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You all rock.


Individual Summary


INDIVIDUAL SUMMARY
Name: Anastasia Cole
Race: Outsider, Summoned (Human aspect)
Age: 26
Classes: Guardian Angel (9) (Hidden, shown as Companion (9))
Experience: 600/5,000
Storage: 2 Growth Crystal (Minor), Growth Crystal (Major), Growth Crystal (Greater)
	Attributes:	Base	Multiplier	Effective
	Strength	21	1.5	31
	Endurance	23	1.2	27
	Vitality	22	1.5	33
	Agility	24	1.2	28
	Dexterity	21	1.2	25
	Perception	19	1.3	24
	Acuity	19	1.2	22
	Willpower	21	1.1	23
	Charisma	24	1.2	28
	Connection	19	1	19

Advancement Points: 0
Abilities: 
Hidden Class (Guardian Angel) (Guardian Angel 1)
Guardian Angel (Guardian Angel 1)
Devotion (Guardian Angel 1)
Danger Sense (Special) (Guardian Angel 3)
Companionship (Guardian Angel 5)
Champion (Guardian Angel 7)
Enhancements:
Combat Acrobatics (Agility 25)
Arresting Gaze (Charisma 25)
Indefatigable (Endurance 25)
Fight Through (Vitality 25)
Unbreakable Grip (Strength 25)
Twist and Lock (Dexterity 25)
Perks:
Iron Body (Unarmed Combat 5)
Predator (Intimidation 5)
Achievements:
Hunting Party II
Party Delver I
Skilled I
Skills:
Social
Acting 3
Charm 4
Command 3
Deception 2
Intimidation 5
Negotiation 3
Sense Motive 2
Survival
Camping 2
Harvesting 1
Herbalism 1
Stealth 3
Tracking 2
Weapons and Combat
Axes 2
Crossbows 2
Defense 2
Long Blades 2
Shields 2
Short Blades 3
Unarmed Combat 6
Miscellaneous
Inspect 4



Basic Overview


For the reader’s convenience, here is a collection of the descriptions of Ana’s Race and Class, as well as the Attributes, Abilities, Enhancements, Perks, Achievements, and Skills that Ana gained in Book 1.

Race

Outsider, Summoned (Human aspect): You are a creature from outside of this plane of existence, summoned for a specific purpose. You may or may not be bound to do your Summoner’s bidding, or to perform a specific task. You are physiologically indistinguishable from a Human, and any Inspection save for particularly powerful Inspection Abilities or spells will return you as Human.

Class

Guardian Angel (Paragon Tier): Due to your exceptionally high moral standards and willingness to sacrifice for the sake of the well-being of others, you have become a paragon of selflessness and devotion. You are devoted to one or a small group of individuals, and none shall harm them so long as you draw breath. Special: As a reward for your self-sacrifice, each Attribute’s Base value increases by 1 for every Level you gain in this Class.

Attributes

Strength: Affects the maximum amount of force your muscles can generate.

Endurance: Affects your ability to maintain physical exertion, as well as your ability to stave off the effects of hunger, thirst, and exposure to the elements.

Vitality: Affects your ability to withstand physical harm, disease, and poison, as well as your ability to recover from such effects.

Agility: Affects your general ability to control your body, as well as your ability to track your body’s relative position in space.

Dexterity: Affects your hand-eye coordination, as well as your ability to perform single or multiple simple or complex actions with one or both hands.

Perception: Affects your ability to sense and interpret stimuli of any kind.

Acuity: Affects your clarity of thought, your mental quickness, and your ability to keep track of and order information.

Willpower: Affects your ability to resist your own impulses and external manipulation, as well as your ability to resist mentally harmful effects.

Charisma: Affects your force of personality, as well as your ability to recover from mentally harmful effects.

Connection: Affects the strength of your connection to the World Soul, as well as your ability to draw on and manipulate that connection.

Abilities

Hidden Class (Guardian Angel): This Class may be hidden from Inspection. While hidden, the related Class Levels will be shown as belonging to another Class appropriate to you. This Ability can be disabled for any and all other individuals as desired. Note: This Ability is ineffective against particularly powerful Inspection Abilities or spells.

Devotion: You are Devoted to one or a small group of individuals. You are always in a Party with your Objects of Devotion and can sense their direction relative to you and their general condition. You gain extra Growth Crystals when defending an Object of Devotion. These Growth Crystals are bound to you, and cannot be traded. You cannot willingly allow your Objects of Devotion or members of your Party to come to harm. If you have no Object of Devotion, you can bond with an individual by swearing your life to them. This bond can only be broken by your death or theirs, or if they formally dismiss you. You can have a maximum of CLASS LEVEL/5 + 1 bonds. Maximum number of bonds increases with Class Level. Current Objects of Devotion: Anastasia Cole.

Guardian Angel: While within CLASS LEVEL feet of an Object of Devotion or a member of your Party, you can absorb any harm meant for them, including magical or physical attacks or poison. While fighting to defend an Object of Devotion or a member of your Party, the base value of each Attribute counts as CLASS LEVEL Points higher. All values increase with Class Level.

Danger Sense (Special): You have a subconscious and supernatural ability to sense when an Object of Devotion or a member of your Party is in danger, so long as they are within CLASS LEVEL x 10 yards of you and the origin of the danger is within CLASS LEVEL feet of them. Ranges increase with Class Level.

Companionship: Your presence lends strength and comfort to those under your protection. As long as an Object of Devotion or a member of your Party is within CLASS LEVEL x 5 feet of you, they recover more quickly from fatigue, mana depletion, and injury. Range and effect increases with Class Level.

Champion: Your presence brings courage and confidence to those under your protection. As long as an Object of Devotion or a member of your Party is within CLASS LEVEL feet of you, their Effective Willpower counts as CLASS LEVEL Points higher when resisting fear and intimidation. They may also add the effects of your Charm and Intimidation Skills and associated Perks to their own, against hostile creatures. Range and effects increase with Class Level.

Enhancements

Combat Acrobatics: You have come to rely on your mobility in combat, for both offense and defense. When in combat, you have greatly increased control of your movements when both your feet are off the ground.

Arresting Gaze: there is something about your eyes that others find fearsome or alluring. When you lock eyes with another creature there is a chance that they will hesitate, allowing you to seize the advantage. Effect depends on your Charisma and the opposing creature’s Willpower.

Indefatigable: You have shown a remarkable ability to just keep going. As long as you keep moving, you can ignore the effects of fatigue. Note that this does not cancel the effects of physical exertion on the body.

Fight Through: You have never been one to let pain or injury stop you from fighting back. So long as you are in combat, your ability to resist the debilitating effects of pain and blood loss is greatly increased. These effects resume as normal once combat is over.

Unbreakable Grip: Once you latch on you are almost impossible to dislodge. Your Effective Strength when gripping or grappling is greatly increased.

Twist and Lock: You are an expert at maneuvering your opponent through throws and joint locks. Your Effective Dexterity when attempting to grab or manipulate an opponent in a grapple is greatly increased.

Perks

Iron Body: Your body is hardened from giving and taking blows in unarmed combat. Your base Strength, Endurance, and Vitality are each increased by SKILL LEVEL/5. Values increase with Unarmed Combat Skill Level.

Predator: You exude an aura of danger and violence. When using the Intimidation Skill, your Charisma Multiplier is treated as though it were SKILL LEVEL/5 Step higher for body language and other nonverbal cues. Values increase with Intimidation Skill Level.

Achievements

Hunting Party II: While in a Party, slay an opponent with a Threat Level of Considerable or higher to the highest-Level Party member.

Party Delver I: In a Party, clear your first Delve.

Skilled I: Gain 50 total Levels across any number of Skills.

Skills

Social

Acting: Improved believability per Level when trying to pass yourself off as a different person, or when acting out a scenario for others.

Charm: Improved ability per Level to convince others or to improve their opinion of you, through speech, text, or body language.

Command: Improved effectiveness per Level when issuing commands, through speech, text, or body language.

Deception: Improved ability per Level to deceive and misdirect, through speech, text, or body language.

Intimidation: Improved ability per Level to bend people to your will through fear of reprisal, through speech, text, or body language.

Negotiation: Improved ability per Level to improve the terms of deals and agreements, so that they are more favorable to you.

Sense Motive: Improved ability per Level to read the intentions of others, in speech, text, or body language.

Survival

Camping: Improved ability per Level to find an appropriate campsite, organize a camp, and set up shelter.

Harvesting: Improved ability per Level to successfully identify and harvest the correct parts of plants, creatures, and mushrooms.

Herbalism: Improved ability per Level to find and identify known plants and mushrooms, and to determine the properties of unknown ones.

Stealth: Improved ability per Level to hide, to move without being detected, and to conceal items or other willing creatures.

Tracking: Improved ability per Level to find and follow tracks.

Weapons and Combat

Axes: Improved ability per Level when attacking or defending with axes.

Crossbows: Improved accuracy and ease of operation per Level for crossbows.

Defense: Improved ability per Level to determine how best to deflect or avoid an incoming attack.

Long Blades: Improved ability per Level when attacking or defending with long-bladed weapons.

Short Blades: Improved ability per Level when attacking or defending with short bladed weapons.

Shields: Improved ability per Level when blocking or deflecting incoming attacks with a shield.

Unarmed Combat: Improved ability per Level when attacking or defending using hands, feet, knees, elbows, or any other body part, as well as when initiating, holding, and trying to escape grapples.

Miscellaneous

Inspect: Improved ability per Level to determine the Race, Class, and Levels of another creature, as well as their Threat Level, if any.

Other Concepts

The Splinters

Splinters: Each Splinter is, in effect, a tiny pocket world, bordered yet complete with stable weather and eco systems. These pocket worlds may follow their own rules which seem unnatural. The Splinter in which Ana finds herself, for example, is less than a thousand miles long and two hundred wide, almost entirely covered in old growth forest, and enjoys an eternal temperate summer.

Waystones: A newly created Splinter is inherently unstable. To make it viable for long-term habitation and exploitation, it must be stabilized by way of a Waystone. Blessed by the goddess known as the Wayfarer, the Waystones prevent young Splinters from dissolving back into the void. They are also the primary way of travelling and transporting goods to and from the Splinters; this is normally highly mana-intensive, but is much less so when done via a Waystone.

Cycles: Each Splinter has a Cycle. During a cycle the connection between a Splinter and the Primes, the original world of the setting, is very weak. This makes travel or transport of anything living to or from the Splinter prohibitively expensive, to the point where it is practically not done except in true emergencies. At the end of the Cycle, however, there are a few days where the connection becomes so strong that travel through the Waystone is practically free. Thus, almost all travel is done at this time.

Growth Crystals

Growth Crystals: Also known simply as Crystals, Growth Crystals are Experience given form. Appearing as colorless, translucent crystals with volume but no mass, Growth Crystals are the only way for a person to gain Experience Points and new Class Levels.

Growth Crystals can be acquired in a few different ways: they are awarded by the System for gaining Skill Levels, for acting in accordance with one’s Class, or for defeating enemies; they can be gathered by clearing Delves; or they can be traded freely like any other good.

Tiers: Growth Crystals come in Tiers: Shard, Least, Lesser, Minor, Medium, Major, Greater, Supreme, Ascendant, and the almost mythical Divine. The Experience value of a Growth Crystal doubles with each Tier, with a Least Crystal being worth 50 Points, a Lesser 100 Points, etc. The exception are the Shards, which are worth a mere 10 Points.

Delving

Delves: The Splinters are places with much higher levels of ambient mana than almost anywhere in the Primes. When left to itself, this mana will sometimes coalesce into a tiny pocket dimension known as a Delve, which normally takes the shape of a cave system seemingly made of dark, ethereal glass.

The focus of each Delve is the Crystal Chamber, which lies at the end of its twisting passages, and where the mana absorbed by the Delve condenses into Growth Crystals. Demons are drawn to Delves and their Crystal Chambers, making Delves hotbeds of demon activity. The physical size of the Delve, the reward it can offer, and the likely strength and number of demons within vary, depending on the Delve’s Tier and Factor.

Tier: The Tier of a Delve refers to what kind of Growth Crystal sits at the peak of the collection of Growth Crystals in the Delve’s Crystal Chamber.

Factor: The factor of a Delve refers to how many more Growth Crystals there are of each Tier past the first. The difference between Tiers increases by the factor for each step. If the factor is 2, there will be 1 Crystal of the peak Tier; 1+2 = 3 of the next Tier down; 3+2+2 = 7 of the next Tier after that; 7+2+2+2 = 13 of the next; and so on.

Demons

Demons: Demon is the name used for a malevolent spirit which has taken a body in the mortal world. Demons are drawn to the concentrated mana in living creatures, which is released for them to feed on when a creature dies.

