

“Rush the maze!” Rimn yelled. Quell needed to go where the Escaran troops were going—as these people wouldn’t kill their own. If they packed together, no one would strike.

Rimn didn’t have to convince anyone. His words sparked a stampede of soldiers running toward the wall mazes, determined to avoid the apocalyptic attacks above them. Yet that was a horrifying mistake. As soon as his soldiers started funneling into the wall maze like rodents, opening up the battlefield, he noticed something horrifying—

—the Escaran soldiers were running away from the mazes, fanning out in the countryside as fast as possible. The only people going into the mazes—were Quell and Markon troops.

3

Kayley was what a regular person would call a family woman and an asshole would call a “nobody.” She lived in fear that she would die in her hometown, never “leaving the nest” or seeing the world. Yet she didn’t have plans for what to do for work or what she wanted to do with her life. She categorized everything as “I’ll go to college, I guess,” to push off the decisions to a later date, feeling fatalistic that some man would knock her up, and then she’d be re-binging shows on Netflix while feeding her child SpaghettiOs. After all, that was what happened to most people—and she was a regular person (a “nobody,” as an asshole might put it.) Then she came to Reemada, and somehow, she found herself flying above a city, controlling a small sun that she somehow created, preparing to massacre soldiers. If she knew that was the alternative—

—she’d get the can opener.

Yet she signed up for the Mage Corps because she liked the sense of accomplishment and wanted to help people. And even now, staring down at Quell soldiers flooding into the maze network that the engineers built before leaving on the strike missions, she was comforted by the words Sara provided them when they were taught high-level spells.

I haven’t taught you advanced spells for the same reason no one else has, Sara had said, —because they’re dangerous. If you throw around large spells on a battlefield, you’re going to kill your own soldiers. You might as well nuke your own city.

That dampened the enthusiasm.

That doesn’t mean that you can’t use them, Sara continued. You just have to create tactics that separate enemy troops from your own. If you can get all of their troops together—you have free reign.

Then Sara paused, and her face turned grave.

As for whether you should—that’s up to you. But once you see thousands of people slaughtered on battlefields, cities burning, citizens dying, or worse…. You’ll see things differently. And what you think then is law. If you feel that making a demonstration could save lives or end a battle—no one can judge you for that.

Kayley understood what Sara was saying before she even made it back to Lemora. They had given Quell a chance to retreat—and they went on ahead anyway. And once Kayley saw her city on fire, with thousands being slaughtered… yeah. She saw things differently. So she just watched as more and more enemy soldiers flooded into their maze network, like lambs to the slaughter. Then she raised her arms up high, waiting for someone else to give the signal—willing to do it but not willing to be the one to give the order.
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Grekka realized what was happening before Rimn did. He immediately yelled, “It’s a trap! Pull back!”

Rimn immediately followed with the same order. But while a portion of the two commanders’ soldiers had heard it—the battle was raging over a square mile. Very few could hear their words, and so they could only watch as their troops filed in—

—and fireballs rained down upon them.

It started with one fireball—then six more followed, each hitting the maze. White fire shot from the stone walls, like it was a massive kiln. It was a spectacular sight that chilled the soldiers to the bone.

Suddenly, Hero Martinez’s voice came over the skies again. “Escaran troops! Drill two!”

Hearing “drill two” (after drill one wiped out thousands of troops) threw the entire battlefield into disarray. Rimn thought as fast as his brain would allow him before activating a circle and yelling, “Cling to an Escaran troop! Doesn’t matter if it’s one or a group. Just—“

Rocks started levitating around him—a sign of a meteor forming. He looked up and found two silver gliders above him. A second later, two flaming meteors crashed down upon him.
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Raul picked up Emma and rushed her to the main medical tent (the location he planned to go to before he saw buildings rapidly collapsing). It took five minutes, but he got there only to find Emily (now the military’s head mage since Emma was in Sara’s strike team) working on dozens of individuals at once. She was like a machine, rushing from one person to the next, showing no emotion. Yet once Emily saw Emma, she clasped her hands around her mouth.

“Don’t worry,” Raul said. “She’s alive. Barely injured. Take care of her… okay?”

Emily nodded quickly, far more times than necessary, as a dozen medical professionals stopped what they were doing to clear off a table for Emma.

“What are you going to do?” Emily asked.

“I’m gonna check on Alecov,” he said. “Can I use your glider?”

“Sure.”

“Thanks.” Raul rushed to Emily’s silver glider, which was tied up right outside the medical tent where she landed it. Then, he took flight en route to the castle.
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Taylor didn’t know what he was supposed to be doing. He was told to look around the city, but there wasn’t much fighting there. He sent rock bullets down into a few soldiers, but for the most part, the battle was raging on the wall or beyond it. There was no dedicated force within it—but everything was on fire. He thought about extinguishing flames, but he felt that wouldn’t be a good use of his time as a hero. Instead, he moved toward the castle, looking for teams seeking to abduct the king.
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Eline Keeta scaled a large set of walls with her brother, feeling high with excitement. She didn’t feel like she would survive this mission—neither did Grent. But the challenge and the glory of the death (so long as they could come close to victory) filled her with ecstasy. And they were close. From the top of the walls, under the cover of invisibility, she surveyed Lemora’s prison. It was a grand structure made of reinforced stone. In the center was a large iron gate with an array on it.

“Can you break it?” Eline asked.

“Of course,” Grent said.

They silently jumped into the path leading to the door and began walking.

Before they got within a hundred feet, Eline put up her hand and pointed. There, on the side of the door, was another invisible mage. Their disguise was good, too. They had blended their mana signature with the mana coming from the ward’s crystal network inside, camouflaging themselves from divination pulses.

“Of course,” Elizabeth sighed. “Guess I couldn’t ’ve attacked you anyway.”
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Sara was only twenty minutes away from Lemora, but she couldn’t see it or the billowing flames. She was stuck in a thunderstorm, her face cut with icy winds. That wasn’t just bad timing—it was expected. Mages had been summoning rain clouds for hours or even days, so the weather was terrible—worse than she had predicted. “Fuck!” Sara slowed down her glider, wrapping it in a full barrier that acted like a windshield—without wipers—and prayed she wouldn’t get off course as she flew the last 20 miles.

-

[A/N: I'm writing a super fun novel called The Mage's Descent to relax and offset Riftwalker and Summons. It's a feed-good power fantasy in a dungeon. I've posted the first 8 chapters in the spoiler. So feel free to read it and give feedback! It's really fun, relaxing writing/reading.]


-

The Mage's Descent

Kallan started his day at the same time he did every day—at 3 am. He did sets of pushups, situps, and crunches before refreshing his mind by starting his circulation training. He attracted elemental essence from the environment into his core, a second “heart” for essence, and then circulated it through the channels that allowed [artiface] to deceive the laws of physics, calling upon water, fire, and air from their very fingertips. It was his dream to be an artiface—


—a dream that was just as fruitless as his morning routine.


The realities of magical development were as concrete as the costs of food and housing. It was exorbitantly expensive just to [rent] a circulation technique—let alone get lessons. Then, it costs tens of thousands in resources to strengthen one’s core, open the elemental gates, and cleanse the body before they could move past telekinetic techniques and achieve elemental magic. Despite those realities—


—Kallan refused to believe he couldn’t be a mage.


He believed in himself and did everything he could to gain an edge and overcome—and that dry summer morning on the 72nd day of the Lunar Rex wouldn’t be an exception.


“Well, it ain’t gonna cook itself,” Kallan said to the mirror, hiding the dark purple bruises on his scrawny ribs with his cook outfit. Then he walked into the courtyard and walked to work. As he passed the servant district, he entered the Tekma, an outdoor common area meant for students studying in the Junolyx Clan’s famous University. It was a beautiful campus, surrounded by trees that released fragrant flower petals on sidewalks as students chatted on their way to lectures in large stone buildings carved with magic. It wasn’t yet five, but the sun was rising, exposing jogging students. In the center of a grassy area sat a group of first-years shaping water spheres, sending prisms of firey light on the grass from where the sun was hitting it. It looked so peaceful on the surface—but the day was just starting. In truth, Junolyx University turned normal kids into weapons that could carve wind and land and sea, decimating human cities with meteors, cyclones, and sprawling fires. It was the second most powerful of ten in the Elusisn Continent and perhaps beyond—and it got that way through encouraging violence and gaining practical experience. Fights would start after his food reached their stomachs.


Past the courtyard and a dozen towering lecture hall was a gigantic white and blue building draped with blue fabric off its large pillars. It was the public cafeteria, a building called Restam Hall by the staff, and “The Mess” by students. Kallan called it work.


Inside the door were fifty tables that stretched from one wall to the next, an action that took over thirty seconds. In only two hours, two thousand aspires (shorthand for aspiring artifaces) would come for breakfast, speaking of their desire to join any number of the Junolyx Clan’s artiface-for-hire professions, from mercenary and adventuring work to courier jobs and entertainment. After all—this was a business.


Kallan walked into the back, where there were three rows of 50-meter tables, housing hundreds of two-layered magical arrays (magic circles that facilitated magic), each sporting runs connected by geometric shapes and lines. One small worker tried to heft a 200-gallon pot onto one of the circles but ended up dropping it with a clang, making a burly man with meaty hands and a short beard run up.


“How many times do I gotta tell you?” Chef Rendo yelled. “Comin’ early ain’t gonna help you! Lift weights outta work, so you fuck up our… Gah!” He grabbed the 200-gallon pot like it was a pillow and placed it on the counter. “Listen up! This isn’t a day to fuck around!”


Chef Rendo summoned a water ball above the pot and let it drop inside, filling the three-foot pan instantly.


“You had all year to mess up, but play time’s over. If anyone else’s incapable of something this simple, I’m gonna beat their ass. ‘Cause if I’m gonna get my ass beat for your fuck up, I’m gonna beat you twice as hard! Now hurry it up!”


Kallan learned the best thing to do in tense situations with Chef Rendo was to get started. So he set up his workstation, put his hand on his array, and it lit up with vibrant white lines, activating the inner circle and heating the water. It was manual, but they controlled the output, making the best food. The better someone got, the more even the cooking—and Kallan was the best.


“Yeah, that’s good,” Chef Rendo said. “At least one of you kids can do it right. Follow Kallan’s lead. Now go!” Then he clapped Kallan on the shoulder and whispered, “I told the dean ‘bout you, so he’s expectin’ big things. This’s your chance, kid. So show off your skills.”


Kallan smiled and said, “I can’t wait,” but in his head, he was thinking:


[Great. No pressure or anything. I’ll just cook for the head’ve the school. Keep it casual. I’ll probably get fired and shipped off if I fail, but it’s cool. It’s a great opportunity. My big [chance]…. FUCK! Why the fuck do good people get punished like this?”


Chef Rendo frowned at his unease. “You feelin’ good? You feelin’ like you got this?”


Kallan swallowed and nodded. “Yeah.”


“Good lad,” the burly man clapped his shoulder. “Make us all look good, kid.”


“What a suck-up.”


“[Nothing personal], he says.”


“What a joke.”


Kallan closed his eyes and ignored the whispering line cooks, suppressing his desire to scream, [You want this job? You can have it!] at the top of his lungs. He didn’t want the job, just like he didn’t want to be interrogated about the kids stealing food one month ago. But he accepted both responsibilities because of a lesson he had learned over the years: He would be resented no matter what he did, but they’d beat and fire him if he didn’t do his job. People came and went, quit and fired—but he was still there. That’s all that mattered.


Suddenly, his white array dimmed, and he looked around, finding dozens of line cooks starting [the boil]. Once they started, he couldn’t collect any essence into his core.


[Think of essence like a floating leaf,] said Professor Resling of the Circulation Studies Department during his monthly free lecture, [and your core is like a tornado. If the leaf enters your winds, it’ll be swept into your core. It’s simple, but everyone else has a core, too. Just as your tornado can pull in a leaf, so can theirs, and if theirs is stronger, it’ll rip that leaf away from yours. That’s why you should spare no expense buying essence crystals and building your core. No matter how good you are, you can’t circulate around stronger people.]


Kallan took out a core (a shard of solid essence taken from the chest of a beast or human) and drew essence from it. He churned his core clockwise, gathering wisps of essence and distributing them to his fingers. Then, the array lit up with bright light, and the 200-gallon pot of water started heating. He regulated the temperature. Smooth. Consistent. Even.


“Oh, shit, it’s actually happening.”


“Yo, move aside, Reg.”


“What? Wait, is that—“


“Shhh!”


Kallan tried to ignore the commotion, but when he heard the cook beside him get kicked out of their placement, he knew whatever this situation was, it was geared at hurting him. Bad timing. Convenient timing. Retaliation.


“It seems you’ve improved,” said a familiar voice. It was first-year student Alim Reet, the son of a wealthy financier.


“Thank you for your praise,” Kallan said. His stomach sank, his bones ached—his heart knocked in his chest.


“Oh, don’t thank me,” Alim said. “I actually feel bad. I heard the dean’s eatin’ here today, so I came by to help. It’s a shame I’m stuck next to you. I’m sure your food would’ve come out great.”


A few line cooks sniggered, but Kallan didn’t bite. He just took a deep breath and said, “Thank you for helping us” and continued.


Alim must’ve made quite the face because all the hands oohed (as collective sadists often do before watching executions).


“Well, sorry,” he said sharply.


Kallan’s array suddenly lost its glow when Alim began circulating near him, returning the white light to red paint. With her there, he would never be able to reactivate his array unless he acted fast.
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Once a year, Dean Trion and other major artifices from the university came to try out food and ensure the quality was up to standards. Today was that day. It should’ve gone smoothly, but a few months before, the kitchen started housing spirit meat (the name of meat taken from animals with a core), and a student named Werna Tres led an operation to steal small amounts and distribute them to the cooks. The meat went unnoticed—the increase in cores didn’t. Chef Rendo noted that Kallan’s core hadn’t changed and trusted him after five years, so he interrogated him. Kallan minded his own business while it happened, but once he was threatened with getting fired, he said, [Fuck you, guys, I’m not losing my job and dream because you fucked up,] and exposed the operation. He gained nothing, but a dozen people got fired, and countless more were under suspension or got their pay cut. Now, Dean Trion was here to do a quality test, Kallan was the cook, and they aimed for revenge—and they fucked him good. Traditionally speaking, there was nothing he could do about her [freezing out] his core.


[So what?] a student had asked Professor Riesling during her circulation lecture. [If someone’s stronger, you’re just supposed to sit down and die?]


[Of course not. If someone is freezing out your core, you first want to maintain distance. Then it’s a battle of magic again. But if you’re too close, you counter them.]


[What’s that?]


[Essence ‘leaves’ naturally spin clockwise, so artifaces create clockwise tornadoes to suck ‘em into their cores. If they’re stronger, you spin your core counterclockwise. The two forces collide, canceling their core’s momentum. Then, it’s up to martial prowess.]


As much as Kallan wanted to deck that fucker in the face for sabotaging him, he had neither a core to counter nor martial art skills. And even if he died, he’d get jumped and killed right after work—because he didn’t have a powerful family or patrons backing him.


Yet he did have something.


Kallan took a deep breath. [I wanted to save this, but… there’s no choice.] He had an ace that he kept hidden for three years, waiting until he could afford a pale essence core. Once he developed a core, he could show it off to a teacher and potentially gain a scholarship. He was almost there, but it was clear that half the cooking department was trying to get him fired, so he needed to act.


Kallan cleared his mind, blocking out sights, smells, and sounds until it was only him and the feeling of essence moving into Alim’s core beside him. He analyzed the flow cycle, studying its pattern, flow, speed, and feel. Then, he began the circulation technique he and his friend Rena had created three years before.