Demons come in two varieties: revenants, being carcasses of animals or the corpses of sentients reanimated by a controlling spirit; and the possessed, being living creatures which have been taken over by a spirit. Generally, it takes a more powerful spirit to possess a living creature than to create a revenant.

Magic

Crafts: The magic of the setting is divided into Crafts: Fire, Water, Earth, Air, Lightning, Life, and many others. To use magic at all one must generally have an aptitude, which essentially means that one must have a personality which aligns with the Craft one wishes to pursue: a Life mage will tend towards kindness and empathy, a Fire-mage tends toward rashness and aggression, etc. This is due to how magic is affected in the setting: each Craft depends on correctly aligned mana, and without an aptitude it is almost impossible to handle the mana aligned to the Craft in question.

Prospective mages should beware, however. Not only does one’s personality need to align with the Craft, but dedicating oneself to the Craft also aligns one further with it. Thus, anyone dedicated enough to the Craft of Life to become a Healer is likely to be almost incapable of violence, even to defend themselves or their patients; while a mage dedicated to the Craft of Death is likely to see other people as little more than tools and material, worthy of little more consideration than a block of stone or the chisel used to carve it.


Chapter one


In the void between worlds, not so much floating as just existing mostly separate from everything else, was a Splinter. The Splinter was covered almost entirely in primeval forest, and bordered by plains and mountains which one could approach, but never reach. The Splinter was irregularly shaped, though it was longer than it was wide, and a broad road, the only road in the Splinter, ran its length from north to south.

In the northern end, near the poorly defined border between what was real and what was just a distant dream, was a miles-wide, bowl-shaped depression, cleared of all trees. In the center of that depression stood a settlement. An outpost, surrounded by a tall palisade and ringed with sharp stakes, which was home to all of the Splinter’s nearly five hundred official inhabitants.

In the center of that outpost was a square. The square was at most fifteen thousand square feet, but probably less. Twenty-five hundred of that was the platform on which the Waystone stood. When Ana entered the square it was almost empty, cleared of the regular food vendors’ stands and with only a handful of early-comers waiting around. A podium, six-feet tall, stood empty and alone where it had been raised in front of the Waystone, awaiting the impending meeting.

Soon Captain Pirta, the elf Guild Administrator who was the highest authority in the Splinter, came out of Administration, the building where she had her home and office. Towering above everyone else, the elf didn’t step up to the podium but stood nearby, speaking with Drisa and some others as the square slowly filled. People arrived singly or in small groups. Ana wondered how the word had gone out and how they’d reached everyone, because it really did look like everyone was showing up. Everyone inside the outpost, that was; besides everyone who’d left with Captain Falk’s expedition, Rayni came to mind. She’d gone out hunting, alone. But there was nothing Ana could do except hope the Huntress stayed safe, and instead of worrying uselessly, she kept her eyes mostly in the direction of the square’s northeastern corner, where Main Street left the square to run past Renvi the Jeweler’s shop. Finally she saw the man himself approach, and with him was Mestendi, the elfin woman who was currently the most important person in Ana’s life.

“Master Renvi,” Ana said as the man greeted her with a wave.

“Miss Cole! Strange days, aren’t they? I’m sorry that you’ve arrived in times like these; this place has been peaceful since the day I got here.”

Messy ignored the exchange. She simply closed the distance and wrapped her arms around Ana. “How are you feeling?” she said into Ana’s hair.

“About the same as two hours ago,” Ana said, giving Messy a squeeze then pulling back. “Less hungry. How are you?”

“Nervous as all hell. I didn’t want to let on before. Touanne said she’d tell you what was happening, though, so . . . Dammit, Ana, I hate this! I hate not knowing if anything’s going to happen!”

“Yeah,” Ana agreed. “The uncertainty sucks. But knowing that an attack is coming would probably be worse, so enjoy it while it lasts.” She gestured to the sword and dagger on Messy’s belt. “You’re prepared. I like that.”

Messy forced a smile. “That’s good to know. Does it help my chances?”

Ana grinned, putting some levity into her voice. “Stay alive and we’ll see.”

Renvi cleared his throat. “Ladies, loath as I am to interrupt this sweet moment, it looks like Captain Pirta is taking the podium.”

Ana looked around. Pirta did indeed stand at the podium, waiting calmly for the susurrus of the crowd to peter out. The square had filled; Ana stepped up on the protruding cornerstone of the closest building and estimated that there had to be about four hundred people there, almost everyone still in the outpost. Not exactly packed tight, but they filled the square well enough.

Finally the crowd quieted, and Pirta spoke.

“Guild members! Thank you for coming. For those of you who have never met or even seen me, I am Captain Pirta, the administrative captain of this Splinter.” She paused for the inevitable murmur. “I expect that you have all heard at least something about the situation we find ourselves in. I have called you here to tell you what we know, and what steps we will take to ensure the safety of this outpost.” Another pause for another, more worried wave of noise. “I ask you all to keep your questions and comments to yourselves until I finish, because I’m sure that you will have many. The situation is this: the outpost is surrounded by a poorly understood enemy. That enemy appears to be hundreds strong, along with an indeterminate number of demons. Most of our strongest combatants are out with Captain Falk’s expedition and have not been heard from for several days. We cannot leave the outpost, nor can anyone currently out of the outpost easily return. Nor can we use the Waystone to evacuate. For these reasons, I am declaring martial law and forming a militia, effective immediately.”

The noise of the crowd swelled with anxiety and outrage, but Pirta simply raised her voice, her slender chest driving a voice loud enough to drown them out.

“Every combat-capable member currently in the outpost, or who might somehow make their way in, should consider themselves conscripted. This means anyone with a combat or hybrid Class, and anyone else with at least one weapon Skill or a magical Craft with direct combat applications. Volunteers willing to learn will also be accepted. Now, some of you have not fought for a long time. Some of you have never killed. The vast majority, perhaps all of you, have never killed another sapient. And make no mistake: our enemy is human. Beyond feral, but human. Fighting and killing them will be difficult. For this reason, you will be trained. You will be organized into teams, each one led by a temporarily appointed guild officer. Each team will report to the guardhouse training yard according to a schedule, and there you will be instructed in how to defend yourself against an unarmed human opponent, and how to kill them if needed. I know that this is hard. I know that you are not and will not be happy about this. I know that this will weigh heavily on you even if you never need to put this training into practice. But those who have been conscripted will report for their assignments, because these are the facts: we are under siege. Some of the farms have already been breached. Their inhabitants must be presumed dead. The outpost itself may be next. And if our wall is breached, as we are, most of you will die. In order to prevent that, we must all sacrifice.”

Pirta continued for some time, answering questions and outlining the implications of the state of emergency and martial law being declared: conscription, possible seizure of property without immediate compensation, rationing if stabilizing deliveries through the malfunctioning Waystone wasn’t possible. Ana didn't pay much attention to that part. She did listen up when Pirta read out the list of temporary guild officers. Tellak was on it, as were Petra and Tarkan, the man who’d trained Ana in hammer work the previous morning. And, of course—

“Ana? Did I hear that right?” Messy said beside her. “Petra I understand, but why are you being made an officer? By your Level . . .”

Ana smiled at her sadly. Maybe she could have put this off for a day or so, but Messy would have found out when her team came to train. It had been a nice couple of days, but she might as well tell her and get it over with. On an impulse she hugged her, then put her hands on Messy’s shoulders and held her at arm's length.

“Ana?” Messy said, looking at her with trepidation. “Why? Do you know?”

Ana just looked at her for a while, memorizing the expression on her face. This was how she wanted to remember Messy. This concern, along with all the smiles and laughs and soft-eyed, sympathetic frowns. All the little expressions that told Ana that Messy liked her and wanted the best for her. All the things that would go away, that would sour and turn to fear and disgust once Ana explained, and Messy became just one more regret.

And she had to explain. Messy deserved her honesty. So Ana took a moment, gathered herself, and said, “Because I’m a killer, Mess.”

Messy quirked her head. “Ana. I know what you had to do, but—”

“No, Mess, listen to me. I’m not just a person who’s had to kill. I’m a killer. And right now, this outpost needs killers. Those classes Pirta talked about? I’m the instructor.”

Perhaps she’d been excessively flippant in how she said it. It didn't matter. The effect would be the same.

Here it comes, Ana thought as Messy looked at her with that familiar mix of anxiety and incomprehension. Here comes the rejection. But Messy didn't follow the script. She didn't step back. Her look didn't turn to disgust or fear. Instead, to Ana’s total surprise, Messy pulled her in again and wrapped her arms around her, one hand going up to stroke her hair. Ana stood stiff and silent, utterly bewildered, as Messy said, “There is so much more to you than that, Ana.”

Ana didn't know how to deal with that. She didn't cry. She felt like she might, but it was neither the time nor place for it. But she did start to think that maybe, just maybe, the old friends that she’d lost over the years just weren't very supportive people.

“You’re not freaked out?” Her voice was steady, if a little thick. The stupid urge to cry was still there, and though she had it under control, it wouldn't go away.

“I stayed despite your favorite-dress speech, didn’t I? I understand what you’re saying. But I’m worried. Are you gonna be okay?”

“I mean . . . yeah?” She’d meant to sound confident, but it came out as a question.

“You looked like you expected me to run,” Messy whispered into her hair, and Ana’s gut clenched. “That can’t be a good feeling.”

“It’s not,” Ana whispered back.

“Has that happened to you a lot?”

“Yeah.” Her nose was stuffy, and she sniffled, then found her eyes burning. With sheer willpower she pulled herself together. “Yeah,” she said, a little more clearly. “More times than I care to remember. It sucks.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Messy said, ruffling the hair that remained on top of Ana’s head. She gave Ana an extra squeeze then backed off so they could look each other in the face. “So, you’re going to be my trainer?”

“Yours and everybody else’s,” Ana confirmed.

“And you’re going to teach us how to kill . . . people?”

“I’m going to teach you how to fight people. I’m going to focus on how to avoid getting hurt, but yeah. Killing will be part of it.”

Messy nodded pensively.

Captain Pirta had finished her speech. “That is all for now,” she called out. “However, if you belong to one of the conscripted groups, please remain for your team assignments. If you do not belong to such a group but wish to volunteer, please speak to Mistress Drisa. Officers, to me.”

“That’s me,” Ana said, giving Messy’s shoulder a squeeze before approaching the podium. There were ten others there; Petra was the only noncombat Classer as far as anyone knew, but Ana had been told that her Custodian Class was a hybrid, like Rayni’s Huntress, with both combat and noncombat Abilities. Tellak and Tarkan were there, of course, as was Sira the Peacekeeper. Tellak was the highest Class Level, at 20.

Ana stood next to Tellak and leaned in. “Touanne and Jancia?”

She had reason to worry. Touanne, the elfin Healer, was the gentlest soul Ana had ever met, and almost pathologically incapable of violence. Meanwhile Jancia, her patient, was prone to violent outbursts. Touanne was far too important to leave them alone together.

“They should be fine,” Tellak murmured back. “I convinced Touanne yesterday to let me put a latch on the door to the patient room, and she promised to keep it closed while I’m away. She hates it, but Jancia's still . . . unpredictable.”

She fell silent as Pirta spoke up. “Thank you, all. I know that this is a sudden and unwanted responsibility, but you all have combat experience, and your leadership may be essential to the survival of this outpost. The expedition may return tomorrow to relieve us, but it is far better to prepare and not need it than the opposite.” She brought out a stack of papers and started handing them out. “Here are your assigned teams. We have tried to balance your groups first and match you with people you’ve been known to associate with second.”

Once Petra received her list she chuckled. “I’d say. This is just most of Irry’s casual Delvers from Ladies’ Night with a few extras.”

“As you say. You will notice that the extras are a small group of low-Level combat Classers. They’re a Party and have been known to cause some small amount of trouble. Do not let them disrespect you or bully your other teammates. Inform one of the other officers if they give you trouble and will not listen. Understood?”

“Yes, ma’am. But I think I’ll be able to keep them in line.”

The last paper was handed out, and Ana was left empty-handed. “I don’t get a team?”

“No,” Pirta said. “You will be far too busy training the others. I want each team to have a session with you every day for the foreseeable future, starting tomorrow. This”—she produced another sheet of paper—“is the schedule. The rest of you have your time slot with Miss Cole on your team roster. I want you to make it clear to your team members that these training sessions are mandatory, as is any other training you choose to put your teams through, on pain of detention and possible expulsion from the guild and the outpost.”

There was a murmur at that. Expulsion from the outpost at a time like this was just an indirect execution. Pirta, towering above them, nodded solemnly. “Drastic, I know, but we can ill afford poor discipline at a time like this. Order must be maintained. Now gather your teams. Get everyone acquainted with each other, and make sure that they know where to meet. Get them kitted out if they aren’t already; the Exchange’s stores are open until further notice. Take what you need, but please make note of what you’ve taken, and who has it, in the ledgers. The guild will need that equipment back when this is all over. If you must, requisition anything else from the outpost’s smithies, leatherworkers, and so on. Finally, Miss Cole, would you be able to hold an introductory training session for your fellow officers tonight?”

Would she? Ana wondered. That evening or the next morning, the time didn’t matter. Could she hold a class like this?

She’d done some instruction in her martial arts classes, helping the actual instructors with the newbies. Would this be so different?

Fuck it, she thought. I’ll wing it. And fuck ’em if they don’t like it.

“Yeah, sure,” she said. “Just tell us when.”

[image: Scene Change]

Ana’s first class was an hour after sunset. She faced ten people, half of whom she recognized, across a torchlit training yard. Everybody had shown up, which was gratifying; she'd wondered if some would have refused based on her Level, apparent Class, and how recently she’d arrived. If any of them had considered it, they must have taken Pirta’s warning about consequences seriously.

Though the officers were all there, most of them looked at her with some degree of skepticism. She didn't fault them for that; they had no more idea what she was capable of than she had of them. When she’d instructed her juniors in martial arts, there had been an automatic respect that came with having a higher grade than them, and them having seen her sparring. There was little of that here. So, she'd have to establish some credentials.

“Good evening, everyone,” she said in a firm, authoritative tone. “My name is Anastasia Cole. As you know, Captain Pirta has tasked me with instructing you and everyone else in the militia on how to fight and, if necessary, kill an unarmed opponent. Human or, uh . . . sapient with a similar body plan.”

That was as far as she got before being asked the obvious question, “How’re you qualified to do that?” The man who spoke was a ruddy, compact man, with a label that read:

Human Hammerer (17)


The interruption was rude, but there didn't seem to be any malice behind it. He didn’t sneer or anything; he just genuinely didn't see what she could teach a bunch of Delvers almost twice her Level.

“What’s your name, guy?”

“Halmer.”

“Thank you for volunteering, Halmer. Come here, please.”

The guy didn't seem at all surprised at her request. He must've seen enough training sessions to know that opening your mouth was the same as volunteering for a demonstration.

Ana took a position a few steps away from Halmer. “Besides the regular demons, we face humans infected with some kind of disease, possibly created intentionally through a ritual. At least that's what we think is going on. The victims are worse than feral; they behave like demons, throwing themselves at you without any regard for their own safety. We think that the disease spreads through bites and scratches, especially contact with the milky-blue crystals erupting from their skin, but you should try to avoid any and all contact to be safe. That goes double for any mages among you; I don’t know if you’ve heard, but this disease tanks your Connection. With that in mind: Halmer, please try to hurt me.”

“Excuse me?”

“Try to hurt me,” Ana repeated. “And I don't mean try to hit me. I don’t mean a slow, demonstrative attack. I want you to try to kick, punch, scratch, or bite me. Whatever you need to do. And don't worry. I’m tougher than I look; we have several health potions right over there, and Touanne, the midwife, is on standby at her shop. Now, try to hurt me.”

Halmer looked her in the eye, and she could tell that he knew exactly what was about to happen. The look he gave her said I’m going to hate this, aren't I?

Ana grinned at him, and he attacked.

The guy was fast. Fast enough that if Ana hadn't been warned by her Danger Sense and bonuses kicking in, she probably wouldn't have reacted in time. It was an effective lesson in how you shouldn't judge someone by how they looked. Halmer carried a lot of weight, and even if Ana knew that, she should know better; she just didn't expect him to move with the speed and agility that he did.

But her Danger Sense did warn her, and her bonuses did kick in. And a second after he lunged, Halmer was eating dust, one arm raised behind him and the other pinned straight out to the side under Ana’s knee. She had a practice dagger pressed point first into the base of his skull.

“Ow,” he groaned. He did so very clearly though. Ana suspected he might be exaggerating.

“There’s my credentials.” The attack had been simple, and easy to defeat. Almost suspiciously so. Halmer had lunged for her collar, probably intending to pull her off balance and then try to control her arms. That was what most newbies did. She'd grabbed him by the wrist, stepped outside his line, and put him down. To anyone watching, unless they had excellent Perception and Acuity, it might have looked like he’d thrown himself in the dirt.

She got off and helped him up. “Let’s do that again, slower this time so everyone can see. That was a good example of how the crazies attack, by the way.”

“How do you know?” a lithe, diminutive woman asked.

“I’ve fought them. Killed three, possibly four,” Ana said matter-of-factly, and that ended that.

“This is a worst case scenario,” she explained after demonstrating again, slowly and step by step. This time she had her knife to Halmer’s throat. “Practically unarmed and unarmored in a situation where you can’t run away. I don't expect any of you to learn to pull it off perfectly, but I want you to grasp the principles. Avoid the attack, control them so they can't follow up, then kill or disable. Ideally this will never happen. You’ll have weapons with some reach, and armor—though they got through Jancia’s. Those crystals are sharper than you’d believe. It’s better not to let them touch you in the first place.”

The same short, thin woman clapped her hands once, her face lighting up in an Aha! The woman was a Level 19 demi-fae Kineticist, the same one Ana had seen in her first day at Petra's. “You're Knife Girl! I thought I recognized you. You’ve changed your hair!”

“That’s me, yeah.” Ana considered the woman. At four-foot-nothing and maybe forty pounds, if one of the crazies got their hands on her this woman was, in a word, dead. Technique could only do so much, and they didn't have the years it would take for someone so physically small to learn to survive in close quarters with a rabid zombie.

Ana rubbed the back of her neck, recently shaved all the way to the base of her skull. It matched her sides now. “Fire, being ground into the dirt too much, you know how it is. You’re some kind of mage?”

“Craft of Force, yeah. Simt.”

“Simt? That's your name?”

“Right.”

“Okay. Since you’re Level 19, I’m going to assume that your size hasn’t held you back much—”

“Damn right!”

“But, everybody, get a good look at her. Simt, there is nothing I can teach you in the time available that would let you defend yourself from most attacks. You need to be proactive. And that brings me to the most difficult part of what I’ve been asked to teach you. In the next few days, all of you will need to learn to kill.”

“We’ve all killed before though,” a tall, surly looking man said.

“Not like this. I call them crazies, but they're human. There is no doubt in my mind. They’ve got razor sharp crystals growing out of their skin, their nails are perhaps a little sharper, and I don’t know about their teeth, but they’re human. People. Have any of you killed a person before?”

No one spoke up.

“Has anyone here tried to kill a person? Have you intentionally injured someone or been in a fight where you truly wanted to hurt the other person?”

Only one of the officers, a rotund, balding man in his early twenties, raised his hand. When Ana looked at him silently he said, “I beat a guy up for mugging my brother once. I hurt him pretty bad.”

“And what was that like?”

“It felt right when I did it, but I felt kinda bad after.”

Ana nodded. “That's normal. Most of us do not want to hurt others. That’s why I’m here. I am going to teach you to strike to kill.”

She got another round of skeptical looks, and again she couldn’t blame them. She knew very well that she couldn’t make them into killers. All that she could do was to teach them the mechanics, let them spar, and hope for the best.


Chapter two


The group of officers left the yard tired, dirty, and thoughtful. Ana hadn't said another word about her background, but none of them had questioned her fitness as an instructor once she really got started. She’d shown them, and had them practice, how to avoid being grabbed and how to control a human opponent, but the meat of the class had been on how to permanently disable or kill. She couldn't rely on the opponent's inborn reflexes to avoid pain and injury, so she'd focused on how to mechanically break a body. How to cause hypovolemic shock in seconds, including how long it would take for different targets. Which major nerves and tendons could be most easily cut to disable limbs. How to destroy joints. All the things that she'd idly thought about and read up on, and been taught to avoid, to never do because of the legal consequences unless her own life or that of her charge was in immediate danger. She explained and demonstrated, and her students grew quieter and quieter.

When Ana demonstrated how to sever the aorta or pierce the heart from beneath the rib cage, the same thing she’d done to Larry the Rogue on her first day in the Splinter, Simt had looked queasy. When Ana showed how to twist a knee to tear the ligaments, the woman threw up in the dust. The Kineticist’s magical talents lent themselves well to warding off or disabling opponents rather than killing them quickly, but she had an empathic streak that made Ana glad that she lacked any of her own. When Ana had her practice various attacks at low power, Simt hesitated every time. She would need to overcome that, at least for short moments at a time, if she wanted to survive.

“Fucking hell, Ana,” Petra whispered as some of them made their way to the baths. When she looked at Ana there was a little of that anxiety in her eyes that Ana was so familiar with. “How did you learn all of that shit?”

“Study and practice,” was all Ana said, and Petra let it drop.

Tellak didn't treat Ana any differently. “How far did you get?” she asked.

“With what?”

“Your practice. Drawing mana.”

“I don't know. It felt good. I could connect pretty easily last time. But I didn't get a Skill.”

“That's normal. Drawing naturally aligned mana is a skill, but not a Skill. You won't get Channeling until you begin practicing with ambient, unaligned mana.”

“Is that the next step?”

“Normally it would be, but we don’t have time. There's plenty of easily accessible Earth-mana here with the Waystone misbehaving.” She paused and looked at Ana thoughtfully. “I would like to get you started with Shaping.”

Ana felt a surge of excitement, and Tellak gave her a wry smile. “And you should probably start learning to control your aura too.”

“Yeah, I’ll get on that during my copious free time.” The schedule that Pirta had given her, and which Ana had implicitly agreed to, had her busy from an hour after sunrise to sunset, with a break to eat at midday. “Will you have time for me after dinner tomorrow?”

“Come to Touanne's, and I’ll make time.”

“So you're, what? Living there now?”

“Practically, yes. We can't risk Touanne getting hurt if Jancia has another . . . episode. Jancia can't hurt me when I’m strengthening myself. And Touanne herself needs support.”

“You’re really good friends, aren't you? Despite how short a time she’s been here?”

“We are. But even if we weren’t, she's sacrificed a lot to be here. She could be getting rich and Leveling quickly in the Primes, but she chose to come here, to help. I respect that choice deeply. Besides—” Tellak shrugged. “She’s easy to like.”

The next day passed in a blur. Messy came over to Petra’s to have breakfast together. They'd see each other during the time slot just before noon, but as Messy pointed out it wasn't like they'd be able to talk then.

“I missed you, you know that?” Messy said as they were finishing their tea. “I know it was only a couple of nights, but my bed felt pretty cold and empty without you.”

“I didn't want to bother you.” It had been properly late when Ana got out of the baths.

“I don't care if you wake me. Come over any time, alright?”

Despite everything, like her worry about how Messy would react to their first class together, Ana felt a little warm and fuzzy inside hearing that.

The first four classes went as smoothly as could be expected. There was at least one person and sometimes more who questioned her qualifications, but a few demonstrations shut them up. Especially once she introduced the brushes.

She got the idea from either Gladiator or Spartacus—one of those ancient Rome things with overly muscled men killing each other. She couldn't remember which. When she arrived that morning she’d asked the guy at the counter in the guardhouse to get her a bunch of heavy duty paintbrushes and some kind of thick paint. He’d delivered by the beginning of her second class. During that second class, which was Tellak's group, a tall, particularly obnoxious woman had repeatedly questioned what a smallish, low-Level social Classer could possibly teach them about fighting.

“That's your hand gone,” Ana declared as she pinned the woman to the ground. She held one arm up to show the red line she'd painted spiraling up the forearm from the wrist. “You or any other human would be unconscious in one to two minutes, not accounting for Attributes or Abilities. And with all the tendons cut, the hand would be useless. Not too reliable against an opponent who might be trying to bite you, though; two minutes is an eternity in a fight.” Ana released the woman. “Again.”

“Two to five seconds,” she declared after the next attempt. She’d had the woman dip her fingers in the same paint, but Ana still didn't have a speck on her. The woman getting to her feet from where Ana had thrown her, however, had a large red splotch on her rough tunic, right above her heart. “That's how long it takes for a human to go down if you pierce their heart. I don't recommend it as a target though. It's easy to miss, and your weapon may get stuck in the ribs. Better to go for the throat.”

The woman's eyes went wide as Ana stalked forward, leading with the brush. She was a Level 11 Fighter and almost as tall as Waller, but she took an involuntary step back before she set her face and lunged, one hand going for Ana’s wrist while the other went for her throat.

Ana stopped and twisted, let her overextend, then helped her along while simultaneously painting a thick red line across her throat.

“See?” she asked the group silently watching them as the Fighter brought her hand up to her throat, a hollow look in her eyes. “A much easier target. But it could be five to ten seconds before they go down for good, depending on the cut, so put them on the ground or put some distance between you until that happens.”

The woman looked near tears. Her voice was hoarse when she asked, “Who the fuck are you?”