[It’s impossible,] Rena had said as she watched him practice counter circulation. [You might as well yell at the rain to stop.]


[Not trying guarantees failure.]


[Doin’ impossible things guarantees failure.]


[Then what should I do?]


[I wonder….] Rena created a water ball on her fingertip. In an instant, Kallan’s eyes focused on her finger with his full attention. [What if you reversed an eight?] She created a three-dimensional infinity sign with sparkling water, a figure eight created by rotating her wrist. The water remained in droplets. [Then you could yank out a sliver of essence and bring it into your core’s rotation. Skim off trace amounts.]


Kallan snorted. [Putting aside whether that’d work, do you know how much skill it’d take to do that?]


[Well… considering you can practice it every second of every day, you’re in an ironically good position to learn it.]


Kallan was dumbstruck. It was true. Kallan’s core had no pressure, so he could literally walk around in public, practicing on every single person he met without them noticing. If he even got trace amounts, it would be better than getting none—as he was getting.


[I’ll try it,] he said.


It worked, and for the next three years, he practiced rotating his core in a reverse eight-pattern, only using regular circulation at work. Then he saved almost all of his money to gain a small core before his big reveal. Now, he was in a position where he needed essence around high pressure to save his job. There was no choice.


“Alright, let’s go over some tips,” Alim taught a group of line cooks beside him. “Circulation’s all about consistency. The trick’s to speed up your circulation and then slow it down to the right speed. It’s harder to build momentum than it is to retain it.”


Kallan studied Alim’s circulation pattern—


—and began the counter-eight rotation.
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Kallan took a deep breath and then suddenly cranked his circulation clockwise, making Alim gasp. It wasn’t a [Wow, that was amazing, Kallan!] type of gasp. It was a half-scoff at the audacity of a kid trying to freeze out an aspire during his lecture. Kallan didn’t care. He was just excited that it worked, and he could feel the warm energy of the array on his fingertips.


“It seems someone’s testy,” Alim said, who was obviously too flabbergasted to notice that Kallan’s array was lighting up again. “Great opportunity. What do you do when you’re trying to do your job, and someone starts moving counterclockwise to spite you?”


The atmosphere turned electric as he spoke, a quarter excited, an equal amount nervous, and the rest petrified, as a formal complaint could get them all in trouble on the day the dean came. He could only imagine the ring leader’s smirking face draining blood like a hung pig with its throat slit, praying that he’d stop. Yet Kallan wouldn’t. He wasn’t trying to get anyone in trouble, but if he was getting fired, he didn’t care if there was a firing massacre. He didn’t do shit to these people, and they tried to ruin his life—so fuck them.


“No one?” Alim hummed. “Fine. I’ll tell you: you break their core.” Suddenly, he churned his core as fast as it would move. The air in the room stilled, becoming stale and bone dry as the elemental pressure multiplied. “Countering causes backlash,” he explained. “If someone’s core is too weak to handle it, it’ll send a wobble of essence right into their core like throwing a wrench into a steam engine.”


Kallan grimaced, but it wasn’t because of backlash. He had spent three years stealing essence from experts, professors, and beginners alike. The higher up they were, the less they noticed. The problem was that Alim was terrible at circulating, so stabilizing his essence was like trying to drink water on a horse limping on a broken hoove.


“As you can see….” Alim paused. “Wait… it’s still activated… what the hell?” He increased pressure again, but Kallan didn’t budge. The only thing holding him back was cooking through the turbulence. “What type of treasure are you using?” Alim referred to the name for high-level magical items—as if he could afford one.


“I’m not using anything,” Kallan said. “Now can I back to work? I’m cooking for—“


“I don’t care who you’re cooking for! The dean’s coming, and you all need lessons, so you don’t fuck it up. That’s all that matters, and you’re countering me in broad daylight!”


“I’m not countering you. If I was, how would I activate this?”


“Oh, I swear on Ingara’s name…. Once Chef Rendo gets back, I’ll see you fired for this.”


Kallan fell silent. As much as he wanted to say, [Go ahead,] he knew that Alim would jump him later if he learned that Chef Rendo didn’t actually discipline him.


“What was that?” Alim lifted a hand to his ear. “You’re not so tough now, are you?”


“Please….”


Suddenly, the door opened, and Chef Rendo’s voice came in. “Here’s the kitchen. As you can see, it can accommodate 48 line cooks, and fourteen bakers at any time.”


“Oh, call on the gods, and they shall come,” Alim said. The atmosphere turned grave, silent, still, and stretching as if the world had disappeared. Even the sound of simmering lowered, and the humidity lowered.


“And this is Kall…” Chef Rendo stopped walking with another and looked in Kallan’s direction—Kallan didn’t stop cooking. “Aspire Reet… what are you doing in here? It’s not a good day. The—“


“Dean’s eating here today,” Alim interrupted. “That’s why they asked me here to give them tips. That’s what I did, but this idiot’s been countering me!”


Kallan’s heart galloped, pumping blood to his ears as he continued circulating, unwilling to slow for an instant out of fear of getting in more trouble. Yet it was difficult. He could feel the cold gaze of the person beside Chef Rendo on his back, staring through him, eyes fixed on his core with vicious intensity.


“So?” the person beside Chef Rendo asked. It seemed it was a stern, cold woman.


“So… what?” Alim asked. “I’m trying to help, and he’s trying to freeze me out!”


“A-Aspire Reet. That’s Kallan Rokus. He’s the person who’s—“


“I don’t care [who] he is. Countering a person during lectures and official operations is a markable offense. He’s breaking the rules. I demand—“


“Can you not circulate with him there?” the woman asked.


Kallan felt deep stress cut into his bones. The woman’s voice felt smooth as ice yet sharp as a blade. The authority in her tone only made it stab harder into his lungs, making them seize as he fought to keep circulating.


“What? What type of question is that?” Alim asked. “Of course I can!” He started circulating at maximum speed, yet Kallan didn’t budge—he had adapted to it. And, just to prove that the world didn’t specifically hate him, the steaming pot started to boil at that moment, making Alim stammer out a dumb, “Wait, what?”


“How interesting…” the woman muttered. Then her voice shifted to Chef Rendo. “I thought you said you fired all the thieves.”


Kallan’s heart froze.


“He ain’t no thief, ma’am,” Chef Rendo said. “That kid’s core’s hasn’t changed the last three checks. Just damn talented.”


“Interesting….” She turned again. “What’s your name.”


“I’m Alim Reet of the Reet Finance—“


“You’re suspended for interfering in official operations.”


“Wait! Who the hell are—“


“Master Ember. I head the Alchemic Research Department. I want a list of every person responsible for you being her on my desk by sunset, or you’re expelled.”


“W-Wait! I honestly didn’t know that he was cooking for Dean Trion. I just heard that some uppity kid needed a lesson, and people were paying. So I just thought I’d show up for a half hour, set him off course and he’d get in a little—“


“Your honesty won’t save you,” Master Ember interrupted. Her voice was chilling, carving Kallan’s lungs like razor blades. “So save your breath.” Then she turned, and Kallan could feel her penetrating gaze on his back again. “As for you….”


Kallan cut his array and turned to her. The woman was just as uninviting as her voice suggested. She had sharp black eyes that shone brightest while glowering, and her stern frown looked as natural as trees in a forest. “Yes, ma’am?”


“I want you in my office tomorrow morning,” Master Ember said. “7 a.m. Don’t be late.”


Kallan swallowed. “Yes…. Absolutely.”


“Good. Now carry on. Dean Trion will be here in an hour. Fuck up again, and you’re getting listed.” She tried to leave, but Alim stopped her.


“M-Master Ember. Have mercy. Suspensions are a mark. If you do this, I’ll never be able to hold council.”


Master Ember paused and thought about it, growing more stunned by the second. Then she looked up with her mouth open. “The dean’s eating here today…. What the hell’d you think was going to happen?” She scoffed and left the room.


Alima sent Kallan a warning glare. Cooks started crying. The food came out perfect. Dean Trion sent his compliments. Chef Rendo clapped him on the back. For a moment, Kallan thought that he might survive the backlash from unintentionally damaging Alim’s career. Yet once he walked back into the courtyards and saw a student standing where the first-years were practicing water shaping exercises that morning, ripping the core out of a dead student’s chest, reveling in the cheers of students talking about the duel, Kallam remembered that Junolyx University wasn’t a school—it was a military breeding ground where killing was acceptable within proper restraints—and often ignored outside them.
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Rena Elsca was the only important person in Kallan’s life. She looked twenty-one, eerily matching his age like twins but visually different. Beyond their gender, she had straight blue hair dyed blue to the point that there wasn’t the slightest amount of blonde in her roots. Just like her face and terrible personality—it was perfect.


In all ways, Rena was Kallan’s exact opposite. She refused to talk about magic and spent the last three years (literally since the first day she met him) lounging on his bed, complaining about being bored. She spoke of the world, teaching him about wondrous creatures in far-out deserts and continents overseas. That day wasn’t much different than the last three years; she was still lying on his bed, but today, she silently traced hearts toward the ceiling as he recounted his meeting with Master Ember. The hearts told half a story of their relationship’s tension—the sadness in her eyes told the rest. She was born into old money, but when her parents died, her uncle seized her real estate empire and sent her to Junolyx University. So while she never told him why they couldn’t be together, Kallan assumed it was because a powerful real estate family would force her into a political marriage someday, gaining a claim to her rightful empire. It fucking sucked thinking about it, so while he didn’t hold her feeling against her—


—he wished she’d stop tracing hearts.


Yet even as he worried about his fate with Alim and Master Ember, he wish she’d continue doing it forever. Because he loved her since she dusted off her skirt and sat beside him in the servant’s courtyard three years before.


[It’s worthless, you know,] she had said.


[Thanks for the confidence,] he said.


[You’re welcome.]


He could still remember how frustrated he was that a pretty aspire sat next to him. He still had a bruise on his cheek from some kid who failed a test and wanted to take it out on someone, and now he’d be beaten by jealous students for “harrassing” a student. It felt cruel. So he remained silent and circulated (something that was mysteriously possible despite being beside her) for ten minutes before she said:


[It’s a shame, you know?]


The corner of his mouth twitched. [That what?]


[That you’re so talented, and you’re not gonna amount to shit here.]


[I’m not sure if that was a compliment or an attack.]


[It’s just the truth. This place blows….]


[So what? I should just give up?]


[Nah…. We just gotta find a way to help you grow, but I can’t think of one…. It’s so frustrating.] Rena pouted and waited for his response, but he was too shocked and confused. Three minutes passed before she said, [This is boring. Let’s eat.] She stood and offered her hand. [I’m Rena. What’s your name?]


[Wait… what?]


[Your name.]


[I…. No. What’s going on?]


Kallan was so stunned he didn’t offer his hand back, and that made her fold her arms and huff. [Food. Eat. Now?]


[Yeah, I get…. Listen. Thanks for the offer, but I’m gonna get my ass beat if I eat with a student, let alone you.]


[Why? ‘Cause I’m~cute?]


Kallan’s eyes blurred, and he looked past her. [Are you going to beat me if I refuse?]


[Of course not!]


[I refuse.]


[Get up!] Rena grabbed his hand and pulled him up like he was a shovel. [The Mess’s gonna give out leftovers soon, and we can’t miss it.]


Twenty minutes later she followed him into his bedroom with a cup of soup. [You gonna tell me your name yet?]


[You gonna tell me why you’re clinging to me all of a sudden?]


[You keep acting like it’s some broad conspiracy.] Rena thrust as spoon at him. But when they locked eyes, she blushed and looked away. [It’s because it’s beautiful.] He froze and she looked up with earnest eyes. [Your circulation… it’s beautiful.]


Kallan blushed and looked away. [I’m Kallan. Kallan Rokus.]


[See?] Rena said. [That wasn’t so hard was it?]


Kallan returned to the present with a rueful smile, remembering the love for magic he saw in her eyes that day, seeing her love for him in her tracing hearts in the present, and yet looking so sad and hollow after he told her about Master Ember.


“Kallan.”


Kallan snapped out of his reverie at her strange tone. “What?”


“You’re way too talented.”


“What’s that supposed to mean.”


“Remember when I said that I didn’t have any money to buy resources?”


He felt his chest tighten. “What are you sayi—“


“I lied.”


Kallan knew that what would follow was going to be something extremely reasonable, but knowing that his closest friend lied for years and refused to help him with his core all this time felt like a betrayal of the highest order. “What…?” he said, taking a sharp breath that inflated his lungs to the maximum.


“You’re too talented….” She bit her lip. “And I couldn’t help—“


“What the fuck do you mean you couldn’t help? You didn’t have to help, but you [could’ve] helped!” He was so hurt by her [lying] that he lashed out at her with the first ammo he got. He almost got fired and died that day—now he was getting a potential promotion, and now this? It was unbelievable!


“I’m sorry.”


“Why’d you lie? I didn’t expect shit from you! I’ve never asked [anything]. Why couldn’t you have told the truth?”


“And admit I was keeping you down?”


“Oh, yes. When you put it like that, it sounds extra bad.”


“Listen!” Rena screamed, and he paused. [You’re not just [a little] talented, Kallan. You’re not even in the same league as the people your age. If you built a core, every rich kid with an ego would force you into duels until you were dead.]


“Do you think that I didn’t prepare for that? I know!”


“No, you don’t know! You think you know. But you’re not gonna know until you’re choaking on your own blood.”


Kallan scoffed. “I don’t know? I almost died for cooking today! Fuck. I’m so sick of your negativity.”


“I’m not being negative, I just—“


“You sure as fuck are negative.”


“I’m not negative! I’m just a realist, and I just needed time.”


“For what?”


Rena paused.


“For what, Rena?”


Rena got off his bed and walked up to him like all the other times he was frustrated. He stood up as usual, but his eyes were cold, preparing to tell her off. But before he could, she placed her hands on his chest and kissed him. It felt heavenly for a split second before his chest heated up, and a pulse of energy hit his core. It was so intense it felt like his soul shot three feet out of his body, allowing him to view himself from a distance before snapping back into place.


Kallan dropped to his knees, tasting the metalic twang of blood on his lips as something… strange… carved itself onto his core. Normal people might not have noticed, but he did.


“I just needed time,” Rena whispered. “Then I couldn’t….” She turned away.


“Rena….” Kallan wheezed as she opened the door.


“I’ll be waiting for you, Kal,” Rena said. “No matter how long it takes.” She shut the door and disappeared forever. When he later looked for her, she learned that “Rena Elsca” wasn’t on the state registry—she never existed.
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Kallan saw Master Ember the next day. He wished he could say that it was a [Wow, Kallan. You’re extremely talented, please boost our alchemy department,] meeting, but he found himself in an interrogation.


“Where’s you get that technique?” Professor Ember asked.


“I didn’t use a tech—“


“That’s a lie.”


“It’s true….” Kallan looked her in the eye. “It’s just an eight. I know it’s useless for threading, but it’s not particularly difficult.”


“Just an eight.” Ember nodded a few times, rubbing her face, pinching the brim of her nose and then looked at him, eyes fierce and bloodshot with frustration. Then her iris flashed green from a divination spell (a spell that allowed her to see essence) and said, “Clockwise circulation. Go.”


Kallan panicked and circulated conventionally. She raised an eyebrow. “Counterclockwise.” Then vertical. Vertical counter. Eight. Reverse eight. By the end, her eyes were distant, perplexed yet vibrant.


“Ma’am?” he said after a long silence.


Master Ember responded by pulling out a piece of paper and a pen.


“Can you write?”


“Yes.”