“I’m a Level 9 social Classer,” Ana replied drily. “I just have skills—regular, not System—outside of that. I suggest you lose the idea that Level and Class decide if someone is dangerous. Our enemies have neither.”

“But how do you move like that? I don’t—”

“Again. I have skills that you may not expect. I have learned those skills while training to protect people from other people, which I’ve done my entire adult life.” And she had all of those Attributes, which made it child’s play to avoid someone making a mad grab for her, but she wasn’t going to tell them that. “If what I’ve demonstrated just now looks impossible to do yourselves, I have good news. I don’t expect you to. I just want you to get used to stabbing each other while not letting yourself get grabbed. Now pair up. One of you will be the crazy. You’ll have paint on your fingers, and you’re trying to scratch or bite your opponent. The other will have a brush. I want you to try to paint the crazy, but your primary job is to not get scratched or bitten. We’ll go for a while, then we’ll switch, then we’ll rotate partners. Mages, if you can use your Craft without actually injuring your partner, go for it. Tomorrow we’ll look at breaking joints.”

The yard was still and silent. Not even Tellak made a move to get started. “Well?” Ana snapped, pushing on both her Command and Intimidation Skills. “We don’t have all fucking day! Get to it!”
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By the end of her fourth class, Ana had picked up the Teaching Skill.

Teaching: Improved ability per Level to impart knowledge and skills to others, in such a way that they understand and retain them.

It was kind of ridiculous; most of what she’d done had been to bully anyone who questioned her, terrify everyone else, and then yell at them until they at least made an honest attempt to follow her instructions. She had no idea how actually useful anything she taught them would be either. Out of the fifty-odd people she’d instructed so far, only two had any skill with or interest in short blades, which was the only thing she’d used in her classes. Everyone else used swords, axes, hammers, spears, bows, slings, a variety of other weapons—including what had sounded like a bloody scythe—or goddamn magic.

Most of them seemed to be picking up where to aim. That was something. And Ana was sure that they had the numbers to fight off or through the crazies if necessary. But most of them, officers and conscripts, flinched and hesitated even during friendly spars. That was the kind of thing that would break them if they were outnumbered.

It was frustrating, but it wasn't like she could teach them to see people as things. That was an advantage you had to be born with. Anyone who wasn’t would just have to spar more.

The arrival of the fifth group marked the end of Ana’s short break. This was Petra's group, and Ana was at least acquainted with most of them. Including the three extras.

“Hello, Waller,” Ana said. She approached the tall man after first talking to Messy, who had her hair up in the same multitude of tight braids as when they went on the Delve, and then to Petra. Waller had apparently made a small fuss the previous evening. He was a combat Classer and hadn’t liked being thrown in with a group of casuals. Petra said that she’d shut that down quickly, but it was still a problem.

Waller had been talking to his two . . . what, exactly? Friends? Flunkies? As he turned to look at Ana, his face twisted into a scowl. His lips parted, probably to say something idiotic, but then she caught his eyes and he froze. Just stopped completely, like a rabbit caught in the open.

Goddamn, Ana loved Predator and Arresting Gaze right then.

Waller recovered. Surprisingly he didn't try to salvage his no doubt savaged pride with bluster or posturing. “What do you want?” he said flatly. After a heartbeat he added, “Miss Cole.”

Ana met his petulance with affected sweetness. “Just making sure that everyone’s happy. I don't want any disruptions in my class, alright?”

“Yeah. Alright.”

“The same goes for you two,” she said, turning Waller’s two hangers-on. “Trig, right?” she said to the woman.

“Yes, Miss.”

“And . . . sorry, don’t think I ever caught your name.”

“Ah, Sylt, Miss,” the man said. “Well, she’s Trilgayeri and I’m Syltfer, but . . .” He trailed off under Ana’s gaze. “No trouble from us, Miss.” Beside him, Trig nodded rapidly.

“Good. I’m glad that we understand each other.”

Ana hoped that they meant what they said. In theory the three should be a significant asset to any group. Waller was a Fighter, Trig a Scout, and Sylt a Rogue. They hadn’t been idle since the last time Ana saw them, when Ana choked Waller out for trying to shake her down; Trig was Level 9, having gained one and putting her even with Sylt. Waller was still Level 10. While Level 9 and 10 weren’t very high, the three were far above almost any human back home. But Ana had serious doubts about their reliability, and she hoped that Petra would keep a careful eye on them.

With her authority established, Ana gathered everyone to begin the class. The whole team from the Delve was there, except Rayni and Kaira, of course.

God, she hoped Rayni was okay out there on her own.

With them, besides Waller, Trig and Sylt, were two women Ana had never seen before—volunteers, both human, both of a similar age to herself. One was a Level 13 Barmaid and looked like she might have wandered out of an Oktoberfest beer tent or some Valkyrie opera, with her impressive build and long blonde braids. The other, a slender woman with cropped black hair and beautifully smooth, reddish-ochre skin, was a Level 12 Courtesan). That surprised Ana more than it should have. Not her Class itself, but the fact that she’d volunteered. The Barmaid looked tough. The Courtesan very much did not.

At least there shouldn’t be any problems with motivation from those two. In choosing to volunteer, they had already shown more willingness than anyone who’d been conscripted. There was the question of how effective they’d be, but they were there, looking attentive and determined, and Ana had a tentatively good feeling about them. Besides, appearances meant little here. For all she knew the Courtesan could have focused entirely on her physical Attributes.

“It’s good to see you all again,” she began, looking at her companions from the Delve. “It’s been a while. Now, you’ve all seen me fight, but this is going to be different from the Delve. Here, we’ll be focusing on fighting people. You”—she turned to Waller and the other two—“have some more relevant experience with what I can do.”

Dilmik the Clerk and young Denikla, who had been a Clerk but was now an Evoker, Level 5 after Resetting, gave their three temporary teammates dirty looks.

“Can’t believe we got stuck with those buttholes instead of Lessa and Perri,” Deni muttered. Ana knew Deni meant her two friends Lesirell and Perrion, the Fighter and Archer she intended to form a Party with once the crisis was over. They’d been assigned to Team Seven, under Tarkan.

Ana ignored the grumbling. “You two.” She pointed at the volunteers. “I’m Anastasia, and I'm pretty new here. Mind introducing yourselves?”

“Braggie. Ah, Braglinn, I mean,” said the Barmaid. Her voice quavered with a nervousness that she'd hidden well so far. “I work at the Wayfarer’s Rest, serving drinks and such.”

“Sadie,” continued the Courtesan. Her voice was light and airy, but more confident than Braglinn’s. With a glint in her eye she added, “You can all see my Class. If any of you want to find me when I’m working, well, there’s only two establishments in the outpost. Just ask for me.”

As Sadie looked at each member of the Party in turn, Ana could swear that her eyes stopped on Messy just a moment longer than the others. “Respect the hustle, but not the time or place to advertise,” Ana said, her words clipped. “Braglinn, Sadie, why did you volunteer?”

“Braggie’s got a heroic streak.” Sadie answered for the both of them as the Barmaid blushed. “She doesn’t look it, but she’ll step in the moment someone gets rowdy. And I wasn’t going to let her jump into something like this on her own, so here we are.”

Ana shot a questioning look at Braglinn, who nodded. “I tried to talk her out of it, but . . .”

“But that wasn’t going to happen. And you weren’t gonna change your mind, so now we’re doing this.” Sadie turned to Ana. “Sorry for holding up the class. Please.”

“Okay. Thank you. I’m Anastasia Cole. Some of you know me better than the rest, but that makes no difference. I’ll be trying to teach you all the same two things: to survive, and to kill. Does anyone doubt that I’m capable of either?”

She scanned the line, pausing on each person in turn. No one spoke up. Messy looked excited. Trig, the Scout, fidgeted where she stood, and Sylt, the Rogue, wouldn’t meet her eyes. “Good. Since everyone’s behaving, I don’t have anyone I need to make an example of. But I still need a partner to demonstrate what we’ll be working on today. Sadie, if you’d step up here, please?”

The Courtesan looked surprised and didn’t move immediately, but when everybody started looking at her, she joined Ana at the front of the class.

“Here.” Ana picked up her pot of bright red paste, dipped a brush, and held it out. “Dip your fingers in this, then try to touch me.”

In the line, Messy pouted.

Sadie turned out to be quick and agile, with good reflexes. Not good enough to land a mark, but impressively close at some points. She was barely breathing hard when they finished the demonstration, though the dust on her face was cut by streaks of sweat. She smiled at Ana when Ana asked them all to pair up to practice. “That was more rough and tumble than I usually agree to,” she said, “but pretty fun! Would you be willing to show me some more, when this is all over?”

“Ah, maybe? Which part?”

“All of it! The throwing, the holding, the dodging. Maybe the knife stuff too? I could pay you.”

Ana considered it. Teaching martial arts wasn’t anything she’d ever really considered, but now that she’d been pushed into it she had to admit that she’d had a pretty good morning. “Tell you what,” she said. “I’ll think about it. It’s not the first time I’ve been asked. If I decide to do it, I’ll put up a notice on the board in the guardhouse. Now, get started. You can pair up with Braglinn.”

Again, Ana could swear Sadie’s eyes flicked toward Messy before she answered, “Sounds great,” and turned to her friend. “Come on, Braggie. Let’s get violent!”

This group had ten people in it. That let them form even pairs, leaving Ana to walk around to observe and instruct. The militia teams varied in size, with the smallest being only nine people, and the previous group having had fourteen. It mostly seemed to be an uneven distribution of volunteers. Ana disagreed with that approach; she’d’ve preferred if the group sizes were as even as possible. But there had to be some reason for it. All the volunteers in each group so far had known each other, so probably Pirta or whoever did the assignments wanted to use preexisting bonds to motivate them to fight harder, or something.

As she watched the pairs at work, Ana saw the same thing as in all her previous groups: the mages had trouble both attacking and defending. In this case it was the two Evokers; Sendra, focused on Water, and Denikla, who had just Reset her Class and was focused on the same combination of Fire and Lightning as Kaira. Everyone else, including the two volunteers, was quicker and more agile than them, and they both had streaks of red paint on their arms and their rough training clothes. Of course, if they could use their magic things would be very different, but Shaping took time and focus. They would need to protect their mages carefully. That was standard, but the situation wasn’t. Delving groups always strove to outnumber their opponents; it was uncommon to face more than one demon at a time, and when Ana and the others had walked into a fight with multiple enemies on their Delve, they almost got wiped out.

Denikla was making a valiant attempt to land a hit with her brush on Messy. Ana couldn’t tell if Deni had given up on avoiding getting hit herself, or if she was just that badly outclassed. Or should that be out-Classed? Either way it looked like she’d decided that all she could do was to accept a loss and try and take Messy down with her.

The girl was, what? Sixteen? Ana prayed that she’d never have to face one of the crazies hand to hand. It’d be a goddamn tragedy.


Chapter three


“You did good,” Ana told Messy as they were leaving to find some lunch. “Not much paint on you.”

“What about Sadie?” Messy said with exaggerated petulance. “Did she do good?”

“I mean, yeah? She did alright? Are you upset about something, Mess?”

Messy sighed. “No, I’m just being jealous and childish. When you said that you needed someone for the demonstration, I hoped that you’d use me.”

“Why? All I did was . . .”

Messy grinned at her.

Throw her around, Ana finished to herself. She snorted softly and pulled Messy into a side hug. “You need to cool down a bit. But it’s nice to be wanted, I guess.”

They walked for a few steps in silence before Ana said, “Ah, speaking of Sadie . . .”

Messy stiffened just a little, her step hitching for just a fraction of a pace. “Yeah?”

Ana had been about to ask if they knew each other. They’d looked at each other plenty, but Ana had never seen them exchange so much as a word. That seemed odd to her. But the edge of dread in Messy’s tone was enough to make Ana regret bringing her up again. Perhaps, she thought sarcastically, asking my girlfriend just how familiar she is with a rather attractive prostitute is a god-awful idea.

Not that Ana cared, but she suspected Messy would. So instead she course corrected and said, “She’s stronger than she looks.”

“Oh, yeah.” Messy sounded relieved. And Ana couldn’t help noticing that her reply had been a statement, despite the two not having paired up at all. “She needs to be, in her profession,” Messy continued.

“True,” Ana said, not sure if Messy was referring to keeping herself safe or something else. “So what are we eating?”

Many of the food stalls were back in the square, but they were strictly limited in how much they were allowed to sell to any given person. Ana and Messy ended up grabbing a pair of magically frozen fruit slushies—which had slowly become a favorite of Ana’s—and eating some kind of spicy chicken pie with lots of herbs. The pie vendor apologetically told them that they were only allowed one per person. That was hardly a problem; one of those things could have fed Ana for the whole day, so they only bought one and split it.

They sat down on the plinth and ate in the shade of the Waystone. “What did you think about the class?” Ana asked. “Is there anything I should change for the afternoon?”

Messy took a bite of her pie and chewed thoughtfully. “I honestly don’t know,” she said after swallowing. “I enjoyed it, but it was obvious that most of the others were uncomfortable. I don’t know what you could do differently and still teach what you need to. Tone down the emphasis on killing, maybe, and focus on the actions, instead of why we’re training?”

“I dunno,” Ana said, looking at the two dozen or so people who currently shared the square with them besides the vendors. A few were in the militia. “I wish I could, but accepting the possibility of killing someone is the most important thing anyone can take with them from one of these classes. Everyone has the Skills and Abilities to kill one of the crazies easily. Compared to a demon, they’re fragile. From our group, Dilmik and Denikla especially could just mow them down at range, long before they become a threat. But I think that they’ll hesitate when it comes to it, like most of the militia. And that’s going to get people killed.”

“Yeah, no, I get that. But maybe focus on that? How what we learn could help us save our own lives and those of our friends? You, ah . . . You’re very much about how this kills a person this easily and this fast. Honestly, I think you’re scaring them, and that your tone makes them more nervous about using what they’ve learned.”

“Not you?”

Messy shrugged. “I accepted long ago that I might have to hurt someone to protect myself or someone I loved. The places I lived and the jobs I worked after I left home weren’t exactly safe.” She knocked on the hilt of her sword, which she’d worn to the class. “I had the Skill to use this before I came here. Only drew it in anger a few times, never hurt anyone, but I’ve learned to be ready and willing when I have to.”

“Alright. But it’s different once you actually stab someone, okay? Don’t hesitate. Don’t freeze. Stick ʼem, cut them, whatever. Get your weapon free, do it again if you have time, and then either knock ʼem down or get out of there. Once someone is close enough for you to put your sword in them, they’ll be on you faster than you can imagine, and they can do a lot of damage before they bleed out.”

“Class is over, sweetie,” Messy said gently, then blushed when Ana raised her eyebrows. “Was the sweetie too much?”

“No,” Ana said hesitantly. “I think I liked it. Just, no one’s called me that before, or said that I’m sweet. Not honestly, like that. They’ve told me I have a sweet . . .” Ana waved her hand dismissively. “You get it.”

Messy covered her mouth as she giggled. “Sorry. But they weren’t wrong, you know.”

“I’m going to assume that you’re being cute.” Ana rolled her eyes but couldn’t help smiling. “I’m being serious though. Don’t hesitate, and don’t get careless. I hate the idea of you getting hurt.”

“See?” Messy said, taking another bite of her pie and knocking their shoulders together. “Sweet.”
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The afternoon passed much like the morning. Difficult people had to be handled. Lots of Ana’s students were horrified. Almost everyone hesitated to strike or stab their friends, even with a paintbrush. But she tried Messy’s suggestion and focused more on talking about the protecting than the killing, and the mood was noticeably better than during the earlier classes. The students were still overall noticeably disturbed, but there was a determination on their faces that had been absent during the morning.

It was a huge relief when the last group left in the evening. There was a mental exhaustion that came with ten hours of instruction that Ana just wasn’t used to, but she didn’t have time to conk out. What she did have time for was a short visit to the bathhouse, then dinner with Messy at Petra’s, before heading out.

Tellak had generously offered to teach her magic in the evenings, and there was no way that Ana was going to miss that. According to Tellak, the crazies had not been able to hurt her when she had her so-called buffs active; those buffs being some kind of magic that, among other things, made her skin tougher. While Ana doubted that she could learn to do the same in just a few days or weeks, she was damn well going to try.

“Come by after?” Messy asked as they parted at the Waystone.

“Yeah. Promise.”

“Don’t worry about me being asleep, alright? Just wake me up and I’ll let you in.”

“I said that I’m coming,” Ana said, pulling her in for a hug. “Now shoo. I’ve got magic to learn.”

“Alright.” Messy turned to leave then snapped back around. “Oh, I know! Here.” She pressed her palm against the Waystone. “Come on. Deni told me that Kaira had her touch the Waystone for luck when she started teaching her.”

“That doesn’t make sense. Doesn’t this thing absorb mana?” Ana asked as she strode up to the obelisk. “That’s the opposite of helpful. And right now it’s not even doing that properly.”

“Yeah, maybe, but . . . just do it, alright? Humor me.”

“Fine. For you.” Ana shrugged and raised her hand. “So once I put my hand on it, what do I do?”

“Just ask the Wayfarer to guide you in your practice. That’s all.”

“Alright.” Ana had already prayed once. Even stepping into the temple had gotten her a face-to-face with the goddess herself, which had be disconcerting to say the least. But if it’d make Messy happy . . .

She placed her hand flat on the glossy black surface. She felt awkward, not sure what to say. Especially when she knew for a fact that the goddess was probably listening. Finally she decided to just wing it.

“Wayfarer, please guide me—”
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Ana’s fingers pressed on nothing, her arm extending into empty air. She looked at her hand, barely visible in the light of the weakly luminescent ground, then looked around. In every direction but down, the world ended in an infinite void. Not a shape, not the pinprick light of a single star. Just utterly black emptiness.

“Gods, girl, you had me worried for a moment there! I thought you’d refuse just to be difficult.”

The Wayfarer stood behind Ana, wearing the same dirty clothes as the first time the goddess had pulled her into what she’d called a space between moments. Ana turned to face her. She looked relieved, and more than a little irate.

“What am I doing here?”

“What you’re doing here, young lady, is listening!” The Wayfarer approached to within a few steps. “I told you last time that you can pray at the temple or the Waystone if you wanted to talk to me, and I’d hoped that you would have used that resource once everything started going to shit, but I guess you’ll take that prejudice against religion to the grave if you’re allowed. Well, guess what: I won’t let you! There are things you and everyone around you need to know. I’d have preferred not to have to continuously nudge one of my faithful until she got you to do what I needed, but here we are.”

“What do you mean nudge—”

“I said listen!’” The Wayfarer snapped her fingers with a sound that echoed in the surrounding void, eating Ana’s words. Ana’s mouth shut tight. Her jaw clenched, lips pressed tightly together, and her tongue pressed itself to the roof of her mouth. Try as she might, Ana couldn’t relax a single muscle between her neck and her eyebrows.

The goddess took a step back and sighed. “Sorry,” she said, holding up her hands. “Honestly, I do apologize. That was excessive. But things are rapidly going out of control, and I don’t want to see this Splinter you’re on collapse, so please, listen. I can only use so much subjective time before the others get pissy.”

“Alright.” Ana found her voice again, and she decided then and there to be nothing but polite as long as the Wayfarer had her in her grasp. The way the goddess had removed her autonomy with a literal snap of her fingers had been terrifying. “Tell me what I need to know.”

“Thank you. So first, as you may have noticed, someone is stealing a shit ton of people from your world and turning them into feral, disease-ridden monsters. I’m not supposed to be telling you about that, but you already know. Besides, the other divinity involved in this is cheating their damned ass off, hiding them from me, and I’m sick of it. I can’t tell you how they’re doing it; I can’t tell you if these poor bastards can be saved once they’re turned. I can’t even tell you what’s wrong with the Waystone. But if you don’t stop them you will die. The Splinter you’re on will collapse. And that will destabilize other, nearby Splinters, ones that are supposed to be safe and stable. None of that is acceptable, and you, all of you, need to stop it.”

Ana stared at the goddess, not sure what to say. “What the fuck?” was neither helpful nor sufficient.

“I don't know how much you can see,” Ana finally said, “but we're surrounded. Most of the fighters in the Splinter are already out there, trying to stop this. The hell do you expect the rest of us to do about it?”

“Break out, then succeed or die trying.” The Wayfarer’s tone was deadly serious, her face grim. “I can’t see everything. Mostly I know what’s going on around my faithful. But if anyone goes into or out of a Delve, I’ll know. Your expedition, or most of them, went into a large Delve and never came out. I still feel some of them praying to me, asking for help, and I’m doing what I can to give them hope. Beyond that I don't know what’s become of them, but it’s clear they can’t get out. Don't rely on them to relieve you. And the longer you wait, the more people these bastards will snatch and infect, and the worse your problem will get.”

The sound of blood rushing through Ana’s ears all but drowned out the goddess’s words after she said that the expedition hadn’t come out. Ana wasn’t sure how many people had been in the expedition. Around forty? She knew that they’d had trouble, as evidenced by all the crazies ringing the settlement, but hearing that they’d gone into a Delve and not come out? That was . . . hard. Painful. She liked Kaira, Tor, and Omda. Falk, no matter that he was basically the head cop of the Splinter, gave the impression that he was competent and well meaning. Most of the others she’d only met in passing, in the training yard or the bathhouse, but there had been a sense of community among the combat Classers. Most of them had been more than polite when they found out that she dabbled in Delving; they’d been welcoming. Sure, there were assholes among them, like any group, but overall they were good people.

And now they were, what? Dead, some or most of them, the rest of them trapped and praying for help? In a Splinter that was supposed to be relatively safe, where deaths were so rare that even artisans and clerks could go out and fight monsters under supervision?

No. Ana couldn’t accept that. She needed those people. But what could she do about it?

“Why are you telling me this?” she said. Her throat felt thick, almost like it was cramping, and it was a struggle to speak. “I’m one person. I’ve got some level of trust and clout, yeah, but no one’s going to listen to me if I say that we have to leave the safety of the walls. What am I supposed to tell them? That I received a vision from a goddess? Why not go straight to Captain Pirta or one of your priests?”

“Because you’re special,” the Wayfarer said with a wry smile. “And I’m not trying to patronize you when I say that. It’s the truth. There are rules that I cannot ignore, no matter how much I want to, but which don’t apply to you. For one, I can only speak directly to any soul born into this world under very specific circumstances, and that applies strictly to all of us. But you weren’t born into this world, were you? Anyone else in your Splinter I can only nudge. I can send them impressions, and only when they pray to me. And everyone else that's been summoned is hidden from me. I can’t touch them at all. But you? When you and Nic were summoned, someone fucked up, in more ways than one. Whatever hides the other victims from me didn't work. I can speak to you directly, like we are right now. But I know that doesn’t help you, so here’s what I can do for you: I can make my desire clear to my priest, and to anyone else that prays to me for guidance, that they should support you in anything you say. That I have chosen you as a champion, of sorts. That should hopefully get you the clout you need.”

“And if I refuse?” Ana asked, but she knew that she was just being petulant. She hated the idea of not having a choice, of being forced into a role. Being pressured by circumstance into taking the role of instructor had been bad enough. It was necessary, she knew that, but it took up most of her day and put the eyes of everyone in the militia on her. But being pressed into service as some sort of savior, that was . . . she hated it. Especially since she already had an idea of what she’d have to do, and it would make her the center of attention of the entire outpost.

The Wayfarer saw right through her. “You won’t. We both know that. Because if you do, if you stay behind your palisade and wait for an attack to come to you, you will die. Either when the crazies, as you call them, break through and flood into the outpost or when the whole Splinter collapses, throwing you into the void.”

As Ana stewed at the unfairness of it all, knowing that the Wayfarer was right, the goddess came even closer. Close enough to put her hand on Ana’s shoulder. “For what it’s worth, Ana, I’ll tell you again, I’m sorry. There’re half a dozen people in that settlement who would love to be in your position, and if I could, I would have chosen one of them. But I can’t. Neither of us have a real choice right now. I can try to force you to do my bidding, or I can abandon this Splinter and everyone on it, allowing its collapse to do incalculable harm. You can either carry out my wishes, or you can die, knowing that you’ve made the choice to doom yourself and everyone around you when you could have fought to save everyone. For each of us there’s only one right answer.”

“Yeah.” Ana sighed. “You said some of the expedition are still alive? Can you guide us to them?”

“I should be able to guide my faithful to the general area at least, yes. From there any Scout worth their Crystals should be able to find the entrance.”

Ana chewed her lip, then looked the goddess in the eyes. They should have been full of stars, lightning, or heavenly fire. They weren’t. They were brown and warm. “I’m going to need that priest, what’s his name, Mamtass? I’m going to need his full, enthusiastic, and unwavering support, alright? Because to do what you want, I’m going to have to turn this place upside down. People are going to hate me. They’re going to want to kill me, and they are going to die because of me. I need him one hundred percent behind me before I go to Pirta. Can you make sure that I have him?”

“Not tonight. Tomorrow perhaps.”

“Fine. I have a goddamn magic class to go to, anyway.”

“Good luck,” the goddess said, giving her a smile that held equal parts relief and excitement. “And thank you.”

“Blow me,” Ana said before her brain caught up with her mouth. So much for nothing but polite.

The goddess laughed. “Oh, one more thing. Your friend Rayni has been praying for you all, and you in particular. I thought you might like to know.”
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“And that’s all,” Messy said with a smile, her amber eyes bright in the failing light.