“How’s your memory?”


“Decent.”


Ember pulled out a quill and pushed an inkwell to Kallan. “You’re going to write down every person that’s antagonized you. I expect at least fifty, but I want all of them.”


Kallan’s eyes widened. “Wait…. If you do this, I going to—“


“If you don’t give me this list, I’ll see you escorted off campus by nightfall. And I’ll write every single Clan in every continent, telling them that you assaulted a first-year student.”


Kallan slouched into his chair. “Wait. Why?”


“Like it or not, you’re joining the alchemy department. It’s non-negotiable. But the moment it’s announced, all your bullies are gonna panic, and they’re going to shell out [quells] by the handful to have you killed. Because if you’re talented, you’ll get patrons, and if you get patrons, you’ll take revenge. And just like Alim, they’re gonna get suspended or expelled and barred from holding countless positions in the future. This’s a cutthroat world, Kallan, and if we don’t write letters to every single student and family warning them that they fucked up, and retaliation’s gonna be met with mass expulsions, you’ll be dead by nightfall. Even then, it’s gonna be a nightmare.” She tapped the page. “Now write.”


Kallan felt confused, conflicted, and scared, bitter that he was outting people again right after bearing the consequences of the last time—but he did it—and thank Ingara’s generosity that he did.


The next week, he showed up to an Alchemy 101 course, and he was spat on and challenged by people saying, [What? You got here on merit? Let’s see it.] He declined, they showed up, and then all his past enemies jumped in to stop them, knowing they’d get suspended if Kallan died. It kept him alive, but the hatred from his bitter protectors was lethal and laced with promises to kill him after the two-year mark ended.


Yet he didn’t despair. Talent got him into the Achemic Research Department, and it was the only thing keeping him alive. So he didn’t hold back. Turned out, boiling and stirring water in 200-gallon pots wasn’t much different than alchemy if you treated expensive herbs, fungi, and extracts like food, and with his circulation, he quickly mastered basic healing and cleansing elixirs. They weren’t much, but it was enough to win him an audience with Dean Trion—


—something extremely uncomfortable. There was smiling darkness in the woman’s eyes, expected of someone who had murdered his way up the food chain, being the seventh most powerful artiface in the Junolyx Clan and in the top twenty on the Elusisn Continent. Despite that burrowing gaze, he lavished Kallan with praise, stating, [You’ve created quite the buzz. With your unique system, the Circulation Department has been creating techniques to counter stronger opponents. You can’t research yet, but you’ve been given a sizable stipend for your time. Keep up the good work.]


Sizable stipend meant 100,000,000 golden quells. Housing cost one quell, and he earned two a month—


—he was rich.


[Unfortunately, we’re not prepared to protect you yet, so I’m forbidding you from buying or using cores until next year.]


Kallan was disheartened—but it was just one year. So he finished strong, and at the end of the year, he was given the student of the year position at the [Nalsha], the annual tournament where people could vie for higher positions in the clan. Someone challenged Dean Trion that year, so he found himself in the sky bleachers, bleachers hovering six hundred feet above Nyx Valley as Dean Trion faced off against a formidable woman named Salam More, the Master of the Elemental Magic Department. It was a fierce battle fought mostly with the two fighters flying in the sky, and it destroyed most of the valley and a nearby mountain peak. Salam created thousands of ice spears and sent them crashing down on Dean Trion; they bent, chasing after his every movement, but he used martial arts to break them. It seemed like he was just showing off until she created a fireball the size of a sun, crashing it down upon him. It hit, sending him into the forest, which burst into flames, creating a fiery hellscape that sent the crowd into a fury. Dean Trion burst out of the flames unharmed, flying into the sky and throwing invisible kinetic blasts that looked like brief distortions before the slammed into mountains, making large chunks explode. It was indeed a close battle, with Dean Trion suffering grave injuries that matched the shattered, scarred, and gashed landscape burning below, but he was soon healed. Salam More died that day—as there’s no such thing as a friendly spar. He then ripped the core out of her chest to integrate later, something that would undoubtably raise his rank. He was a monster amongst men—


—but that left Kallan excited. For the first time, he saw what he would aspire to once he learned elemental magic.


Two weeks later, the semester concluded, and Kallan could officially buy a core and gate-opening elixir to build his core and open his elemental gates to use magic. Before he did, he got an immense surprise.


“Kallan Rokus,” Master Ember said before the graduation crowd. “In light of your extraordinary achievements in alchemy and circulation, we award you the Golden Spire, the award for those who achieved something that other students have not. Not only have you proven that the reverse eight has combat applications, but you’ve inspired research to find practical applications for the technique. We expect nothing but the best for you, and for that reason, the school has decided to award you a fifth-tier gate-cleansing elixir to start off your journey of elemental magic!”


Kallan’s eyes welled with tears as he accepted the aquamarine elixir housed in a glass helix bottle stamped with the word [Synmare], denoting it was from the most prestigious elixir company in the world. It looked so small in his hands, but it had housed his dream. “Thank you,” he said to Master Ember, who looked just as stern and intimidating as the day he met her. That made him smile, but he broke down when he saw Chef Rendo and half cooking department cheering and clapping louder that the rest.


Kallan Rokus didn’t know how it happened—


—but his dream had come true. He vowed to make the most of it and reach the top—no matter what it took.


He had four hours to live.
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Kallan returned to his [suite] after three hours of prestigious people approaching him to build favor. His housing had been upgraded. Far from the white room he had in the worker’s quarters (which housed a single cot and communal bathroom), he had a suite with a massive bath he practiced circulation in (because why not), a feather bed, and an entire room with internal arrays that allowed him to practice battle magic without destroying anything. The room was useless at present, considering that he only had one lecture in a class he was a test dummy in, but it would change next semester as part of elemental magic training.


Kallan stared at the aquamarine elixir in his hand, feeling his stomach shifting between feeling hollow and feeling too full. Seeing his bed changed that. He imagined Rena lying on his bed (just like she had for three years), complaining about how bored she was as he circulated. Rena—the woman who was somehow well known at Junolyx University but was never admitted or had classes. The ghost who the school had allegedly tried—and failed—to talk to, following her into buildings only to find she had disappeared. Rena—his friend.


He sat down in a chair facing the bed and looked at the elixir. A long period of silence followed until his emotions were raw. “I… was lucky….” He said to Rena’s ghost—praying she was listening. “There’s been a dozen expulsions, a few dozen suspensions, and fourteen people have died attacking me in the last year.” He laughed and shook his head. “Most’ve them were meant to be warnings, but with all these richies’ lives tied to my life, people’ve taken a violence first approach…. Heh. When I put it like that, luck doesn’t have anything to do with it—I’ve experienced a miracle….”


Kallan gripped the bottle and took a deep breath.


“So you were right,” Kallan said. “And I’ll be honest… I fucking hate this place. I walk into class, and people avoid me, fear me, scorn me, and spit on me behind my back. Academics sneer at me for my achievement—not knowing it’s yours—and families are eyeing me like prey. Everywhere I go, death follows, and even small recognitions for my merit are political maneuvers or scandals (depending on who you ask).” He whispered the last part with venomous emphasis. “I mean, I got a hundred million quell in some vault I can’t touch, but it’s been illegal for me to buy resources…. And now that I have an elixir and I can finally live out my dream….” Tears dripped onto his pant legs, and he took a deep, defiant breath. “All I can think about is how much I wish you were here…. Call me selfish, but I just don’t want to be so lonely anymore…. So please, Rena. Tell me where you’re waiting…. Or just come back. Please…. come back.”


Kallan sat in silence for thirty minutes before wiping his eyes and saying, “Oh well. Your butt was too small, anyway.” He chuckled and listened, praying she’d materialize out of nowhere and smack him around—but he got nothing. So he sighed. “It was worth a shot.”


He squeezed the gate-opening elixir in his hand and turned to the bathroom. “Well, it’s not gonna cleanse itself.” His heart pounded as he undressed, entered the bathroom, and used arrays on the bathtub’s floor to fill the tub with water and another to heat and sustain it at body temperature—the perfect amount to make it feel like there was no water around him.


Finally, he opened up the elixir and smelled the pungent aroma. It smelled toxic, lethal, and altogether bad for his health—just like every other form of medicine. So he sighed, took a deep breath, and swallowed it down.
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Kallan knew something was wrong long before he swallowed the potion. It was supposed to have the tart taste of jemma berries mixed with powdered medicine—not corrosive acid. He tried to spit it out, but he swallowed the slightest amount, and his core ballooned, sending energy jutting out his limbs as he screamed. He plunged into the water—but it didn’t help. Bubbles shot up around him as he screamed underwater, and then he blacked out from the pain. Suddenly, he found himself in the courtyard with Rena, watching her tuck a lock of beautiful blue hair behind her ear. It was so vivid and real that he forgot that he was drowning.


“Hey, Kallan,” she said.


Kallan opened his mouth to answer, but his consciousness abruptly returned, and he was in the bathtub. His lungs were filling with water, so he shot up and coughed it out, only to blackout again.


He returned to that sunny summer day again, watching Rena hugging her knees on the grass with a bright smile as if nothing had happened. It was beautiful out, and he could feel the warmth from the sun on his shoulders.


“What’s up?” Kallan answered—


—but didn’t. It was his voice, but he didn’t speak it. It was a flashback—a lingering memory, frozen in time.


Rena looked at him with deceptively innocent eyes that seemed so genuine and asked. “I don’t think you were meant to be here.”


“What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”


“Your dream just feels so… wasted… here,” Rena said, gripping her knees. “I mean, even if you get what you want…. People just murder each other here. It fucking blows.”


Kallan suddenly awoke in the present when people dragged him out of the bathtub. Master Ember was there, screaming, “I don’t care how you do it—save him!” His primal instincts took over, and he wanted to survive. He tried to keep in the present, but he blinked, and he had returned. Rena was hugging her knees again, speaking about how shitty the world was.


Kallan laughed at her cute fatalism. “Yeah. It sucks.”


“So?”


“So what?”


“Do you think you’re meant to be somewhere else?”


“Look. I don’t like daydreaming. Okay? This is as good as it—“


“Just answer me. If you had a chance to go somewhere else, a place where you could use magic freely without all this… bullshit… would you?”


“Of course I would.” He rolled his eyes at the audacity of the question. “Why would you even ask?”


“Even if you got your dream here?”


“You’re being annoying.” Kallan got up. “I gotta go.” Break time was over; he had to return to his shift.


Suddenly, Kallan awoke and heard a trailing voice saying, “I’m trying! He drank necrotic poison!” before blacking out again. Then he found himself walking back to Restam Hall again. Suddenly, the two worlds blended, and he realized that Rena had disappeared, he was poisoned, and he was dying. So he quickly turned back to see Rena on that grassy knoll but found himself in his bedroom instead, clutching his chest after she kissed him. Somewhere in the far distance, he heard someone asking, “Why’s it doing that?” and another replying, “I don’t know….” Yet he didn’t awake. He could still taste the metallic twang of blood and hear the sound of Rena’s breathing. The worlds were blending, and that strange rune that he felt on his core started burning hot in his chest, making him clutch at it. He tried to ask, [What… is this?] but no words came out. Instead, he looked up and saw Rena standing at his door, staring at him with lonely eyes.


“I’ll be waiting for you,” Rena had said. “No matter how long it takes.”


Kallan felt his body give out for good, and darkness clouded his eyes.
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Kallan expected to be veiled in black velvet when his soul launched from his body or to simply cease to exist. In the event that life was just a series of trials preparing someone for a virtuous afterlife, he imagined he’d wake up in a meadow somewhere, feeling the shade of a rustling tree above him as his parents greeted him. Then, after dinner, he’d use elemental magic and say, [Damn. If I knew it’d be like this, I would’ve come here sooner,] to roars of obligatory laughter.


None of that happened. Dozens of potential options failed, and something bizarre and twisted happened instead:


Kallan Rokus lived a completely different life from birth to an equally shitty death—in a matter of seconds. It was a paradox, but Kallan was born on a different side of the world and had a peaceful life with loving, [living] parents. His name was Alivan and he had two sisters—Tira and Elam—who loved him when they were four and five, hated him when they were twelve and thirteen, and then loved him again at eighteen and nineteen. His mom cooked strange pies that tasted delicious, and his dad would fly kites with him on hilltops when he was a kid. When he was twelve, his dad taught him to fight with a sword, telling him, [If you wanna catch like your mom, you gotta be an adventurer. Girls love guys with flash.] Unfortunately, Alivan was anything but flashy. He got decent with swordsmanship, but he wasn’t talented with it. He fell behind as an adventurer and became a musician instead, a talent that barely earned him meals at taverns he played with after he got out of school. But he pursued that dream until a young woman entered the tavern he was playing at one day, and he fell in love at first sight. Her name was Raign, and she was unreasonably beautiful for an adventurer—a very pertinent detail. Since Alivan didn’t know his place, he struck up a conversation and made her giggle. It turned out that she was an adventurer waiting for a party member. Then, a lot of conflict, drama, and uncertainty later, Alivan found himself traveling with their party. He carried twice their packs, held his own in battle against non-spirit beasts, and played the party music at night to the chagrin of a famous tournament artiface named Trovai Iska, who Alivan knew hated him but thought was reliable enough. Everyone loved Alivan’s music and cooking, if slightly jealous of his blossoming relationship with Raign, and lavished him with praise—something Trovai didn’t like. But Trovai kept his smile until an opportunity came up. A new dungeon was recently discovered, and he suggested they go. It was a high-level dungeon that countless artifaces would go to, so Raign and the team said they weren’t ready, but the Trovai released a devastating strike that carved the countryside without a scratch and said, [You’ve got me. A few days of me holdin’ the team, and you’ll all be five times as powerful.] Raign disagreed, but, naturally, Alivan wanted to gain the power to stand at Raign's side, as was only natural for men in this world and the next. And so they traveled for two months of fields and rock and stream until they reached an excavation sight with thousands of people—only to find that the dungeon was closed off. The mysterious stone steps left behind by the ancients had partially collapsed, and full sections had been cut off after the second floor. Luckily, the dungeon crew was only a few weeks away from breaking through to the third floor when they arrived, so the group said they’d stay. As they were prepping, Alivan his other party members that he planned to propose to Raign after he obtained his first cleansing herbs, allowing him to start his journey with magic. Trovai heard and abruptly said it was a wonderful idea and said they should scour the first two floors for something that Alivan distrusted. Each floor of the dungeon was like a doughnut, with the center being a well that extended downward into a pitch-black abyss. Still, Raign signed off, so he went, too, and that’s when disaster struck. He was hanging out with the group when a random worker asked him to check out something, wanting to have a fresh pair of eyes on something near the well. He went—and fifty feet from the well (he was deathly afraid of heights), he was jumped by a man who requested his eyes and a woman. They dragged him to the edge as the man said, [It’s nothing personal, kid. But the money’s too good to refuse.] They threw him over the edge, where he fell at least five feet before hitting a ledge with a sickening crack—


—and darkness clouded his eyes.


Then he woke up.


[Who] woke up was up for debate because when Kallan opened his eyes, he found himself in a bed of flowers—bone fragments sticking out of his body—covered in blood. If he had to guess by his situation and the overwhelming pain, he’d guess Alivan. Judging by the pure, unadulterated angst and callous hatred he felt after dying twice—fucking twice!—in an evening, he’d guess he was Kallan. Whoever he was, he was supposed to be dead from a two-hundred-foot (or greater) plunge into oblivion, but somehow he was alive—


—and screaming.


Kallan blacked out from the pain.


An unknown period of time passed before he woke up again—if he woke up at all. In his delirious state, he would’ve sworn he heard [Rena] saying, “You think he could’ve poisoned him or something, come on,” before falling victim to sleep again.


When he next awoke, he forgot he heard anything at all.





            

    
        B2- Chapter 39 - The Keetas

    
    
    
    
                Elizabeth wished that Edico hadn’t given her the assignment to protect Trinov Escar. It was pointless, and she would probably die. She wasn’t a fighter. Maybe if there were some ground soldiers, she could put up her hands and say “boom,” then tons of people would die—but these weren’t regular soldiers. Sara had taught her a high-level invisibility spell, and it took months of intensive training. During that period, Elizabeth also learned how rare—and illegal—invisibility spells were (let alone one that dispersed mana to avoid divination detection) so it was only available to the top ranks. So she pretty much knew from the moment they entered her [mana net] (a detection trap) that these people were high-level mages—and there were two of them. She was gonna die—and that made her heart race for the first time in a long time.

“Who are you?” Grent asked.

“The name’s Elizabeth,” she said. “I’m one of those [heroes] and, well, if you can’t tell—we’re really strong.” Seven suns just rained down from the heavens—that was an understatement. “Anyway,” she said, “there’s a few of us here to protect Trinov. It’s not really necessary, considering that we’ll just burn down your capital if you take ‘em, but still.”

Trinov Escar hadn’t been executed, ensuring that Alecov could never be legitimized as the sole king. That’s why Sara and Alecov should’ve killed him—but they hadn’t. That gave the kingdoms the opportunity to kidnap Escar and negotiate to release him for better terms. That said, it really wasn’t necessary. No one would rally behind Trinov when Sara had just decimated three kingdoms—and if they did, no one could stop Sara from taking him back by force.

“So you just guard for no reason?” Eline asked.

“No,” Elizabeth sighed. “I’m guardin’ cuz I was asked to.”

“We’re same,” Grent said. “We were asked to be here.”

“Shit….” Elizabeth was essentially committing suicide by continuing to stand there, but she felt duty-bound to continue doing so. She was part of the military and military fights and dies for their country… or something. The invisible mages in front of her were also military—so they were in the same boat. They were at a standstill. “So there’s no way to talk you out of it?” she asked.

“No,” Eline said. “We are here because we must.”

Before Eline even started talking, Elizabeth started silent chanting. Within three seconds, she had put up her hands, and a soccer-sized fireball ballooned to the size of a boulder. Then, it ballooned even larger as it shot at the Keetas—passing an amplification stone—giving it a thirty-foot diameter, melting through the fences on either side of the pathway as it swallowed the siblings whole.

Elizabeth felt it wasn’t enough, so she followed up with a wind spell, turning the ground into a raging inferno as it blasted the area where the siblings were standing. If it were anyone—or anything—else, they’d die—but these… [things]….

“Strong,” Grent said.

Elizabeth shivered when the smoke cleared, and she saw Grent and Eline for the first time. They were bald and naked (as the fire torched their clothing off), and every inch of their bodies was covered in glowing arrays.

“But not strong enough,” Eline said.
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Taylor saw the massive fireball and immediately flew to the area, feeling a bad premonition about what was happening there. He was ten seconds away.
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Elizabeth threw up a barrier as fast as possible—and it saved her life. An explosion of scalding steam blinded her vision, and a cloud of mana followed, making it impossible to see through her eyes or divination pulse. She was just stranded there, in a bubble, waiting for them to strike. Then, in a surreal twist of fate, all the mist in the area sucked away in a vortex, and for a split second, she thought that Sara had arrived with a black hole spell—

—she was wrong. All the water in the area got sucked into the sky, creating hundreds of ice spears. A second later, they crashed onto Elizabeth’s barrier like hail—shattering it and sending ice spears slamming into her body.
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Ten seconds before, Taylor arrived at a hellish scene. The fight was happening at a massive stone building that had two courtyards on either side of the door, all surrounded by walls and a massive iron gate—all of it was on fire. No, more than on fire—melted. The massive iron gates outside were dripping with molten slag from a fireball that had melted right through it and continued on into the cobblestone roadway. Yet despite that hellish attack, the people fighting survived. One second, everything was on fire; the next, the world exploded in white steam, which made his silver glider screech as he shielded his eyes. Five seconds later, when he opened them, all the steam sucked into the sky, forming hundreds of ice spears in the air above two mages who looked radioactive with blue and green arrays lit up on their naked bodies. They were burnt—or at least their clothing was—but they stood there, unperturbed, as the man waved his hand and all the ice spears crashed into a barrier that Taylor had the luxury of noticing for the first time.

It was then that the massive fire and molten slag coalesced into a simple concept that he didn’t even have five seconds to connect before he was blasted with steam: a hero did that. No one else could’ve released an attack of that magnitude. A hero did it. And that hero was behind the barrier that just got punctured like a pin-cushion….

Taylor’s heart started pounding out of control. He just watched a hero die…. They died…. They died…. Fuck. If he had experienced the trap Sara’s team had ran into, he might’ve been prepared. Yet he couldn’t. Shit just got so real. People were dying, suns were falling…. Hero, hero…. Fuck.

Suddenly, both of the glowing mages looked up at him in the sky, making his body freeze solid. If he were Raul or Emma, he could create a barrier that even those ice spears couldn’t harm—but he wasn’t them. He was dead, Dead, DEAD! Fuck he was so dead!

Yet they didn’t attack. Instead, the two mages casually walked up the pathway toward the door to the building—looking at the hero on the ground.

[Who is it?]

That was the question that repeated in his mind.

It could be someone he cared about. On his team, no. But….

Taylor’s eyes welled with tears as they approached the mystery hero.

[Who is it? Who is it? Who is it? Who is it!]

His body shook, and his mind had a meltdown, making him want to collapse on his silver glider and cry. Yet he couldn’t. All he could do was watch as the mages got closer, nearer—within reach. [Don’t look at them!] he wanted to scream. [Get the fuck away from them!] But he couldn’t. He couldn’t move. And when he saw the female mage reach for the hero—

Suddenly, a red meteor fell from the sky above him, and as it fell, his mind took a snapshot. When time stopped for that split second, he realized it was Raul, covered in gaseous crimson miasma that Taylor had heard myths about but never seen. Then Raul’s body continued down, slamming straight into the charred and melted pathway.
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Raul felt icy chills looking at the two mages before him. They looked like archetypical practitioners of the black arts, people who had fuzed their bodies and souls with magic. Their bodies were glowing with over a dozen arrays, and with their clothing burnt off, he could see that the man was actually a eunuch, and his crotch had arrays on it. The woman, too…. These people… were terrifying.

They didn’t have the natural pressure that Lord Res had—and he could probably force them to kneel with pressure if he got near them. But these people… he didn’t think they’d let him get near them. They had already proven that they could survive an attack that melted through iron gates and even turned that into a weapon. Raul looked at Elizabeth, who was on the ground. She was bleeding heavily.

Raul narrowed his eyes when he noticed Eline’s hands reaching for her. “Don’t touch her,” he warned.

“I heal,” Eline said.

“Heal?” Raul repeated for clarification.

“Yes, heal,” Grent answered. “This fight? Pointless. She fought anyway. We respect that.”

Eline reached forward, and her hand radiated with green light. The ice sphere started melting, and the wounds around Elizabeth’s lungs started healing up, leading the blonde to cough out blood. Her cough was weak, but it proved she was alive.

Raul watched with energy burning in his veins—Emma’s energy, Lord Res’s energy. All of it was grounded within him, and unlike other forms of energy that release once they’re not used, Halkon Executioner didn’t. It just built up like a pressure cooker until he released it, so he was in pain as he watched.

“That axe,” Eline said after she finished healing Elizabeth.

Grent nodded. “Yes.”

Raul noticed the black magic freaks looking at his axe like it was a holy relic (even though it was a replica). In a sense, it was. No one had seen the runes on it, and it drank blood—something these two probably shared in common with it.

“Give us axe, and we will leave,” Eline said.

“Not here—the whole kingdom,” Grent said.

For a moment, Raul considered it. The axe was a replica, and the real—stronger—version was somewhere in a crypt. Yet when he looked at their tattoos, he was reminded that they weren’t good people. They would probably experiment on dozens or even hundreds to replicate the magic.

“No,” Raul said.

Eline nodded and looked to the sky. “Have friend move girl.”

Raul looked and found Taylor. Then he yelled. “Taylor! Take Elizabeth!”

It took five minutes, but Taylor eventually arrived and loaded up Elizabeth, whispering, “What now?” as he mounted the silver glider again.

“I guess we’ll fight,” Raul said.

Taylor nodded. “Sorry.”

“For what?”

“Not fighting.”

“If you weren’t here, we couldn’t fight,” Raul said. “Now go.” Taylor nodded solemnly and flew away, leaving Raul shaking with pent-up power. He looked at the Keetas and asked their names.

“Grent Keeta.”

“Eline Ketta.”

“Siblings?”

“Yes.”

“You?”

“Raul Martinez. I was summoned here to fight Agronus.” Raul gripped the haft of his axe and released magical pressure, which was amplified by the amplification stone Elizabeth had put into the walkway.

The Keetas jumped back with ghostly speed before it even happened, as if they could read his mind. That crushing pressure didn’t affect them.

“You helped my friend,” Raul said. “But if you continue—it’s war.”

“It’s war,” Grent said.

A brief silence passed between them—

—and then Raul charged. He blitzed at lightning speed, closing the distance and releasing intense pressure. The siblings split, jumping sideways in two directions. Raul swung his axe in a 180-degree arc, releasing a scythe of red aura shooting out on either side. Eline hit the ground and bent her back with sickening flexibility to avoid the crimson attack—but Grent was still mid-air when the attack reached him. The blade should’ve sliced Grent, but a barrier materialized underneath him, and he landed on it like a floating island. It was right above the crimson attack, and Raul could swear the aura cut through the bottom part of the barrier. It was incredible.

“Good,” Eline said, covering her ears. “Our turn.”

Grent tapped his throat, and an array on his neck lit up with purple light. Raul instantly reacted, rushing forward to stop him, but it was too late. Grent took a deep breath and then screamed with an amplification spell far exceeding anything that Raul had ever made. The sound shattered his eardrums, leaving him disoriented as he wobbled back and forth, hitting the ground with a knee.

6

Sara heard the amplified scream and finally got direction in the rainstorm. [Hold in there,] she thought. [Please…] Ten seconds later, she finally passed the story and saw Lemora.

7

Raul couldn’t hear, and his vision was hazy from being disoriented. So he released a divination cloud to see with his eyes shut. Calling upon the brutal training, Sara put him through, he watched Eline strike with an ice spear from behind him. He turned as she threw it, swinging his axe and hitting it like a baseball. The blade destroyed the spear, and the aura blade continued forward, slicing off Eline’s arm—leaving her shocked. She muttered something with her mouth—he couldn’t hear it.

Suddenly, he felt pressure from his back, and he dodged in time to avoid a fireball. A water ball followed close behind, but Raul was prepared. If Sara did anything, it was drilling combination attacks into them. Wind and fire, water and fire, create earthquakes and fill them with water, water and ice, water and electricity. Water and fire made scalding steam, which was deadly—but magically harmless. [Zória arkhízoun!] Raul chanted. A thin barrier wrapped around him before the fire water hit, dispelling it. [Akoloutheí ta ichnē.] Wind dispel. Wind exploded around Raul in a cloud, clearing the hot mist. Then he jumped forward, swinging his axe at Grent, who looked shocked. The mage said something—

—Raul couldn’t hear. He couldn’t even see without confusing himself. He was walking around, viewing the world through mana signatures, which were closer to black and white. Through that vision, he could see the siblings lifting their hands as massive ice balls floating above them rained down on him. Raul swung his axe, sending massive crimson arcs of aura flying at them in a Z pattern, trying to cover the land and sky when striking at the siblings.

It was getting intense, and his power was depleting, so he rushed up to Eline’s missing arm and brutally cut it in half, splashing its blood on the blade. His mind blanked out as the energy flowed into his body, and right then, something [strange] happened. It was hard to explain. It was like the siblings’ mana signatures blurred, creating this strange cloud. Raul became wary, but he couldn’t slow down because they started shooting ice spheres at him as they jumped from barrier to barrier in the sky. It was obnoxious.

“Stop moving!” Raul yelled. [Diamántia ouraníou toxévontai, graphóntas tin próklisi tis sympan!] He lifted his left hand and released a gust of scorching wind that knocked the siblings off balance in the air. Then he charged forward, jumping toward Eline. He reached her, lifting his axe and cutting through her—

—only for her body to dissolve and for his axe to hit dead air.

Then he felt a spear stab into his back.
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                Raul felt a hot blade pierce his shoulder from behind—and that made him furious. He didn’t know what type of spell the Keetas used to trick his divination magic, and he didn't care. Eline’s blood was on Halkon’s Executioner, sizzling hot, burning through his veins, adding to Lord Res and Emma’s, pushing the magical pressure to a breaking point. So when he was stabbed, he didn’t think about the pain—he just acted.

Raul turned and cut through the air in a 180-degree arc, shooting a scythe of aura out at the Keetas. Then he looked for them. Through his divination lens, he couldn’t see them—just clouds of mana. Suddenly, two divination signatures attacked from behind. Yet he didn’t attack—instead, he released an intense mana pulse to relieve some of his internal pressure, figuring it would stop them—only for them to disappear.

Illusions…. he thought.

Two daggers shot at him from the front, and he jumped backward, blocking one of them with his axe’s blade. He didn’t see anyone ahead of him… but he felt something. No, someone. Eline’s mana was burning through his veins, and he could feel her presence, as if there was a rope tied around her waist and it was attached to his axe. Without overthinking it, he shot forward with such force that the ground buckled as he jumped forward. He lifted his axe and thrust down.

Raul’s axe hit something hard—it wasn’t a person—likely a weapon. Yet the resistance was futile. Halkon’s Executioner cut right through it and then hit the ground, leaving a shockwave as the ground buckled and cratered underneath him. He still couldn’t hear anything but the haunting ring of tinnitus in his ears, but he knew by the new blood sizzling on the axe that he had hit someone—and there were only two people there. It was Grent—

—he could now feel them both.

Raul chuckled as he walked out of the crater he made in the prison’s courtyard. He kept his eyes closed. He didn’t need them.

Grent jumped backward, hoping to heal. Eline ran to the side, flanking Raul to get him away from her brother. Neither got their wish. Raul rushed Grent while Eline shot spells from his side. He dodged all her attacks, reached Grent, lifted his axe—and swung down.

2

Lemora was a cloud of black and white and orange when Sara arrived. The area smelled of sulfur and burning corpses, and soldiers screamed in a brutal cacophony that blocked out any other noise. It was a scene of hell—one that she had seen more than she wished she’d ever have to see.

Suddenly, memories of the Crimson Siege flashed across her mind and she found herself in Dantal, the demon capital—at a different place at a different time—unable to differentiate between the two. Sara felt something was strange, but she didn’t question it. She gripped her silver glider’s reins, dodging massive meteors and blue fireballs as the war and fires raged below. Colossal creatures that looked like orca whale-sized mole rats with rhino hides rushed through the battlefield, destroying human siege equipment as her army fought against black humanoid creatures in a flurry of steel and magic. More spells abruptly shot at her, and she weaved through the air over the battlefield to dodge them. She did—

—but a javelin abruptly shot across the skies like a bullet, piercing her silver glider’s wings. It screeched as it flew downward in a spiral like a helicopter spinning out of control. As she spun, her world slowed, and she saw her attacker—

—Trana: the Demon General. She—if you could call it a “she” just because it could bear children—was eight feet tall and walked around without clothing, tattooed with red arrays painted on her obsidian black skin. Dead human soldiers were piled up around her, and once Sara made eye contact, Trana picked up Andy Trent—the same one she had been bonding with over the last week—and sunk her teeth into his neck, ripping off his head.