Ana stumbled back from the Waystone, taking a deep breath, and Messy’s smile turned to concern. “Are you alright?” she said, putting a steadying hand on Ana’s back.

“Fuck no,” Ana whispered. Too much had happened the last few days for her to possibly be alright. “Let’s just say that I got more than I expected.”

“Really? Did you feel her? Did you actually get an answer?”

“You could say that, yeah.” Ana straightened and turned to her . . . what were they, even? Platonic girlfriends? “Listen, Messy, when you get home tonight, I want you to pray. Pray for guidance, or direction, or whatever else you usually pray for. Okay?”

“Uh, okay. Sure. Where’s this coming from?”

“I’ll tell you tomorrow, okay? I’ll tell you all about it tomorrow. Promise. And I’ll come around tonight, once Tellak’s done with me.”

“I’ll look forward to it,” Messy said, still clearly confused about Ana’s sudden enthusiasm for religion.

“Me too,” Ana said, then pulled Messy into a hug. “And thanks. For this. For convincing me. You did good, Mess. You did good.”

“No problem? But you’re really going to have to explain this, Ana, alright? You’re worrying me a little.”

“I’m worrying myself,” Ana said. She felt a minor breakdown approaching. Things were spiraling out of control, and she needed to find a way to get a handle on them. But first she had some magic to learn, because she didn’t want to get scratched by some poor, zombified bastard and get infected with voodoo crystal sleeping sickness. “I’ll explain tomorrow. I promise.”

By then Messy should have received another nudge from her goddess. She’d better have, because when Ana told her that she’d had not one, but two direct conversations with that same goddess, she didn’t want Messy to think that she was insane.


Chapter four


“When I tell you that you’ll be Shaping mana, what does that mean to you?”

On one side of Touanne’s table, in the shop part of her home, sat Ana. Across from her, Tellak. Touanne had excused herself after welcoming Ana and, with the air of something that had become routine, promised Tellak that she would not open the door to Jancia's room.

Ana thought about the question only long enough to determine that there was no point in thinking further. “Making it do what you want,” she said. “And I’m sure that’s a pretty damned incomplete answer at best.”

“It is. But it’s not wrong, depending on how one interprets that answer. Except for the most basic, practically useless effects, you’re not causing the effect you want with the mana you Shape. What you do instead is to create a mana construct which then draws mana from you, through you, to affect a change in the world. This is much more effective and efficient, but also, of course, much more difficult. It’s the difference between building a water hammer and wielding the sledge yourself.”

“So it’s like magical engineering?”

“I don’t know what that word means, but mana constructs are often compared to mechanisms, if that is what you mean.”

“Pretty much, yeah.”

Tellak nodded, seeming pleased with this. “I've always found the comparison helpful. Like a mechanism, a mana construct can be simple or intricate. Each part must be up to its task, and if it's poorly constructed it can be terribly dangerous. It is far too easy to make a construct whose only purpose is to convert mana into heat or pressure, for example, and which will continue to do so until it collapses, usually because the caster’s mana channels are completely burned out and can no longer supply it with mana. This always kills the caster. Or some part of the construct cannot handle the mana passing through it, and the whole thing collapses instead of dismantling itself in a controlled manner, which also might kill the caster through backlash. This is why caution and correct instruction are important.”

“Yeah, I’m not trying to kill myself here. So where do we begin?”

“First you learn to Shape some simple constructs from an experienced caster, such as myself. From this you learn the principles of safe Shaping. Once you’ve learned that, you can experiment on your own. As to what construct we’ll start with, that depends. What do you want to do? What speaks to you?”

“You said that you can harden your skin or something. I want to do that.”

“A fine choice, and a common one for Earth-mages of all types. We can get to weight manipulation and such later. Come, then. Let’s draw some mana, and we’ll begin.”

Ana had already been tired when she arrived. When they finished, she was wiped. There was no way for Tellak to show what she herself did. Nor could she see what Ana was doing—the best she could do was to say whether the movement of the mana around Ana felt right. Instruction consisted of Tellak describing what she visualized and how things should feel. Ana tried to match that and reported her results, and Tellak suggested tweaks based on what she herself had felt. It was slow, inefficient, and exhausting.

At the same time, it was also deceptively simple. There were three components to the Shaping: the mana supply, which drew mana from Ana that she herself drew from the ground; the modulation, which she didn't quite understand, and Tellak told her not to worry about yet; and the effect, which Ana visualized as a thin layer of armor over her skin.

Each component was, at its core, a geometric shape that Ana had to construct without actually being able to see it. Once she had the basic shape down she needed to add detail inside and outside, and she had to work entirely from imagination and memory. It was a lot like painting with her eyes closed, with the minor differences that she was doing it with mana, in three dimensions, in the air, and that a botched painting couldn’t suddenly explode and kill her.

It came as no surprise when Tellak told her that most mages pushed their Acuity quite high.

The whole situation was not at all helped by the fresh memory of her meeting with the Wayfarer, and what the goddess needed her to do. Something that she couldn’t reasonably refuse.

When Tellak called it quits, all Ana had to show for her efforts was a small patch of skin on her fingertip that was slightly tougher than it had been, like a callus from playing the guitar. Even that little accomplishment faded quickly. Tellak, though, was pleased with what she considered impressively rapid progress.

“If you can do one small piece of skin,” the pale woman said, “then you will be able to do your whole body in time. It’s just a question of slowly expanding the affected area while maintaining control. Same thing with how tough you make it: increase the toughness slowly. And don't try to do both at once. These are separate exercises, and the fact that it’s a simple Shaping does not mean that it is easy to do correctly. They each need a higher flow of mana, but modulated differently, and that puts much greater demands on your control. Practice. Separately!”

Ana nodded along. She knew herself. She'd be tempted to push and push as soon as she saw some progress, and the last time she fucked around with magic she’d very nearly found out just how serious Tellak's warnings had been. If not for Touanne, of all people, ringing her head like a bell, Ana might have actually killed herself. She did not intend to repeat that mistake.

After bidding good night to Tellak, and to Touanne, who was hard at work in her lab, Ana made her way back up the street. Her head hurt, and she felt like she had a pair of clamps on her upper shoulders. She passed the square, doing her best not to look at either the Waystone or the temple. The pain in her head turned into a pounding. They both reminded her of what she was going to have to do. She hated it. Things had been going well. She’d been settling in. Now it was just one thing after another.

She took the northern street from the square, then the few turns that led her to the door of Messy’s building.

She considered turning around and going to her own room at Petra’s instead. Tomorrow morning she was going to have to talk to Messy to see if anything had happened—If her prayers had been answered in any way. And whatever Messy said, Ana was going to have to tell her that she’d spoken to the Wayfarer. That the Wayfarer had appointed her as her Chosen — her champion, or some such bullshit. And Messy would either believe her or not. It depended on if Messy prayed like Ana had asked her to, if the Wayfarer had gotten through like she’d promised, and if Messy believed in the message she’d received, whatever form that took. And if Messy didn’t believe her, then she might either get pissed at Ana for mocking her religion or think that Ana was insane.

Either of those would probably make this their last night together, and for all that Ana didn’t want to have that talk in the morning, she needed this. Things were spiraling out of control, and Ana needed the warmth, and the closeness, and the gentle comfort that Messy was all too happy to offer. Even if it was just one last time.

She opened the street entrance, which didn’t even have a lock, and took the stairs to the second floor. She passed two doors and stopped at the third, taking a deep breath. It came out as a sigh.

She’d barely touched the wood before there was a scramble on the other side, and the door opened and Messy pulled her inside. The room was dark, except for a single fat candle that burned in one corner.

“Thank the goddess, you’re finally here! What the fuck, Ana?”

Messy looked and sounded . . . not angry. Not at all. No, she was somewhere between bewildered, overwhelmed, and absolutely elated. Her eyes were wide open, and her eyeliner had smudged and run like she’d been crying, but she was smiling. Grinning, even, with teeth and all.

“What the fuck?” she said again, pulling Ana into a tight hug. “Did you know? You told me to pray. Did you know what would happen?”

“Hello to you too.” Ana returned the hug cautiously. “What happened, exactly?”

“I felt her!” Messy pulled back and grasped Ana’s face with both hands, looking into her eyes with such intensity that Ana started to worry. “My prayers were answered! When I came home I prayed for guidance, like you said, and I felt her! Not the vague comfort and sense of direction that I usually get, I felt her will! I—it wasn’t words. She didn’t speak to me. But as soon as I finished my prayer, I knew. The coming days will be hard, and she wants us to hold out, and fight back. She wants me, all of us, to trust you, Ana. You! Did you know? Was that what you felt at the Waystone? Did you—”

“Mess.” Ana tried to interrupt her, but the words kept coming. “Mess, listen, I—Mess!”

When Ana raised her voice, looked her in the eyes, and pushed, just a little, with Command, Messy’s torrent of words finally stopped.

“Sit down, Mess,” Ana said more gently, leading her to the bed. Once Messy was seated, she knelt in front of her. “I didn’t know, not exactly. But I hoped. When you had me ask for guidance at the Waystone, I . . .”

Ana trailed off and took a deep breath. This was it. Another chance for Messy to freak out and hate her. The second in two days. Ridiculous.

Messy looked so expectant, so elated and uncertain and lost, that Ana wasn’t sure what to say. How to tell her. But she saw how those big amber eyes shone in the flickering candlelight. She saw the trust there, and the anticipation, and some small part of her relaxed.

On impulse Ana leaned in and, after only a moment’s hesitation, kissed Messy, soft and brief.

“Oh,” Messy said. It was barely a breath as she raised her hand to touch her lips where Ana’s had just been.

“Messy, do you trust me?”

Messy nodded.

“You know that there are things I’m holding back, that I need to hold back, but do you think that I would lie to you about anything important?”

“No.”

“Messy . . .” Ana swallowed thickly. She couldn’t believe that she’d just kissed Messy on the lips, even if it was just a little peck. Where had that come from? Had she been so relieved that some small part of this might work out that she just had to find some new way to sabotage everything for herself?

No. This wasn’t the time to worry about that. She had to focus.

“Messy,” she tried again, easier this time. “I spoke with the Wayfarer.”

Messy said nothing. She only waited for Ana to continue.

“Not impressions or anything like that. We spoke, face-to-face. Mostly she spoke to me, but . . . yeah. She told me that we won’t survive if we sit behind the walls and wait. That the problem will just keep growing until we’re either overwhelmed, or the Splinter collapses into the void. Either way, everyone dies. So instead we need to find the source of the problem and deal with it.”

“The Wayfarer spoke to you?” Messy seemed stunned, trying to follow but several sentences behind.

“Yeah. It happened once before, when we went to the temple. I’ll tell you sometime. She told me that the expedition is trapped in a Delve. And . . . possibly some of them, maybe even a lot of them, are dead. We need to try to help them.”

“Oh. Okay.” Messy nodded.

“And I need your help to convince Captain Pirta and everyone else. Do you think you can help me do that?”

“I . . .” Messy still sounded half out of it, her eyes constantly flicking away downward from Ana’s.

“Do you need to sleep on it?”

“Yeah.”

“Alright. Let’s talk again in the morning,” Ana said and began to rise to get ready for bed. She had a night shirt and some fresh underwear with her in a bag, along with some of the fibrous sticks and mouth cleansing paste that both Touanne and many other stores sold.

Ana didn’t get far before Messy’s hands on her arms stopped her.

“Ana,” Messy said, still with that same intensity in her eyes. “Can—can I kiss you?”

Ana looked at Messy, and in some ways it was like she saw her, actually saw her, for the first time. She saw the slight flush on her face, the sheen on her lips, how huge her eyes were, and she wondered how Messy’s question could have possibly surprised her. And then she surprised herself by simply answering, “Okay. Yeah.”

This time it was more than just a peck. And while Ana didn’t miss kissing the way she did with cuddling and other safe contact, while it wasn’t something she really thought about or desired, goddamn could it feel nice sometimes.
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Ana woke up in the middle of the night bawling into her pillow, her body wracked with heaving sobs. She had two ways of dealing with extreme stress. Beating a sandbag until she passed out from exhaustion was one. This was the other.

Only this time she wasn’t alone. Messy didn’t say a word. She just put her arms around Ana, pulled her face into her chest, and gently sang her back to sleep while running her fingers through her hair.

Ana didn’t mind kissing. It could be nice—wonderful, even—at the right time and with the right person. But being held the way Messy held her—being comforted by someone who truly cared—was so much better than any kiss.
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“I believe you.”

Those were the first words out of Messy's mouth the next morning, spoken into the top of Ana’s head as Messy held her from behind.

“I never said it last night, and I should have, so . . . I believe you. About the Wayfarer speaking to you.”

The last bit of tension left Ana’s shoulders then. She'd known that she wanted to hear those words, but not how much they would affect her. It was almost scary; she wasn't used to any one person’s opinion of her being so important. Even Mr. Stamper had never mattered so much, and he was the closest thing to a parental figure she’d ever had. Maybe it was because of her steadily rising Connection?

“Ana?”

She heard the slight tinge of worry in Messy's voice and realized that she hadn't answered. That was fair. She had woken Messy up in the middle of the night, crying so hard that it made her stomach hurt. A little worry was to be expected.

“Sorry, Mess,” she said, rolling over so they were face-to-face. “I was a little too in my own head. Thank you. It’s a huge relief to hear that.”

She got a sleepy smile and a finger lightly stroking her jaw in response. From that, and the soft way Messy was looking at her, she thought that she was about to be kissed again. She wouldn't have stopped Messy if that was what she'd wanted; last night had been nice, and Messy hadn't tried to push any further. That just made it easier to enjoy.

She was almost disappointed when Messy spoke instead. “So what do we do now? We need to talk to Mamtass, don't we? With him backing you, Captain Pirta should at least listen.”

“Uh, yeah,” Ana said. She’d said the same thing to the Wayfarer.

“And . . . Pirta will need to conscript more people, won’t she?”

“Yeah.”

“The militia we have, we won't be enough. And if we leave . . .”

“Anyone left behind would need to be able to defend themselves,” Ana finished for her. “But I don't plan to leave anyone behind. We need everyone.”

“Wow. Okay.” Messy lay back, staring at the ceiling. A determined note crept into her voice. “Okay. I’ll see what I can do. Let’s get breakfast.”

“What?”

“You still have a class to teach, sweetie. You need to eat.”

“Not that. What do you mean you’ll see what you can do?”

“Just what I said. But more specifically, I meant that I’ll talk to Mamtass. I thought that if I go to him about what I experienced last night he may be more willing to support you.”

“Oh. Right, yeah. I’d been thinking that I wouldn’t mention my . . . conversation to him until I was sure that he’d listen, unless things become desperate. The goddess—” Ana’s voice hitched. This was insane. She was saying something utterly insane. “The goddess,” she tried again, “said that she’d give Mamtass and anyone else here who prays to her the same message that you got.”

“Then I’m sure that everything will be fine. Now, come on. We don’t have all that long before you need to be at the yard.”
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With Ana’s credentials already established, and no one eager to be chosen as the volunteer for the day’s demonstrations, the training sessions that morning went much smoother than those the previous day. She showed how to break joints this time. This was mostly for the benefit of those who specialized in blunt weapons or magical attacks that caused similar damage, but she figured that anyone could use it. If one was unarmed, knowing how to sprain or break a knee with a good kick could be a literal life-saver.

Ana again followed Messy’s advice, focusing on how what she was trying to teach her students would help them defend each other. She didn’t just tell them how to quickly disable or kill an opponent; she told them that a quick, effective attack was the best way to save the friend next to or behind them. Just like the previous afternoon, that seemed to make the students more receptive.

“Thank you,” she told Messy, the first thing she did when Petra’s group started trickling into the yard. “For your advice yesterday, and for believing in me. It’s made my day so much easier.”

“Glad to hear it. And since you’re in a good mood, I might as well make it better: I think that we’ll be able to convince Mamtass.”

“Great! What happened?”

“Well, I told him. How I’d never gotten such a strong and clear response to my prayers before, how exciting it was, all that. And he congratulated me and told me to keep praying and so on, and then he tried to convince me to become a priestess . . . anyway, I’m sure that I saw recognition in his face.”

“How much did you tell him?”

“Only what I got on my own, when I prayed, but I told him pretty much everything about that. How I feel that the goddess wants me to stay close to you, and to support you. That you’re the one who’s going to get us out of this mess. And I’m sure that I saw him nodding along before he caught himself. He must have received the same message!”

“So should I go talk to him?”

“Um . . .” Messy chewed her lip as she thought about it. “Not yet,” she decided. “Tomorrow maybe. Unless you think it’s too urgent.”

“No, it’s better not to fuck this up by going in too early. Will you talk to him again tomorrow?”

“Sure.”

“Tomorrow, then. After you’ve talked to him.”

Messy nodded, then smiled impishly. “So . . . do I get a reward for being so helpful?”

“Like what?” There were a few people looking at them, and as nice as that kiss the previous night had been, Ana was not going to do that in public.

“Well, you need a volunteer again today, right?”

“You know I’m just going to throw you in the dirt and twist your joints and stuff like that, right?”

“I’m very well aware.”

Ana rolled her eyes but couldn’t help smiling. “Fine. You’re today’s dummy. Now go and line up with the others.”

Messy smile went from impish to truly wicked.


Chapter five


Congratulations! Your Skill Teaching has improved to Level 2! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Minor).

The day’s efforts had rewarded Ana with another Skill Level. Which was nice, but it did seem a bit fast. Ray had picked up two Levels of Teaching during their week together in the forest, and she had been ecstatic. Ana had done the same in two days. While she had that Achievement, Skilled, which was supposed to help a little with Skill Leveling speed, surely most people had that one. And as far as she could tell, she’d been Leveling quickly from the start. When Kaira and Tor had been teaching her basic weapons Skills, they'd both remarked on how quickly she’d picked them up, as had Omda.

It was great, but she couldn't explain why it happened, and that bothered her. She had Abilities, Enhancements, Perks and Achievements, and not one of them mentioned anything about Skill Leveling speeds. She wasn’t so arrogant as to assume that she was just naturally better than everyone else, so there had to be some effect, either a hidden one or just one she didn’t know how to see, that boosted her learning speed. She’d love to know what.

That evening, on her way to Messy after meeting Tellak at Touanne’s for more Shaping practice, Ana didn’t avoid the Waystone. She walked right up to it, placing her hand on the smooth, black obelisk and closing her eyes. In the stillness and silence of the square, she could feel a faint vibration in the cold stone.

“Can we talk?” she whispered, and at first nothing happened. Then she got a feeling, as though someone had locked eyes with her and gently shaken their head.

“Not yet? Alright. You can only do that so often, and for so long, right?”

This time she got the feeling of a nod.

“Okay. Well, I’ll talk to the priest tomorrow. You’d better come through for me, because I don’t see how I can convince Pirta that a goddess is talking to me if I don’t have your temple backing me. And if Pirta doesn’t listen to me . . . I don’t know. I’ll still try, I guess. I’ll try to get the militia at least to follow me. If that doesn't work out I’ll take anyone who’ll listen and try to break out. But I don’t see us getting far, so you’d better come through, alright? I don't want to die here for nothing.”

Look to your right.

Again, it wasn’t words. But it was the strongest impression Ana had gotten yet, and one that she couldn’t ignore. She opened her eyes and looked to the right.

The doors to the temple, which had been closed when Ana arrived at the square, as they usually were after sunset, now stood open. In the light that spilled down the steps stood the priest, Mamtass, looking at her. He looked conflicted. Uncertain. Their eyes met, and the priest held her gaze for a few long seconds. Then he nodded once, turned, and walked back inside the temple, closing the doors behind him.

“I’m counting on you,” Ana whispered. Then she took her hand off the black stone and continued to Messy’s home.

[image: Scene Change]

The next day, at the midday break, Ana saw the first time a delivery failed.

The area was cleared, as usual. The food stalls operated as usual, but people were being kept back from the platform surrounding the Waystone. A woman—Ana had never actually spoken to any of the people in charge of sending and receiving goods, but she was pretty sure the woman’s name was Thair—said her prayer with her eyes closed and her hand on the black stone.

An inverted shockwave stumbled through the clouds, uneven and halting. And then nothing happened.

The woman tried again, and again nothing.

No one seemed surprised, just tired. It had been five days since Jancia—what, infected?—the Waystone, and Ana knew that deliveries had been getting harder and harder to pull through. Sometimes only parts of the delivery arrived. Sometimes it took hours, instead of moments. And now, it had failed.

Messy led Ana to the temple. They were both sweaty and dusty, but that couldn’t be helped. Ana had them working two against one that day, either one attacker against two defenders or vice versa, and she’d been joining in as an attacker in pretty much every exercise.

“He’s looking forward to talking to you,” Messy told Ana as they left the somber scene of the failed transfer behind them. “He wouldn’t admit outright that the Wayfarer has told him to follow your lead, or anything like that, and that worries me a little. But from what you told me about last night he must believe!”

“Yeah, here's hoping.” Ana looked up at the obsidian obelisk and muttered under her breath, “You’d’ve better come through for me.”

“What a damn disaster,” Messy muttered, as though in response. “What do we do?”

“We carry on, Mess. We keep doing what we planned. Now. Mamtass. What should I call him? Like, what’s his title?”

“Priests of the Wayfarer don’t have titles as such, though I suppose you could call him High Priest if you absolutely must. That’s his Class. Informally, though . . . Do you remember how he thought your Class was auspicious?”

“Yeah? Oh.”

“Yeah. They’re sometimes called Companions, though some of them don’t like it, since, you know . . . there’s a certain type of Class that often uses that name when the real Class is hidden.”

“So . . .”

“So just use his name. That’s what I do.”

There was a nervous young man by the door to greet them, and when they asked to speak with Mamtass he nodded so rapidly that it looked like his head was on a spring. He ran off through a door in the side of the nave after asking them to please come in and wait.

“There’s more people here than I would’ve thought,” Ana said, leaning up and whispering to Messy.

“It’s the midday break, and people are scared. Why not take a moment to . . .”

Messy trailed off as there was a chorus of gasps and soft exclamations around the temple, amplified by the rounded stone structure. One by one, the twenty or so worshipers stopped their prayers and turned to look at the two of them with surprise, confusion, and hope on their faces.

Ana’s hackles raised as she returned their stares. Unconsciously, one foot drifted back just so, her weight shifting, hips turning slightly. It was a reflexive precaution, one that had been drilled into her over the years. She was readying herself to fight while not being obvious about it, so that she wouldn’t trigger her opponent if they weren’t actually intending to attack.

She didn’t actually feel threatened. Not really. But she had some truly awful memories of being hauled up in front of a church crowd, and even if she hadn’t, there was an intense discomfort in being looked at with such expectation. The simple shift calmed her and made her feel strong and safe.

Next to her Messy raised her hand, waving awkwardly.

They were saved by the appearance of the priest, Mamtass. “Miss Cole, Miss Mestendi. Please, come with me,” he said. His expression and tone were much more solemn than the first time Ana had spoken to him, and she wasn’t sure what that meant. He didn’t seem nervous or excited or angry or anything else she might have expected from a man who’d been told by his goddess that he should talk to her and take her seriously. He was just very, very serious.

Mamtass led them through the same door that the kid had vanished through earlier, through a short corridor and into something like a combined office and bedroom. A bit like a single-person dorm room, Ana thought, though she’d never seen one herself. The room was extremely tidy and sparsely furnished, though all the furniture looked like it was of excellent quality.

Mamtass poured two mugs of water from a ceramic pitcher that stood on a tray on the desk, offering them to his guests. Ana accepted hers wordlessly, Messy with a soft, “Thank you.”

There was one chair behind the desk and another sitting along one wall. Mamtass gestured to both of them, saying, “Please, sit,” as he himself sat down on the carefully made bed.

Ana looked at the desk that would separate her from Messy. It was . . . it didn’t make her feel anxious. She just didn’t like the symbolism. They should present a united front, to show that one of Mamtass’s flock was on Ana’s side. At least that was what Ana told herself as she effortlessly one-handed the chair over the desk, putting it down and sitting next to her friend.

When Messy patted her hand, it was completely unnecessary, and yet Ana felt oddly grateful for the contact.

“I’m sorry about our state,” Messy told the priest. “We came straight from the training yard.”

“Oh, no problem at all. I understand that Miss Cole is exceedingly busy these days.”

“You could say that,” Ana agreed. Her throat felt oddly tight as she spoke, and she took a quick swallow of water. “Can we get to the point? We all know why we’re here.”

Messy winced at her tone, but Mamtass only nodded. “We do. Miss Mestendi here tells me that our goddess has more or less commanded her to support you in anything you say or do. She believes that you are, in effect, our only hope of making it out of the current crisis alive. Is that correct, Miss Mestendi? I don’t want to misrepresent you to your friend.”

“That’s right, Mamtass,” Mestendi said softly.