Overflowing emotions welled within Sara as the past and present collided, and she found herself unsheathing Qualth and jumping off her silver glider. Sara snapped back into the real world as she plunged five hundred feet to the ground below, realizing what she had done. Yet there were five seconds for her to comprehend before she hit the ground, and she realized at that moment—

—that it didn’t matter. Sara released a wind spell a hundred feet up to break her fall. Then, she charged Qualth with the collective mana output of over fifty thousand people and aimed the blast into a mass of Quell soldiers.

3

Just before Sara took her plunge, Rimn flew through the battlefield, searching for a large group of Escaran troops to use as shields against the summonees. Their mana was limitless, and their casting time was shocking, preventing him from firing anything but a two-line incantation back as they flew through the battlefield. He had barely succeeded in finding a platoon of Escaran troops when he saw a bright white light streak across the sky like a falling star. He felt the pressure right before it struck down—then the world turned white as a wall of bright white aura cut the battlefield in half. It was as if someone had cut the ocean, sending water spraying fifty feet up—yet it was raw mana, and a tidal wave of energy followed in a shockwave, making his bones vibrate as the white light burned through the land. Everyone on the battlefield—friend and foe—dropped onto their knees from the pressure, wheezing as if someone had hit their diaphragm.

4

Sara stood up and stared down the path of destruction in front of her. There was a crevasse cutting the battlefield apart for over two hundred meters—cauterized by the heat. The area glistened with transparent glass in pockets of high silica and obsidian glass in others—five feet across. Sara surveyed it, straightening her back and cracking her neck. She had been deathly anxious about being away for a week—it felt damn good to release that pent-up pressure.

The battlefield hushed save for the sound of the wounded screaming—

—but that made it even more eerie. It felt as if the battle was over, and both sides had deserted the soldiers despite tens of thousands lining the battlefield.

5

Raul cleaved through Grent’s body, splitting him from his right shoulder to his left thigh. It wasn’t from the first strike Raul made after realizing he could feel Grent’s presence. Grent dodged the first attack and released a massive fireball that shot past him and hit the prison, setting it on fire. Then, the battle raged for another three minutes, preventing Raul from remedying the dire situation behind him. That ate at him—but that was the point. Psychological torment. Breaking down his ability to think. Yet he didn’t give in—because he wasn’t thinking much under Halkon’s Executioner’s power. That was a blessing because the Keetas were freakishly strong, and even with being able to feel them at every moment and having overwhelming mana and energy from Halkon’s Executioner, it took over fifty strikes to finally kill Grent. Along the way, Eline stabbed him and hit him with ice spells—things that should’ve killed a normal person. Yet his body tempering held as he swung and charged and struck, never letting up until he killed Grent.

Then Raul turned and looked at Eline, who had dropped the invisibility and diversion tactics, and just stared at him. His hearing was returning, and he could make out the sound of crackling flames and a distant hum beyond his ringing ears. Yet, it wasn’t perfect. He couldn’t hear the clash and roar of soldiers in the distance, and the rumble of booms had disappeared. That was a mistaken assumption. A moment later, Eline jumped back as an amplification circle activated over the horizon.

“This battle is over!”

Raul felt icy chills when he heard Sara’s voice—distant and broken as it was. It was here. That meant that the brief white flash he saw over the top of the wall… was Qualth.

Suddenly, all the smoke and steam from the city sucked away in torrents, and dirt whipped into a tornado.

6

Sara lifted her hand high as a tornado of blood and rock and steel formed above her. Soldiers fell to the ground, finding themselves moving a few inches a second toward the vortex from the intense winds. They screamed but soon found themselves speechless as a meteor formed, creating a miniature asteroid in the sky.

“Quell and Markon forces—line up on the west side of this line.” She pointed at the west of the gash she left on the battlefield. “Escaran troops—stand on the east. Follow these instructions, and you’ll be next to our people. Deny them—and face my wrath.” The meteor developed an icy frost over the top—and then burst into flames. “You have five minutes.

Soldiers screamed and trampled over each other as they moved to the line.

7

“You are strong,” Eline yelled.

Raul chuckled bitterly and shook his head. He had spent the last ten minutes thinking the same thing about the Keetas. Yet, unlike him, they didn’t have a weapon that made the battle manageable. They didn’t have a pure core. If he wasn’t given so many advantages—he’d have died long ago. “No… I’m lucky,” he said.

“Spare me,” Eline said. “We were born into wealth. All mages are—some more than others. Yet we do not accept advantage as an excuse for loss.” She pointed at her body. “Not for them—not for you.”

8

As soldiers lined up on either side of the battlefield, Sara realized something incredible. Despite being outnumbered, there were significantly fewer Quell and Markon soldiers than Escaran troops. She looked at the wall maze and found it burning and charred. They did it…. Sara looked up and saw Raul’s entire strike team—except two—flying above her. They won. They actually won. Not in a day—but in hours.

Sara’s excitement turned to anxiety when the people who mattered most hung in the balance. She turned to Lemora and spoke into her amplification circle: “If Emma’s alive, send me a sign!”

9

Emma tried to get off the healing table, but Emily rushed up, saying, “Don’t get up, idiot!” at the top of her lungs while crying and smiling. Then, she rushed out of the tent and put up her hands, chanting a blue fireball—and releasing it like a firework. Emma burst into laughter and tears just watching her.
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Sara’s eyes welled with tears when she saw the blue fireball in the sky. That was a solid signal—as few people could use blue fire magic. She swallowed and nodded. “Raul!“ she yelled. It took twenty seconds, but a massive fireball joined the other in the sky.

Sara took a sharp breath, feeling overwhelmed. “Edico,” she said, voice cracking. A third fireball shot up from Lemora’s embattlements. “Everyone…” she said. Blue fireballs shot into the skies above her, and Edico released multiple smaller fireballs for the non-military mages.

No one had died.

Sara almost broke down, said fuck it, cried on the battlefield—and then killed anyone who judged her. She had honestly only trained the heroes (aside from Emma and Raul) because she had to. Not just for stability but for her army. Subconsciously, she didn’t want to get close to any of them because most of them died in her last life—and it was bad enough watching Will, Emily, and Andy die when they weren’t even close. Yet, seeing them succeed… seeing everyone alive under harsh circumstances… she couldn’t help but wonder if that’s all it would’ve taken to keep everyone alive in her last life… uniting them. Yet… that didn’t matter. Not in this life. All that mattered was that everyone was alive…..

“Good work,” Sara said, eliciting cheers above her. Then she swept her gaze to her troops, shining brightly under the artificial sun burning above them. “Escaran troops…. you’ve won!”

Her soldiers’ battle cries were so sharp they cut the heavens, attempting to carve their sound into history. It was their victory—

—they deserved it.

13

Raul looked at Eline and lifted his axe. His energy was drying up, and the prison was burning. He wasn’t certain why the Keetas went to the prison, but he imagined it was because they were looking to capture the king—someone who would burn if he didn’t put out the flames. Raul had to finish the battle quickly. “Are you ready?” he asked.

Eline smiled and nodded, putting up her hand. Then, Sara’s meteor launched into the distance, creating a distant explosion that marked the beginning of his and Eline’s fight.

The battle only lasted five minutes—but it was close. Once it was over, Raul smiled at the hardest-won victory of his life, thanking the Keetas for the wonderful battle. Then, he let go of his axe—and blacked out, leaving the prison burning behind him.
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                The “Three-Front Siege” (as it would later be known) officially ended when Sara’s meteor struck farmland a quarter mile away from the battlefield, creating a massive crater and explosion of wind and fire.

“Weapons in the cut!” Sara pointed at the massive gash that she had slashed into the fertile Lemoran soil, inadvertently creating a historical nickname for what would later be known as Lemora’s “Glass River.” The enemy troops complied, helping each other unbuckle their armor after they threw swords, shields, spears, and axes into “The Cut.”

Twenty minutes later, Edico pushed through the soldiers and took his place beside her. For a moment, he just stood there, perhaps waiting for her to speak, but after three minutes of silence, he chuckled. “Quite the entrance,” he said.

Sara turned to him, studying his face to determine whether he was concerned or grateful. Yet it felt like neither—it was that strange, unreadable countenance that only Edico seemed to have—in this life and the next. She always imagined that Marcus Aurelius shared Edico’s stoicism. She turned away and discarded her first reply, which was to shrug it off as if it were only natural, and instead said, “I was pissed.”

Edico grinned as he looked at the colossal trench in front of him. He prepared for a wisecrack but shrugged instead.

“Say it,” Sara grumbled.

Edico shook his head. “I was just thinking—“

Taylor’s voice suddenly cut through Lemora’s skies. “Can we get some help?”

Sara’s heart nearly stopped as she activated her amplification circle. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

“There’s a fire to the south,” Taylor said. “We can’t put it out.”

“What’s on fire?” she asked.

“The prison. Raul’s there.”

“Why didn’t you say so!”

“He’s okay. We thought we could handle it.“

Sara ignored him, heart pounding as she whistled. Her silver glider (which had perched majestically on Lemora’s walls) flew down to her. “Can you handle this?” she quickly asked Edico as she mounted it.

“Of course,” Edico said.

Sara nodded and took to the skies. From above, she could see that all the fires in Lemora had been partially extinguished, creating a sweltering, tropical film on her skin as she flew. Yet there was one fire in the distance that made her blood run cold. “It is the prison…” she muttered. Negative feelings flooded over her as she watched the building burn in the distance. She turned to Taylor (who was flying beside her), “I’ll handle it!” Without waiting for his response, she flew full speed toward the billowing smoke that painted hazy shadows to the south.

2

Sara’s skin crawled when she saw hundreds of troops using water magic to put out the massive fire at the prison. The entire building was on fire, which looked impossible considering that the outer walls were made of stone. Sara flew to the ground and saw Emily and other healing mages surrounding Raul. She immediately jumped off her silver glider and rushed to him. “Raul!” she screamed.

“He’s fine, Lady Reece!” Emily said as she rushed up. “His mana channels are burning, though. Lord Grolis is bringing silverena just in case.”

Sara’s stress multiplied, and she called God’s Eyes, reading his mana channels. She sighed a breath of relief when she saw that his core and mana channels were stressed but not suffering from corruption. After a deep breath, she nodded. “Good work.”

Emily nodded. “Thanks….”

Sara shook her head and then turned to the fire. “I gotta go.” She left Emily and walked to the building—in no real hurry.

She approached two mages fighting the fire. “How long has this been burning?” she asked.

“My Lady!” All the mages in the area took a knee, cascading like falling dominoes.

Sara ignored them and looked at the building, engulfed in flames. “How long has this been burning?” she asked.

“An hour… probably,” a mage said, “since before you arrived. All the wooden structures within have burned and collapsed.”

Sara watched the flames licking the roof of the building. “Is there any hope that the people inside…?”

The mage shook his head. “Probably not. If they didn’t burn, they suffocated.”

Sara imagined smoke entering the array-locked doors, reinforced to prevent anyone but authorized mages from entering them. It was a disturbing thought—

—yet it filled her with a deep sense of relief that Mary and Trinov were dead.

Do you think you’re better than me? You’re worse! You’re seriously fucking worse! Mary yelled in Sara’s head when she felt relieved that they died.

And you’re dead, Sara thought back. Over time, Sara had allowed herself to replay that conversation in full and remember Mary’s next sentence: I fantasize about shit that would make your skin crawl, but I’m not nearly as bad as you are! There was no doubt: This Mary was the same as the Mary who tortured countless citizens before Sara seized control in her last life—and she was currently in prison for trying to kill Jason and Raul. She was a criminal. Trinov spiraled into paranoia in his last life—and this Trinov had made his descent in half the time, seizing Sara and trying to execute her for her power. King Lemings would've attacked Lemora—again—to restore balance, out of duty to his blood and his obligations to the Escaran Kingdom. There were just some things that she couldn’t change—things that were woven into the fabric of certain people and places. She couldn’t change Agronus or the demons, the way politics were played, or her love for drink. But the events from the day before proved that there were things that she could change. This time around, she felt that she could defeat Agronus and save Kyritus, Tiber, Emma, Raul, Edico, and the heroes. That hope overflowed in her heart, and for the first time, it drowned out the negativity and self-loathing attached to the darker side of her actions.

“I’m leading the rescue effort for Trinov Escar!” Sara yelled. “It’s our top priority, so I ask all skilled mages to follow me! The rest: focus on the female wing. Save the survivors—leave corpses for the end.” Then she walked into the building, mages following close behind her.

3

Sara felt deep relief as she summoned cold water magic to cool her skin and wash the soot away. Just seeing black water oozing off her arms to the ground, exposing fresh skin underneath, was a visual interpretation of how she felt when she entered the prison, only to realize that everyone had already died of asphyxiation before she even arrived. All of Lemora’s problems disappeared in that fire, from old kings and sadists to murderers, rapers, and thieves. Now, Alecov didn’t have to execute his father, and no heroes would ever find Mary (as Sara personally cremated her corpse after bringing Trinov Escar’s body out).

“Sara!”

Sara turned when she heard Emma’s voice and saw her running over to her. “Emma….” Her legs moved on her own as she ran to her friend, embracing her in a hug.

“Sara!” Emma sobbed, tightening her grip.

“Saying it again won’t do anything,” Sara chuckled, tears streaming from her eyes.

“Sorry,” Emma laughed, wiping her tears. “I-I’m so glad you’re back.”

Sara shook her head. “You guys had it handled.”

“No…. I mean, probably. But…. A lotta people would’ve died.”

Sara pursed her lips and then looked away. “Yeah,” she admitted. Quell and Markon attacked because Lemora was weak, and she and the heroes were gone. Once they arrived, the heroes didn’t know how to use their power to stop the battle—only how to fight. If she hadn’t arrived, they would’ve continued massacring troops or got shot down and been forced to brawl. It would’ve gotten messy. “But it’s over now,” Sara said.

Emma nodded. “Raul wants to see you.”

“He’s awake?”

“Yeah. He’s at the medical tent.”

Sara turned to the mage in charge of the cleanup. “Can you handle this?”

“Yes, mam,” she said with a salute.

Sara nodded and turned to Emma. “Let’s go.”

4

Sara found Raul sitting on a chair outside the medical tent when she arrived. He had no injuries and almost looked perfectly healthy, but she could tell by his rigidity that his mana channels made it painful to move. “How are you doing?” she asked, pulling two fold-out chairs out of her spatial ring for her and Emma.

“I’m never going to get used to that,” Raul chuckled.

“Oh, no,” Sara said, “you will.” She released a privacy spell, drowning out the sound of the wounded screaming and stressed mages inside. Raul looked at the dark blue dome around them with depleted eyes. “You will, she says,” Raul grumbled.

Emma giggled at his defeated expression, and he turned away with a wry smile. Yet that wry smile slowly degraded until it only reflected his inner turmoil.

Sara studied his expressions closely. “If you’re sorry about the fire—don’t be.”

Raul flashed her a bright smile. “I let a king die. And you’re just gonna tell me, don’t worry about it?”

“You let a death row inmate die, Raul,” Sara corrected. “And you kicked the shit out of the only people who care.” Those people being King Lemings, King Quell, and Queen Markon.

Raul chuckled and shook his head, rubbing his eyes. “That’s bleak.”

“You know what’s more bleak?” Sara asked. “Alecov executing his own father for the sake of peace. That’s bleak.”

Raul frowned at Emma’s stiff expression. “Got me there,” he said.

“Now come on,” Sara said, turning to the city. “It’s almost sunset. The celebration’s waiting.”

5

Lemora shone brighter that night under the mana crystals and spells than it could have if the entire area had been on fire. The citizens learned of the victory and cheered in a grand procession as the war heroes walked through the streets in a parade, lavished with praise and cheers. Royal musicians played jentas and Lyonnia flutes in uplifting major melodies, and drummers became the heartbeat of the kingdom. At the head of the procession were the heroes—Sara, Raul, Emma, and Edico at the front—making their presence known to the world. Even Tim, who looked like he’d have a stroke from the attention, couldn’t help but get wrapped up in it. At some point, he lifted his jenta (which he was grumbling about not getting to play), and the crowd exploded in cheering, making Sara chuckle. Emma released healing spells into the crowd to help with their fatigue and hurting feet, making the crowd sparkle with admiration as she passed by. Emily frowned when it happened, and she ended up doing the same to represent the healing corps but turned bright red when the crowd on the opposite side started treating her like a god. Sara wished she was at the back instead of the front so she could see all of her heroes in their embarrassing glory. Yet she couldn’t, so she prayed she’d hear about it later.

Once they finished the victory lap, soldiers brought out casks and kegs and barrels of beer, spirits, and wine, filling up cups and passing them around freely. Bakers brought bread, butchers brought meat, and cooks cooked it with the royal chefs. Soldiers set up tables in the Alacom—town square—and people filed in, preparing for a celebration beyond any that they could’ve imagined.

Sara felt a strange feeling of static when she entered the Alacom, where thousands had gathered for a celebration. It was the same location where riots had broken out while she was in prison—the same place Telskal was executed to appease the population’s lust for blood. Now, it was a vibrant breeding ground of savory smells and positive emotions. It was hard to believe that it had been less than a year since that dark and hellish period following her rise to power passed.

Alecov was waiting for her at the head table, which had been elevated by three feet in the center near the recently replaced fountain. She kneeled to him. “My Liege,” she said.

“Rise,” Alecov said. “You’ve done well.”

“If it is your will,” Sara said. A servant pulled out a bottle of wine, and Sara’s heart began racing. This was a celebration—and celebrations needed wine. Yet she swallowed back her disappointment, indignation, and shame and shook her head. “Just water.”

The servant’s eyes widened in surprise but quickly nodded, pouring her water instead.

Sara sat beside Alecov, and then Raul, Emma, and the rest of the heroes (save for Andy, Darius, and Helen—who would get their own hero’s welcome) joined them, getting poured drinks and served food. Once everything was in place, Sara lifted her goblet high and gave a celebratory speech that was broadcast over the amplification circles for over a mile. Once she finished, she lifted her goblet to the heroes.

“Lemora!” Sara yelled. “While Lemings, Quell, and Markon need no introduction….” A few chuckles spread through the crowd. “Let me introduce you to your heroes—the ones that have protected you! The ones who won this war for you! And the ones… who will free this world of Agronus!”

A sharp melody of cheers and roars rippled through the atmosphere, making Will and the shier heroes cower their heads. Contrary to expectation, most people had not heard of the heroes. Their identities were kept secret before Sara’s takeover, and it mostly continued that way afterward to prevent the enemy forces from learning Lemora’s secrets. The soldiers knew of Raul and Jason, and every hospital and healing ward within the city had learned of Emma and Emily, but most of the citizens hadn’t even heard the name hero—

—but that was about to change.

“Before I do, I’d like to recognize those who aren’t here but will soon join us,” Sara said. “Their names are Lord Andy Trent, Lord Darius Wyattson, and Lady Helen Moore. Those three traveled into Lemings territory, pushing all the way to Teeka to crush Lemings’ army and establish a ceasefire! That’s why Lemings didn’t fight here today!”

Shock spread through the crowd, but it soon turned to delight and cheering.

“Two of us also fell during the fighting,” Sara said. The mood depleted in a second, and the heroes looked around nervously for those who were missing; those who were friends with them already knew. “We were ambushed while crossing over Hellom Pass, and Lord Wiles Bladely and Lady Jennifer Rothmore sacrificed their lives to protect Lord Timothy Richten, who rebuilt the ward to give Lord Martinez time to arrive, and Lord William Thomas, who reinforced our walls to keep you safe. They protected Lady Cole, the Saint of Lemora, who healed countless lives and countless others who contributed to our victory. Give Lord Wiles Bladely and Lady Jennifer Rothmore a hero’s send-off!”

A deafening response blocked out all other noise around them, and even Jacob and Marie, timid classmates who didn’t join the military and preferred to read and do accounting work, cried and screamed to the heavens to release pent-up emotions at their loss.

“We will hold a celebration for these heroes in three days’ time,” Sara said. “But for now, let me introduce the heroes that protected your lives and won this war!” Sara introduced Raul as the hero of the rebellion; Emma and Emily as the healers of Lemora; Will and the engineering team as those who created the earth maze and reinforced the walls; Elizabeth as the person who fought against the famed Keetas siblings; Tim as the hero who rebuilt the ward to buy Raul time; Tara as a budding leader; David, Sam, Kayley, Denise, Taylor, Beth and Killian as the mages of the strike force; and even Jacob and Marie, non-combatants that provided aid in other ways. Lastly, she ended with Andy, Darius, and Helen before closing out.

“These are your heroes!” Sara yelled. “The ones who will protect this kingdom and stand against Agronus in three years’ time!”

The heroes swelled with pride after the never-ending applause, laughing and crying, eating and celebrating, overwhelmed with positive emotions that cut through the terror of their actions.

That night was a celebration of the highest order and marked a golden year for the Escaran Kingdom—one of celebrations. Andy, Helen, and Darius returned three days later to a triumph, learning quite dramatically that they were famous. There was a massive feast in their honor, and Andy took that opportunity to propose in front of the whole kingdom—she said yes. Two months later there was another celebration as the two heroes got married in Golden Grove (where Edico and Sara passed through to get the silver moon bloom). They weren’t the only ones. Tim got married to Bessna Jeka, a jenta player, and the others found partners. As for Sara, she was lonely, thinking about her family in Telsenlore. It was even harder when Rokus returned without them and reunited with his family. Sara wondered if she had done enough to keep them safe—yet Daniel slept on—so she gave it another year. Yet she couldn’t deny the profound relief she had experienced after hearing that they were safe, Tiber was healthy, and that Kyritus had started a new tavern in Telsenlore, protected by bodyguards bought with Sara’s gold. Rokus also confirmed that he set up the endpoint for a spatial ring in a safe zone, providing her with a direct link to them. Likewise, they got the ability to send letters back through a second ring she gave them. That was exciting—until Sara went to write. Then, any dreams of romance died away. Her first letter read:

“Kyritus and Tiber,

I’m sorry for kidnapping you and sending you halfway across the continent to a hellish heat trap in the middle of the desert. I’m sure you hate your life, so here’s a ward that releases cooling magic. It’s the least I can do.

I’ve secured Hestiafern Tavern. You’ll be able to return soon with a budget to fix it, should you wish to return.

S

P.S. Please don’t use my name or others for your protection.”

Sara almost died when she placed the letter and the tiki torch-style ward into the safe that she built in the woods for the spatial ring’s endpoint. Yet two days later, she unlocked the safe and found two letters. They were very simple, but it made everything she did worth it.

“Dear Delina,

Tiber went shopping today. I’m not sure if you understand just how emotional that makes me, but it does. She has a life again, and if I had to burn Hestiafern to the ground to make that happen—I would. Even then, I wouldn’t complain. Mr. R treated us well and got us set up with a beautiful tavern here. It’s been a bit slow, as all start-ups are, but after you sent the cooling ward, people started paying for water just to sit down and cool down. Yet again, you’ve made our lives better.

I’m not sure what to say beyond thank you. But I’ll tell you this: the next time I see you… and I hope I see you… I’ll make you the best meal I can.

Kyritus”

The second read:

“Dear Delina,

You should’ve seen my brother. He spent six hours writing that letter and didn’t even say what he really felt! It’s really hot here, and he doesn’t like that. But he looooooooooooves you. Smooch smooch smooch. He says he doesn’t, but when he got your letter, he read it a lot. Like A LOT.

By the way, do you like my drawing of you? I’m not good at drawing, but Mr. R bought us pencils. Isn’t it cool? It’s the best I can do.

Miss you!

Tiber”

Sara didn’t know whether to laugh or cry when she saw a picture of a stick-figure woman with a massive sword that was three times larger than the woman’s body, pointing the blade to the sky as if she wanted to split it in two right next to the words: “Our Delina.” So she compromised by laughing right before bursting into tears, smiling, and wiping her eyes as she did it.

They don’t hate me, Sara thought. They don’t…. It made sense, given the situation and their personalities. Tiber loved her since the morning after they met in her last life (which was at age eight, the same age she was now), and Kyritus would do anything to heal Tiber—and she was now healed. Still… Sara didn’t think anyone could leave that encounter with a positive impression, but she was wrong. I’ll write them again later, she thought.

And that’s what she did.

One letter turned into two, two into four, and soon they were writing every night of the week. It would be a while until they would reunite—but at the very least, they would know each other when they saw each other next.

Alecov was crowned king at the end of summer after King Lemings, King Quell, and Queen Markov had surrendered and agreed to pay a 10% tribute to Lemora (both in wealth and soldiers) in the upcoming fight against Agronus. Thus, Alecov didn’t need to make any major decisions as king to start off—and there was no need to execute his father.

His brother Halter was a different story. Halter betrayed the kingdom and needed to be executed, but it didn’t prove to be an issue. Halter used to physically and emotionally abuse Alecov, so the teenager had no problem executing him.

It was Alecov’s first act as king.

After that, Alecov sat on the throne while Sara stood beside him (instead of sitting), slowly yet surely cocktailing her way out of a position of power. That wasn’t to say that she didn’t hold absolute authority. When she spoke or gave “advice,” Alecov and the rest of the advisors accepted her word as law. That said, they got into the habit of going to Alecov for his “advice” and only bringing in Sara for matters regarding the military and other preparations. That was—after all—her last remaining obligation to Reemada before she made her vanishing act—so she treated it with deference.

It was a hard winter for Lemorans, who had suffered severe economic hardship from the war, but nothing but hope and pride welled within them as they worked together, pushing aside any political grievances that they had before the siege.

As for the heroes, they continued their training every day, bonding with new light. Andy replaced Raul as leader, and Emily replaced Emma as the head mage, preparing Raul and Emma to join the “Vena”—the Agronus strike team. The name (Tim, a classical history lover, explained) was derived from the Latin words “Venator” and “Venatrix,” the male and female forms of “hunter” in Latin and also a type of gladiator. More importantly, it got rid of the pejorative term “Hero’s Party” forever.

Helen took over the engineering team, Darius switched to the mage corps, and Emily took over the healing team, preparing for the war effort that was approaching fast. They weren’t the same kids who were summoned three years ago. One war had transformed them from naive children into warriors carved out of wood.

With Mary dead and King Lemings taking formal responsibility for executing the dissidents, there was nothing that could break them apart. So, their bonds only increased as winter gave birth to spring, and the relationships and positions they all shared came to fruition. It would soon be summer when Sara and the Vena would set off to gain the artifacts necessary to fight Agronus—

—and Daniel would finally open his eyes.

-

[A/N: 4k word chapter! The official ending to this novel will have another chapter that feels less told. The challenge with web novels is that when you’re reading a normal book, you’ll love a longer ending with better pacing. But if I were to release these two chapters and a third, it would literally take until the end of the week to conclude this. That’s why you have a brisk ending here, so we can jump back into the story.]
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                Sara awoke the same way that she did every day—with two fluffy creatures pouncing on her face, heckling her until she gave them attention. They were leetas (creatures similar to cats with bunny ears), and their names were Tilly and Reck. Sara had her servant Tamon buy them both one on the second day of her summoning four years ago to make him happy—but now she wished that she bought five and left him out of the loop. She was that lady—an unmarried magical cat woman at 32, barely coping because she went back in time and was technically a decade younger. But she didn’t deny her place in the world and always gave the leetas love. “Okay, okay,” Sara grumbled, rolling onto her back to give them hugs. Reck—her leeta—pounced on her chest, and she snatched him up in her arms like a bear trap. “Got you.” She rolled over, pinning him to the bed with a grin as he reeahed, clawing at her iron skin for purchase as Tilly hopped around with her half-bunny ears, giggling (in a way only leetas could) as her fellow leeta suffered. Suddenly, Sara released Reck and thrust her arms toward Tilly. Tilly panicked and jumped, but Sara was the Hero—the strongest human in Reemada—so she effortlessly caught the bounding Leeta in mid-air and continued the cuddle assault.

Observers would never guess how many humans this tyrant had killed or what her single year as queen had been like. But now those days were over.

The leetas hissed, reeahed, and moaned about her aggressive cuddling, but they repeated it every morning almost without variation because they—like her—were creatures that loved to be loved but didn’t know how to receive it. So they continued their charade—but they were all getting better at communicating their feelings—even if it required violence.

Sara ended her cuddle session by getting up and taking a bath. She soaked and worked on her mana manipulation exercises, then got dressed in leather armor before visiting King Alecov’s audience chamber.

Alecov’s eyes perked up when he saw her. “Thank Emanasa you’re here,” he said. “We need your input.”

Sara’s face twitched. “Regarding…?” her voice trailed off.

The sixteen-year-old king nodded and looked at Tropan, the elderly man who was old when they met and even older these days. Though if the future foretold in her past life taught Sara anything, it was that this man would work past one hundred, spurred by a magical body constitution that was once at peak form so many decades ago. “My Lady…” he said. “We… are seeing guidance… regarding military spending.”

“Max it out,” Sara said bruskly.

“Ah, yes… but… we need… more funds… should we wish… to meet your… deadline.” Tropan paused considerably after saying your, indicating his incessant reminders that two more years of preparation before challenging Agronus was an impossible task—especially after killing tens of thousands of Lemings, Quell, and Markon troops during the Three-Front Siege. Killing them was good at the time (as they all attacked Lemora), but now that all three kingdoms were tribune states required to fight with Sara during the Thousand-Year War, it was inconvenient that they lost so many troops. Now, she needed more allies, soldiers, and equipment, and time for the artifices (magical blacksmiths like Will who inscribed weapons and equipment with arrays) to prepare equipment for elites. War took time, money, effort, prowess, and countless economic factors. Even looking back, she should’ve taken that reality to heart because it took a decade in her last life to fight Agronus—and they weren’t prepared. That was just another example of her impatience, a serious problem she had faced to the point Raul had to tell her off.

You’re trying to get everything you lost back, but you’re destroying it instead, Raul had warned. It’s not because you’re not capable—God knows you are. But it’s because you’re impatient.

That was true, but Sara was no longer the same person he warned that day. She genuinely cared about the people around her—now, not in the future. She was building a relationship with Kyritus and Tiber, and things were going well. It was a new life—so she considered things more carefully and patiently than she used to. “I’ll find the money,” she said, “and try to build some allies, too.” She had an idea of how to do it.

“Thank you… My Lady,” Tropan said.

Alecov nodded and then looked at her. “Also, I was hoping—“

“No,” Sara rejected coldly.

“You didn’t even hear what I had to say,” he said.

“You’re the king, Alecov,” she said. “You need to make the decisions and stand behind them.”

“Yeah, I am the ‘king’—that’s why you should follow my orders for council,” he grumbled.

Sara looked away as if he hadn’t said anything, stopping just shy of whistling.

“See?” Alecov said. “I’m not the king. You’re the queen—the monarch. And when people come to me, they’re looking for you. And when I do something that you don’t like, I need to break my infallibility to say I had a vision or a recollection or… that I got new information. Lady Reece—“

“You can call me Sara.”

“Removing your title doesn’t change your role! Look. I’m running out of things to say. They’re calling me the Fickle King, whose word means nothing. People can’t rely upon the things I say, so they don’t act. They wait for you.”

Sara paused and considered his words. “I’ll… write you a list of principles. An outline… a… vision statement or something.”

“Vision statement?”

“Road map, take your pick.”

“What’s a—“

“Fuck, Alecov….” Sara rubbed her eyes. “My veto extends to the war. That’s it. So you need to rule. At the same time, I get what you’re saying. So I’ll write down things you can judge with certainty. I’ll make it clear… look. I’ll make it happen. Now is this… whatever really important?”

Alecov paused and looked at the ground. Then he shook his head.

“Okay. Take care of it. I’ll get you something in a few days. Okay?”

“Okay,” Alecov said.

“Good kid.” Sara ruffled his hair as if he weren’t an absolute ruler, annoying him and proving his point simultaneously before leaving for her next appointment.

2

A half mile to the north of Lemora was a beautiful lake with crystal clear water—that was pitch black. Not exactly. There was a fifty meter crater lined with obsidian glass from where Sara’s meteor (which ended the Three-Front Siege the year before) hit farmland and erupted in a glorious fire that scorched the nearby area. The vast majority of the lake was human made (technically making it a reservoir) with clear and blue water, leading all the way to the “The Cut” that Sara left in the ground when she struck the battlefield with Qualth, cutting a trench in the ground for two football fields in length. Lemora had filled both with water, creating beautiful landmarks called Lake Obsidian (due to the volcanic glass in the crater) and the “Glass River'' as the cut Sara left had turned sand underneath the ground into clear glass. Both were now free tourist attractions, but it was Reemada’s equivalent of Sunday, where there were five hours in the morning that nobles paid a gold each to sit near tables around the lake, holding banquets without commoners corrupting the tranquil environment. It was during those hours, and there was a group of nobles who should’ve been speaking and networking but were instead staring at seventeen cloaked figures sitting on the water (or at least it looked that way; they were actually sitting on thin barriers) as nobles threw rocks at them.

“Sir, you cannot insult them!” a worker said, standing before a sign written in Trellen that read: “Fearless Focus: Help increase our mage’s mental stamina by trying to break their concentration.

“Price: 5 silvers per throw.”

If there was anything nobles enjoyed, it was people dancing for their entertainment, so they had piled up gold to throw stones at the cloaked figures, but the event quickly left them visibly flustered. Whenever the nobles hit a cloaked mage, a small barrier activated on the area of the body that the stone hit, blocking it.

“I didn’t insult them,” a noblewoman said to the worker. “I said it’s a sham! There’s a barrier around them.”

“That’s not true, My Lady,” the worker said nervously. “The exercise is to circulate mana to the point the stone hits to block the attack. They’ve gotten very good with daily training.”

“Bullshit,” another noble said, cocking back his arm and throwing a baseball-sized stone at the cloaked mages. It hit a redhead but instead of bouncing off, it rocketed outward, flying across the lake and hitting a planted tree on the other side. “W-What the fuck was that? Mana manipulation, my ass!”

Sara walked up to the nobles, wearing a cloak—of course—because why announce you’re the acting queen when you can strike fear into the hearts of unreasonable people with a grand reveal? It was a joke, but the worker didn’t feel that way. Her face paled when she saw Sara’s face, but Sara put up her index in a hush signal, then paid five silvers for a stone.

“T-Thank you, My Lady,” the worker said, handing her a stone.

“Who are you?” the noblewoman asked. “This is a private banquet.”

“I’m with the kingdom,” Sara said, wrapping the stone with aura. The mages on the water started panicking as Sara cocked her arm back. Just the fear of the strike forced many to lose focus and crash into the lake. Of those meditating when she threw it, only four remained after she launched the aura-wrapped stone over their heads. Two of the four were shitting bricks, leaving just the redhead and a giant sitting still.

“See?” Sara asked the noblewoman. “It’s not rigged. They’re just really good.”

The nobles looked at her in awe, forearms freckled with goosebumps from the chilling aura Sara had just used.

“Who are you?” the noblewoman asked again, this time with a different inflection.

“I’m the one that created this lake.” Sara unhooded, and the nobles from Lemora dropped like flies while the visiting nobles looked at them with panicked faces, trying to figure out what was wrong.

“L-Lady Reece! My deepest apologies!” One hit the ground and started begging and then the noblewoman dropped to the ground, groveling and asking forgiveness.

This is the only good part of being queen, Sara thought with minor sadistic pleasure. Of course, she didn’t consider it sadistic. She liked to think of herself as something closer to Batman, role-playing as billionaire Bruce Wayne during the day and destroying the same unreasonable nobles she was networking with by night. Then again, she liked to think whatever was most convenient for her.

“Sara!” Darius said from the water, glaring at her. He was one of the four people that remained sitting (the rest were swimming toward shore). “You can’t teach us how to block attacks and avoid stronger enemies at the same time.”

“Learn to anticipate your enemy’s trajectory,” Sara said dryly. “They got it.”

Raul and Emma were still on the water, calm as Hindu cows. Andy was also there, but he was trembling, and the water was rippling around him.

“They don’t count!” Darius complained.

Sara scoffed and picked up a handful of pebbles. “Then just block!” She threw the handful like a shotgun blast. Darius closed his eyes and his mana moved around his body rapidly, blocking a dozen pebbles before five hit his face and he broke focus, dropping into the water.

Sara chuckled, not feeling sadistic but just playful. Then she looked at the nobles. “If you tell anyone that the heroes practice here, they’ll stop helping them practice. Do you understand?”

They gave their approval in various flavors of sycophantic gestures before Sara helped the heroes out of the water, greeting them with slight smiles. She had grown close to them over the last winter, teaching them mana manipulation in a frozen room like the first year but with structured teaching. They had improved by leaps and bounds.

Once Sara finished, she looked at Emma, still meditating on the water. “You ready, Emma?” she asked, picking up a large stone.

“Yeah,” Emma replied, turning to Raul and Andy beside her. “They’re under the rebound barrier, so don’t hold back.” Raul and Andy were still on the lake, but they were underneath Emma’s ring barrier, providing a second layer of defense against attacks.

Sara nodded, and under the watchful gaze of the nearby nobles and excited heroes, she wrapped the stone with intense aura. The nobles gasped under the intense pressure, which felt like a black hole as the stone glowed with bright white light. At the same time, Emma released an incredibly dense green barrier that wrapped a third of the obsidian portion of the lake with an opaque barrier. It was called the Sayon’s Wall, a malleable barrier that could change shape and increase size.

“Hoh? You’re that confident, huh?” Sara taunted when she saw the barrier’s size.

“A barrier’s worthless if it only protects one person,” Emma said, defiantly increasing the size of the barrier to encompass half the lake. As it grew, it became more transparent, making it obvious that it was weaker.

“Okay….” Sara shrugged and increased the aura on her stone, making the heroes whisper excitedly. “I’m not holding back.” She was being honest.

“Bring your worst,” Emma declared.

Sara cranked back her arm and threw the stone as hard as she could.
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                Sara’s power had reached a point of becoming both frighteningly serious and cartoonish. The rock she threw at Emma broke the sound barrier as it traveled across the river, bending the water down from the air pressure as two waves created a tunnel around it. Before anyone but Sara, Raul, and Emma could process it, the stone hit the barrier with a flash of lightning and crack of thunder, booming as the sky itself rippled. For a moment, it seemed as though nothing could stop Sara’s throw, but to everyone’s shock (after the fact, as they couldn’t even see the interaction), the barrier didn’t so much as crack before it repelled the strike and sent the disintegrating stone flying backward, burning in the atmosphere.
Sara nodded in satisfaction.
“Ah,” Will groaned. “There ain’t no way. Why’d you go easy on her but not on us?” Most the heroes were soaked to the bone from falling into the lake.
Sara chuffed and presented the lake to him. “Didn’t you just see….” She paused and wiped her eyes. “What?” she scoffed in bewilderment. Her attack broke the sound barrier before it hit, causing the sky to warp and ripple—and they thought she went easy?
“I-I…” Will stammered. “It’s just like… aren’t you like… goddamn it….” He gave up trying to explain.
“He’s saying you’re a lot stronger than us,” Helen said. She had become a bit more confident after she and Andy got married last fall, as he was the strike force’s leader. She had also [earned] her spot as number two, and Sara honestly didn’t give a fuck about questions of nepotism so long as things got done.
“It’s not fair to compare the two.” Emma released the spell, casually walking toward Sara on tiny barriers that sprung up under her feet as she walked. It looked so effortless, but Andy tried and ended up falling into the lake on his first step. Raul didn’t fare much better. He looked like he was playing leapfrog as he created large barriers and jumped onto them one by one, likely unwilling to embarrass himself in front of the kingdom’s nobility. “Barriers are cumulative spells,” Emma continued, “they can’t compete.”
Cumulative what? Nobles asked each other.
Sara had a few minutes before Raul made it over to her, so she explained. “Normal spells use mana within you.” Sara created a water ball, slowing it down to watch mist forming in the air before entering into the ball. “Cumulative spells use mana from the environment.” She moved the ball to the lake and then attracted water. The lake water rushed to it in torrents, creating a splashing spiral of waving water, getting sucked into a beautiful sphere that became massive in seconds. The demonstration wasn’t accurate since she was using her personal mana for both actions, but the visual made sense. “Barriers use the mana within you [and] the environment,” Sara said. “If it couldn’t withstand a rock, it’d be pretty useless against Agronus.” Sara would probably be able to crack it on the first attack with the Bow of Rymac or break it (at Emma’s current density) with one full-powered strike from the God Slayer—but even that was a problem. Sara needed Emma to protect them from Agronus—however strong he proved to be—in the event the rontum prison around his castle broke. It was a serious concern since Qualth attracted mana, and at Sara’s current strength, using Qualth in Agronus’s Castle could fill up the rontum around the castle (which was used for mana deprivation shackles), rendering it useless and giving Agronus his full power back. Then, it was anyone’s guess what would happen.
Sara smiled and helped Emma to shore. They hugged (because she technically wasn’t queen anymore, so fuck political ceremony), and then she called out to Raul: “Hurry up! We’ve needa talk about the trip.”
Nobles and heroes alike watched with grim fascination as Raul hopped onto barriers with both feet, sweating hard, unsure whether to root him on or give in to their dark desire to watch him fail at the last second. On the surface, they cheered him on.
“Apologies for barging in on your banquet,” Sara said to the nobles.
“No problem! In fact, if you wish to join us after your meeting—“
“I’m a bit busy today. Please enjoy it without me.”
Raul’s last barrier broke, and he stumbled, only to find that he was on shore already. “Why didn’t you offer me a hand?” he grumbled.
“Be a man.” Sara chuckled and walked off. “Keep training!” she called out to the heroes. “If I can break your concentration next time, I’m upping your training!”
Darius led the chorus of groans, making Sara smile. Not because she reveled in their misery but because they liked her enough not to sound like bitter servants when she expected more from them. Life was good for once.
2
The Dreena District wasn’t what it was the last time Sara walked through it. Before, it was a squalid wasteland of shanty towns where children lived—and died—off pickpocketing patrons of whore houses and gambling dens. Escorts prowled the streets while drug dealers peddled kekel, a type of mana herb that boosted mental acuity in small doses and helped people see Emanasa in high dosages (much like the benefits of caffeine versus methamphetamine). Now, the streets were clean, and while there were still houses for sex work, the women walking around weren’t high on drugs and tattered with bruises. Gambling had a curfew, and people didn’t have to worry as much about getting robbed. It had improved considerably.
Sara walked through the area, feeling her hot breath within a mask as she walked toward Lilli’s—her favorite tavern. Beside her, Raul and Emma walked in animal masks as well, though Raul’s characteristic size and skin color always gave him away, so they entered through the back.
“God, it’s hot,” Sara said inside, taking off her mask. “Hey, Lil.”
“Well I’ll be,” Lilli said with a bright smile. “I ain’t seen you since… well, yesterday. Bit frequent for a quitter ain’t it?”
Raul turned to Sara with wide eyes.
Sara rolled her eyes and stared at Lilli’s mischievous grin.
“I didn’t say she was drinkin’,” Lilli said, lifting up twalla mugs. “I’m gonna take these ‘round. Ya’ll go upstairs and make yourself comfortable.”
Sara chuffed and looked at her friends, tilting her head to the stairs. They followed her up to the room and sat down, panting until Emma set up a small cooling spell to lower the temperature.
“So what’s the word?” Raul asked as Sara casually chilled glasses with ice magic while Emma filled them with water. “You ready to go?” He was talking about going on a quest to Sayon’s Crypt in Elcalore to obtain Sayon’s Staff for Emma, the Bow of Rymac, and Sayon’s magical texts—which Sara utilized but couldn’t make the most of. Emma could, so it would be a major advantage in this life to get those texts to her.
Sara lifted her glass to her lips and froze. “I don’t want to leave Daniel unattended.”
Emma stopped filling glasses. “Are you really sure it’s him? It could be anyone….” No one knew Brandon’s thoughts or memories before he died, leaving them without confirmation.
“Who?” Sara asked. “Someone needed access to Brandon. Do you suspect another hero? A mastermind in the castle?”
Emma bit her lip.
Sara took a drink, feeling the cool water go down her throat. “It’s Daniel. His personality changed. His behavior…. He even had a motive.”
Emma looked away because Sara had told her that his motive was likely bringing [her] back to life.
“Sara, I don’t think anyone doubts it was Daniel,” Raul said. “But we agreed not to kill him, and the likelihood he’ll even wake up is slim. It’s a miracle Edico’s kept him alive this long.” Daniel saved Edico’s life, so the latter had mages use hydration spells and sustainment spells to keep him alive, even though there wasn’t a ventilator or feeding tubes. He was in bad shape.
“Even if he does wake up, he’s gonna have cognitive impairment,” Emma said softly. “Assuming the rock didn’t already scramble his brains.”
“You can’t trust modern medicine,” Sara said. “The record prevents countless diseases. There’s no cancer. No Alzheimers.” The [spirit record] was the body’s blueprint of the body at any given point. It ensured that the body healed to the way it was before the injury, no matter how bad it was. It didn’t last forever. Within a six-hour window, healing magic could rebuild and reset any part of a living organism to the way it was—except the human mind (the brain would heal, but their consciousness wouldn’t return). That meant that someone could fix spinal problems, brain injuries (as long as it didn’t affect a person’s memories), and other complex operations. Within 24 hours, healers could fix muscles. Within 36, they could heal surface wounds. After that, [healing] wouldn’t work because it was used for mending, and there was nothing in the blueprint to mend. That said, there was a [deep record] that allowed the body to heal naturally toward the body’s record (though that version of the record was the subject of illegal magic.)
“That we know of,” Emma said about Sara’s statement that there was no cancer or Alzheimers. “There’s no medical records here, Sara.”
“And more importantly, the record hasn’t stopped his muscles from atrophying,” Raul added. “He’s skin and bones, Sara. Even if he cultivates a body constitution, it’d take months before he could walk again.” Body constitutions were a record, like the spirit record. Once someone cultivated a body constitution, their body started healing to that new record. Yet, like healing magic, it didn’t fill in what was missing. Daniel would still need to build his muscles naturally to fill in the blueprint—in normal circumstances.
“There’s ways,” Sara said. She turned to Emma. “You know that.”
Emma healed Edico’s missing arm during the Three-Front Siege using another person’s corpse for building blocks. It was horrific, but worked, rebuilding Edico’s arm to his spirit blueprint. That said, it wasn’t the same. The bone density was far less, and the body hadn’t been blessed with the profound benefits of thirty years of mana circulation—but it worked. Compared to Edico walking around with a stub, he was blessed by an action that Emma didn’t know at the time was illegal.
“Daniel’s not that skilled, Sara,” Emma sighed. “If it was easy to do, it wouldn’t be illegal—but it’s not. Most people who try end up with disfigured limbs that need amputated. And even if you know someone skilled enough to pull it off….” She swallowed and looked away. “You need a fresh body. Sara.” She looked Sara in the eye. “Do you think he’s that evil?”
Sara bit her tongue. Daniel tried to rob her and nearly killed her, Emma, Raul, and Aelia. Yet she didn’t think he would’ve killed her (it was more likely he’d run away with the sword). She felt his motives—likely to bring back Emma—were pure, and he obviously saved Edico’s life. Daniel wasn’t evil—
—that’s why she let him be as long as she did.
“No,” Sara said—but she didn’t shake her head. “I don’t think Daniel’s evil. But we’re talking about someone who turned back time. That’s the type of magic that makes my accomplishments look like brute force. If you don’t think someone like that can figure out basic… life problems, you’re out of your minds.”
Raul ran his fingers through his hair. “Brain damage. Muscular atrophy. Twenty-four-hour supervision. Sara… It’s a three-month trip maximum, and you’ll have a direct line to the kingdom. If Daniel goes missing, you’ll know immediately. You can get back in two weeks with your speed.”
Sara clenched and unclenched her fist in consistent intervals, feeling her heart constricting, mind hazy. It all sounded so reasonable—but life wasn’t reasonable. Daniel was brilliant, cunning, capable, adept at hiding his true nature, and had ten years’ worth of contacts and experience. He was just like her, and she used her power to bring down a kingdom. God, she wished he died in the fire that took Mary and Trinov Escar.
“Sara,” Raul repeated. He forced her to make eye contact. “You can’t let this control you.”
Sara stopped clenching her fist and took a drink of water. “I’ll talk to Edico.”
Raul nodded, and there was an awkward silence until Emma changed the subject.
“Oh!” Emma lit up. “Did you guys hear? Darius has a thing for Tara. It’s like one of those… forbidden love things.” Tara once led the anti-Sara faction but refused to join the dissidents when she ran away. She ended up joining the heroes on the strike team.
Raul’s lips curved into a grin when he saw Sara’s face, and she couldn’t help but smile and look away. “Now you’re just fucking with me,” she said. “I’ve never seen anyone argue so much.”
“Or spend so much time together,” Raul said.
“Right!” Emma exclaimed. “Today…” she began, recounting a story.

Sara smiled, feeling uplifted as Emma expressed the brightness she was known for before being summoned to Reemada. Yet there was darkness in the back of Sara’s mind. A lot could happen in three months, and she got a bad feeling about Daniel—it crept deep into her bones, singing melodies of paranoia and darkening despair. Daniel. Of all the people that she had ever admired and lauded and feared, it was Daniel Winters—lying in a coma in the top tower of the Royal Castle—that she feared most. It was enough to bypass all the rational arguments that Raul and Emma continually made. So, that night, she would visit him and see his condition for herself.
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                Sara walked into the office of the apothecary in charge of Daniel’s care. Her name was Renti, and she was a woman around sixty with graying hair and gentle features as she ground dried mana herbs in a green mortar.

“Just a minute,” Renti said gently. “This beauty’s fragile. Here, come watch. If you hurry, you’ll see something amazing.”

Sara was surprised by her casualness but sat down. In the mortar, there was a silver plant, and as she ground it, it created this small cloud of gas that remained at the bottom of the mortar, making it impossible to see the plant she was grinding. It was as if she were God, grinding the world from the clouds. “What is this?” she asked.

“Ah, nothing important.” Renti smiled gently and turned to Sara. “It’s called Elsha Root, and it’s pretty worthless. But…” she whipped her finger and raised it, and the silver cloud turned into a tornado that radiated a silver glow. It was captivating, sucking in Sara’s full attention. “It’s a marvel,” Renti said.

“That’s it?” Sara asked.

“I wish.” Renti smiled and grabbed a golden tincture out of a drawer. “One day I’ll experiment for the love again. But for now….” She unscrewed the lid and used the dropper to put a drop into the mortar. Once she did, the silver dust above the mortar sucked downward like iron sucking to a magnet, and it glowed with ambient golden light. “I’m making cosmetics.”

“Cosmetics….” Sara repeated with a sardonic grin.

Renti shrugged. “Kids have ambitions.”

“Your kids aren’t grown?”

“They are—but it doesn’t mean I can’t spoil them.”

Sara nodded and then shook her head, unsure whether to agree or disagree, laugh or stay silent.

Renti scrapped the paste into a small balm jar and sealed it with a spell. Then she turned to Sara. “What brought ’cha here?”

Sara felt her ribs drop an inch, taking her smile with it. She took a deep breath. “Lord Winters. How is he?”

Renti’s smile disappeared, and she looked at the jar of cosmetics she successfully made—a strict contrast to the look of failure in her eyes. “I know you’re all hopeful, but….” She took a sharp breath and shook her head. “It’d take a miracle… miracles to help him get out of this.”

Sara put her best disappointed face on. “I see…. If he were to wake up, how long do you think it’d take for him to walk?”

“With resources… a few months? It’d take weeks just to sit up.”

“It’s that bad?”

“He hasn’t eaten anything in two years. He hasn’t moved…. Would you like to see him?”

Sara shook her head. “No. But could you check in on him tonight and let me know his condition tomorrow? I’m going on a trip for a couple weeks, and I wanna keep tabs on him.”

“I can, but it’ll have to wait until six.”

“That’s perfect. Thank you.” Sara got up and pulled out a Golden Griffin and put it on the table. “For the love.” She walked out of the room as Renti weakly protested.
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Sara had time, so she returned to her room, where she sat at her desk and activated the spatial ring that she had on her ring finger. She reached into the cool cave she had put both the endpoints in (so two rings could share the space) and fondled nervously around for an envelope, praying that today wouldn’t be the day that Kyritus and Tiber stopped writing—

—it wasn’t. Sara’s heart fluttered when she felt two envelopes, and she pulled them out slowly. They were simple white envelopes that had custom wax stamps (she had made for them) that had the Trellen character equivalents of “K” and “T.” The one from the K made a shifting sound that made her nervous, but the wax wasn’t double-pressed (the sign of duress they agreed on), so she followed her routine, heating the wax on the envelope with the “T” to get the truth.

-

Guess what, Delina! Kye and I went jewelry shopping today. He said it was for me, but we spent noooooooooo time looking at what I wanted. “Yeah, that looks nice,” he’d say and then go back to looking at jewelry twice my size! Well guess what? That was rude! So brother’s asked for this: KYE WENT SHOPPING FOR YOU TODAY! Make sure to tell him I told you and why. Rude.

You know what the worst part is? It was soooooooooooo cute. I was almost jealous. When I was sick, it was always Tiber this, Tiber that. Now I’m working doubles so Kye can write you. If I didn’t love you, I’d call him out.

Oh, by the way, he only spent money from the tavern. He still feels like a bum that he’s still in debt to you. I’m annoyed, but gotta give him credit.

Anyway, I gotta get back to serving these richies. Muuuuuuuuuuuah!

-

Sara’s heart was pounding as she looked at the other envelope. She picked it up like a present and shook it. There was a shift again, the snakey sound of a chain. Once she confirmed, she wished that she had read Kyritus’s letter instead of cheating by getting the blunt translation from Tiber first. Yet she was still nervous as she heated the wax, opened the envelope, and pulled out the letter, ignoring what was inside as if it were a present. Then she read:

-

I never thought I’d miss cleaning broken glass off the floor, but… Emanasa forgive…. I’m not complaining… okay, I’m complaining a little, but not about our situation…. I wish that ink was cheaper so I could just start over, but SURPRISE! I’m still living like a broke kid with a sick sister. But hey, you’re stuck with it. Oh yeah, complaining…. Forget it. I’m over it.

-

Sara laughed.

-

Okay, onto the good stuff. Last night, I was singing a song, getting told that I should hire some strings to make it “official,” wishing that a group of ruffians with mugs of twalla and a death wish would show them what “official” meant when I got a tip 50 silver tip and thought, “What’s the point of money if I don’t use it for things that matter?” So I thought about it and realized that I have everything that I wanted a few years ago. But there’s one thing that I want more than anything…. So I thought I’d tell her with a gift.

I hope you like it. You’re pretty simple, so I tried to get something that you’d want to wear daily.

-

Sara’s eyes welled with tears of joy when she saw the thin silver chain without a pendant. It was perfect—mostly. “I can’t wear this,” Sara chuckled, tears streaking down her cheeks. “So much for an adventurer tender…. Wait.” Sara’s eyes widened, and she burst into laughter when she saw the next line.

-

That way, you’ll stop adventuring.

-

Necklaces got caught on everything. Armor. Vines. Tree limbs. And while she wasn’t worried about it choking her (like normal people), she was afraid that it’d catch and break. That’s why rings were the best jewelry for fighting, followed by skin-tight bracelets. Kyritus knew that as someone who ran an adventurer’s tavern—but bought it anyway as a way of telling her to settle down and stay safe. Sara grabbed the necklace, letting the cool metal slide through her fingers before she finished reading.

-

I feel presumptuous to say all this, but I think we’ve long past that. Listen… I know I’m not a king or Agronus or… important. But I’m getting damn good at Stralla cooking, and we’d… I’d love to see you soon. Another year? Two? It’d be easier if we knew, but… hey. I’ll wait forever. Just don’t die on me, okay?

Love you, Kye

-

Sara felt like someone put her heart in a wrench and tightened it. Not at the love you (they had written daily for the last nine months and were dating —at least on the nights she allowed herself to believe it). The thing that got her was the waiting. She kept waiting—praying—for Daniel to die—and he hadn’t. Edico had spared no resource in keeping his savior alive against all rhyme and reason. But Sara couldn’t live with that. Not after what happened. Not with what was at stake.

She picked up her pen and dipped it into the inkwell.

-

I’m already dreaming of the day I can wear it daily. Until then, I’ll be wearing it in the city and in my ring if I’m traveling. Which pretty much means that I’ll wear it every day. If you think you’re tired of dealing with boring rich people, get into politics.

Seriously though… I cherish it. And don’t give me this “presumptuous” shit. I asked you to marry me the instant I met you (something you never let me forget). I still want to. And trust me—if there’s anyone that can make Jeskel snake taste edible, it’s you. But there’s nothing like a bowl of reska with fresh bread, and there’s no way I’m living in Telsenlore, so I look forward to the day when I can rescue you from that lucrative hellhole and wear that necklace forever.

As for when

-

Sara paused on “when”—unsure what to say. That would depend on what happened that night.

Instead of finishing it, she folded the letter and put it into the envelope for later. Then, she carefully melted the wax back on Kyritus and Tiber’s letters before putting them into a safe within her personal spatial ring—so she could keep and cherish them forever.

Once she finished her routine, she sat down, staring at the ceiling, feeling darkness clashing with her positive emotions. Daniel was necrotic poison for the healing soul—and she wondered if that’d be permanent after that night. Sara closed her eyes and started chanting. Her body dissolved into an invisible film that she had almost perfected. Then she stood and silently moved out the door like a wraith seeking revenge.
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Sara posted outside Daniel’s room, watching the two guards trying not to nod off. It was brutal work—standing there for eight hours, doing nothing. That was torture of the highest degree—and she imagined that it was doled out as a punishment.

After all—only Raul and Emma knew Daniel was in danger.

Everyone else thought she posted guards in front of his room to protect him—not trap him inside. She had everyone fooled, so if she was going to kill him, no one would suspect her as long as he died peacefully.

As promised, Renti approached the guards at six, addressing them by name. They saluted her and welcomed her in. Then, as expected from an older woman set in her ways, Renti (as always) said, “It’s so stuffy! It’s as if they’re trying to kill you,” as she unlocked the window. Satisfied, Sara glided through the halls like a ghost, reaching the nearest balcony—and jumping. She landed, of course, stranded in mid-air on an invisible barrier of raw mana. Not a barrier spell—a block of solid mana. Then, as effortlessly as Emma, she walked on air all the way up to the window where Daniel lay dormant. From there, she’d put a stopper in the window, giving her access once Renti left. Yet she froze when she heard Renti speaking through the cracked window.

“They’re asking about you again. General Sullsburg. Lady Cole. Martinez. Even Lady Reece’s askin’….”

Sara’s heart pounded as she listened, unsure whether Renti was talking to a coma patient or a conspiracy.

“The whole damn kingdom’s waiting for ya, kid. So don’t keep ‘em waiting too long.” Renti stood up, and Sara panicked, moving to the window and putting a square stone that was thinner than a pen onto the sill as Renti came to shut it. The apothecary moved fast that day, moving straight to the window, and for a moment, Sara found herself staring Renti in the eyes, three feet away. The world slowed down as it happened, and at that moment, Sara forgot that she was invisible, and she imagined that the woman was staring at her naked body—that’s how vulnerable she felt. It was reasonable. No one made it to be a court apothecary without decades of experience in the highest tier, working with mana daily, attuned to slight fluctuations. Renti could know even if she couldn’t see Sara, in the same way that Sara or Emma would be able to notice. So Sara’s heart pounded uncontrollably, her body turning stiff a hundred feet off the ground. Then the world sped up again, and Renti sighed, shutting the window.

“What the?” Renti muttered when the window wouldn’t lock. “Why won’t you….” Sara slowly crouched, exiting her line of sight, and then held her breath. Renti opened the window again and looked around, searching for the blockage. Sara thought Renti would find it, look out the window, and sense her. It made her pulse thrum in her temples as she waited to see if she had to run and claim there was an assassination attempt later.

“These men don’t care,” Renti grumbled, giving up and walking away. Sara pressed her back against the wall where no one could see her and then listened. Renti and the guards spoke, and the guards said they’d warn the Castellan during the next shift change (as they couldn’t leave). Then the apothecary left, and all went still.

Sara stood there for another 20 minutes, cultivating and circulating mana as she felt droves of mana leave her body to keep standing there. Once she was certain that the guards wouldn’t check on Daniel or the window, she opened the window and slipped inside.
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Saying Daniel was “skin and bones” was an understatement. Sara had once seen a picture of an Indian man who had raised his right arm in the air for almost fifty years to honor the Hindu God Shiva. He pulled it off, but his arm became skeletal to the point someone could see his bones—

—that’s what Daniel’s entire body looked like. Sara could see his cheekbones, and when she pulled back the covers (expecting Daniel to finally open his eyes in some grand conspiracy), she found his arms and legs no better. He looked like an embalmed cadaver on a mortician’s table, freshly sown back together for the funeral. It was hard to imagine that he could even sit in a wheelchair. If his bed wasn’t a wooden block with arrays engraved on it—emitting a faint glow from a healing ward—he wouldn’t be alive. Yet despite that—this was the person who tried to rob her. The person who almost got her and Emma and Raul killed. The person who was terrifying enough to turn back time—a foray into what she imagined was forbidden magic. Daniel Winters. The most terrifying person she knew, reduced to skin and bones, yet more terrifying than he was when he was walking somehow.

Sara took a deep breath and grabbed one of his pillows and held it over him.
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