“Others in my congregation have told me similar things. That they have prayed for guidance or solace, and that they have received answers to those prayers that are far stronger than anything they’ve experienced before. Answers pointing to a single person in this outpost who may, fates willing, deliver us to our salvation. More than one has named you, Miss Cole, or described this savior as a sudden newcomer, a stranger with a shadowed past, or other similar descriptions.” Then Mamtass chuckled, and a little of the humor and energy that Ana had seen before came back. “One man told me that he had the impression that he should seek an intense young woman with very little hair. Let’s get to the point. Miss Cole, I too have received the same kind of guidance. But we who follow the Wayfarer are not slaves to doctrine, or even to our own goddess. Her scriptures teach us to be prepared, to be aware, to think on our feet and always be willing to reevaluate. All this to say, Miss Cole, I do not know you, beyond a good first impression. Miss Mestendi clearly trusts you. Many of my congregation believe that the goddess wishes for us to stand behind you, though we don’t know in what you need our support. But I will not go against my goddess’s precepts so easily.”

He held up a hand, forestalling Messy, who’d been about to speak. “I’m not saying that I mistrust you, Miss Cole. I see no reason that we should oppose you. Captain Pirta certainly seems to believe that you have something to teach the militia, and from experience I know that her judgment is sound. But, again, I do not know you. You’re a newcomer, and I’ve spoken to you exactly once before this, and only briefly. A first impression and the good opinions of my congregation are a good starting point, but I cannot actively support you if I don’t know what you intend to do or what the content of your character is. So please, Miss Cole. Convince me to lend you my support.”

Ana sighed. “What do you want to hear? Captain Falk’s expedition has failed. They’re not coming to relieve us. Not even the Wayfarer knows how many of them are still alive. And I know that because I’ve spoken directly to her. Apparently I’m the only one she can do that with, and she says that we’re all going to die unless we do something about it. Does that do anything for you?”

Mamtass looked at her with open-mouthed surprise. She’d expected anger or pity, so she’d take it. The priest looked at Messy, who nodded with conviction.

“But how?” he asked. “I can see no falsehood in what you say, but direct communication with a deity, it’s . . . it’s incredible! Only those on the path to ascension are so privileged, and even then . . . How can this be possible?”

“That’s between me and the Wayfarer,” Ana said bluntly. “I swear it’s nothing that threatens anyone, as far as I know, but it’s a secret I’m going to keep.”

“Very well, but . . . but even then, even supposing that this is true, that the goddess has told you in so many words that we must take action, what are your intentions? What do you want?”

Ana huffed with frustration. He believed her. He’d practically said as much. He believed not only that she believed her own words, but that they were actually true. And somehow that wasn’t enough.

She leaned forward and caught his eyes. It didn’t make him freeze like it did with a lot of people, but she hadn’t expected it to. But in his eyes she saw an openness, a willingness to listen. To think and reevaluate.

Fine. If the heartfelt truth wasn’t good enough, then so be it.

“Listen, Father—sorry. Mamtass, I mean. I don’t know what your Sense Motive might be at, or what Perks or Abilities you may have, but I want you to know that I mean what I say. You wanna know what I want? Truth is, not much. I want enough money to be comfortable, and enough power that people can’t push me around. I want some friends to talk and laugh with, ones who won’t kick me to the curb once they really get to know me, and, maybe”—she squeezed Messy’s hand—“someone to hold me at night without demanding too much. I’m not some great leader or hero, and I don’t want to be. I’m just some poor schmuck who got pulled into this all against my will. All I want is to survive and live a life I can look back on and feel good about, and now I have a literal goddess telling me that what we’re doing isn’t going to work, that there’s someone out there actively trying to make this whole Splinter collapse, and that we’re all going to die unless we do something to stop it. So that’s what I’m going to do, or I’ll die trying.”

“And how do you intend to do that?” the priest asked softly.

“I’m not going to sugar coat it for you, Mamtass. If I have my way, I’m going to get a lot of people killed sooner rather than later. I’m going to ask Pirta to turn this outpost into an armed camp, to put a spear or a bow in every pair of hands that can possibly be spared, no matter what their Class is, and then move everyone from the outpost to go and rescue the survivors of the expedition. And then we’re going to find whoever is doing all these summonings, and whatever else they’re doing, and we’re going to kill every fucking one of them.”

Mamtass blanched at the venom that crept into Ana’s voice, then slowly placed his chin on his clasped hands. The three of them sat in silence, Mamtass and Ana staring at each other. Not in a contest of will; neither was trying to stare the other down. But Ana could feel the priest sizing her up, evaluating her sincerity and conviction, and she was content to let him look. Let him get all he wanted, and if he didn’t like what he saw, then to hell with him. She’d do it without him.

She believed the Wayfarer. She saw absolutely no reason for a goddess to lie to her, and she believed her when she said that if they sat here and did nothing, they would die. And Ana was not going to simply sit here and wait for the inevitable end. She would rather die trying to change her fate than extend her life for a few more days or weeks.

She was going to break out, together with anyone who’d go with her. She desperately hoped that they’d number in the hundreds, but she’d take what she could get.

At long last the priest sat up straight and blinked once, slowly. “Alright, Miss Cole,” he said softly. “I will speak to Captain Pirta on your behalf, if you wish. And I will tell my congregation that I believe that they should volunteer for the militia. But I will not tell the captain to conscript the general population. Incentives, yes. Making it clear that, if we can convince her, the armed portion of the population will be leaving, yes. But I will not be part of directly coercing anyone into bearing arms. It must be a choice, even if the choice is, if you’ll pardon my language, a shitty one.”

Ana let her stare drag on, then nodded and exhaled. “Fine. Thank you. I would like us to speak to the captain together, ideally tonight, if that works for you.”

“I see no problem with that,” Mamtass agreed.

“Messy,” Ana said, turning to her friend, “can you try to arrange a meeting with Captain Pirta tonight? Late enough that I have a chance to bathe and eat something?”

“Sure, yeah. I’ll try.”

“Thank you.” Ana squeezed Messy’s hand again and stood. She held out her hand to the priest. “And thank you for your time and your faith, Mamtass. I’ll come by tonight.”

Mamtass clasped the proffered hand. “Tonight, then.”

Once Ana and Messy left the temple, the rest of the day passed in a blur. They grabbed something from a stall to eat in the few minutes before Ana’s next class, and then Ana got through the day, only half there. At the end of the last class Messy was waiting to tell her that the captain had invited Ana and Mamtass, and Messy as well if she wished, to her office at any time past an hour after sunset, as long as it wasn’t too late.

They bathed. They ate. They went to the temple, and waited there in thoughtful silence until Mamtass was ready. The whole time they waited, Ana felt a sense of encouragement from all around, like the very air was cheering her on, and when they left with the priest she found herself missing the feeling. It would have been nice to feel the goddess at her back when they met Pirta, because the captain, Ana was pretty sure, was not going to be happy about what she had to say.


Chapter six


Captain Pirta was not happy about what Ana had to say.

“Run me through that again,” the captain demanded coldly, towering above the three humans across her desk.

Ana fought not to show how tired she was. Not physically, and not in the sense that she was sleepy, but emotionally. Mamtass had been willing to let her convince him; Ana’s gut feeling was that he’d even wanted her to. Speaking to him, as a religious authority, had still been emotionally draining. Now, here she sat, in front of the highest authority of any kind remaining in the settlement, and she had very little left to give.

She gathered herself, schooled her face, and said, in the calmest, most even tone she could muster, “I want you to arm and train every person in this community who can possibly be spared. And then I want to take them out into the Splinter to save what remains of the expedition and destroy the source of the feral humans surrounding us."

Pirta turned to the priest on Ana’s left. “And you’re willing to go along with this lunacy, Mamtass?”

“I am, for the most part, Captain Pirta. The Wayfarer has made her will clear. She wants her faithful to support Miss Cole. Miss Cole herself claims to have spoken directly with my goddess, and I think that she’s being honest. Both about speaking with the Wayfarer and what the goddess told her, and in what she herself desires, which is to save as many of our lives as she can. The only part I disagree with is the forced conscription. However, I myself will be volunteering for the militia, and when the time comes I will accompany Miss Cole outside the walls. I will be encouraging my congregation to do the same.”

Pirta’s demeanor, which had gone from neutral to cold in the first minute or so of the meeting, became downright glacial as Mamtass spoke. She leaned forward, looking down on the three of them, and her tone promised terrible consequences if they dared go against her. “This is absolute madness. You would throw away the lives of countless people, and I will not have it.”

“And yet, that is what I must do. What we must do, if we want a chance to survive,” Mamtass said, not yielding an inch as he looked up. “The Waystone has failed. No deliveries are coming through. We only have so much food, Captain.”

“Two failed deliveries does not mean that the Waystone has failed entirely. We’ll try again tomorrow. Besides, would you have me believe that a threat that was completely unknown two weeks ago now spells the doom of this entire Splinter? That Captain Falk and nearly forty combat Classers are lost to us, dead or trapped, and that the only solution is to take a bunch of noncombatants who have never held a weapon before and throw them at our enemy? No. No, I tell you! I am in command of this outpost, and no matter how much I respect you, Mamtass, I will not see it fail on the word of a priest and a Level 9 Companion!”

Despite everything, Ana found it oddly respectful that Pirta, livid though she was, didn’t reveal her actual Class. Surely she knew?

“It is not on our word, Captain,” Mamtass replied with forced calm. “It is on the word of the Wayfarer.”

“So you say. Yet my own god has given no similar guidance, and I have prayed, believe you me.” Pirta turned to Ana, resting one slender hand on the desk before her and leaning down. “I can tell that our dear priest believes you. That does not mean that what you say is true. Personally, I’m inclined to believe that you’re mad, since you’ve just asked me to risk the lives of every single person in my charge. You wouldn't be the first to crack when responsibility is suddenly thrust upon them.”

“Ana is not mad!” Messy snapped. This was the first thing she'd said since greeting the captain—she’d spent most of the meeting glancing nervously toward the door—and she said it with enough heat that Pirta sat back in her seat.

Messy grabbed Ana’s hand, holding it almost possessively. “With all due respect, Captain, you don't know her. I’m sure that you know every little thing she’s done since she came here, but you don’t know her! You have no idea how frayed her nerves have been ever since you asked her to train us. You can’t imagine how nervous she was about talking to Mamtass today—”

“Messy!” Ana protested, feeling heat rising up her neck. But she didn’t pull her hand away.

“I practically had to drag her,” Messy continued. The only sign that she’d heard Ana was to squeeze her hand tighter. “And getting her here tonight was even worse. But in both cases she came, because she wants us all to live, dammit! She’s risked her own life to save others how many times now? Three? Four? It’s what she does! She keeps people alive. And that’s what she’s going to do now, with or without your help. We will be going out there, with as many people as will follow us. We will break through that line of crazies and demons, and, with the Wayfarer’s guidance, we will find the remaining expedition members. And then we’ll find the people responsible, and we’ll put a stop to . . . whatever they’re doing!”

The office was silent after Messy’s impassioned outburst, until Pirta asked, in a less cold but no more agreeable tone, “And what are they doing?”

“Summoning people from outside the Splinter,” Ana replied. “And driving them insane. Infecting them with whatever Jancia Versil has. I don’t know why she’s not like them yet, but that’s what they’re doing. And they want to destroy the Splinter.”

There was a knock on the door.

“I am in a meeting!” Pirta snapped in its direction, but the door slowly opened nonetheless.

To everyone’s surprise except Messy, Touanne strode into the room. “I’m sorry, Captain,” she said. “But I really think that I—that we need to be here. Tellak?”

Tellak joined them, and with her, to everyone’s evident surprise, was Jancia. The Lumimancer’s curly blonde hair was a matted mess, and her normally ruddy skin was pale and waxy. Tellak was gently leading her, but no one could have missed that her hands were not only bound together, but wrapped in many layers of cloth, making it look as though they were bandaged. The way that Tellak stood was also impossible to overlook: one arm wrapped around Jancia’s waist, and the other hand settled on her shoulder, making it impossible for her to, for example, suddenly lunge at anyone.

“Mistress Touanne,” Pirta said, far more kindly than how she’d just been speaking to Ana, Messy, and Mamtass. “While it’s always a pleasure, I don’t recall inviting you. Why do you say that you should be here?”

“Captain, Miss Mestendi told me. She came by to tell us that Miss Anastasia would not be joining us to practice her Shaping tonight, and we got the reason out of her. The full reason.”

Ana sighed. She could guess what that meant, and a look at Messy, the way she flushed and looked away in embarrassment, more or less confirmed that her more-than-friend had spilled everything.

“As to why—” Touanne gestured to Jancia. “I’m sure you’ve heard about Miss Versil’s ailment.”

“I have. What does that have to do with anything? And why is she not in bed, recovering?”

“. . . okay,” Jancia mumbled, staring blankly ahead. “It’s okay, it’s okay, I’m fine. Don’t mind being here, feel fine, it’s okay—” Suddenly she twisted as far as she could with Tellak holding her, looking at Touanne. There was a yearning in her eyes, something desperate that reminded Ana of some of the junkies she’d done her best to avoid on the street. “Can we go now? Can we go to the Waystone? I just need to touch it. Just need to hold it, just a little . . .”

“Later,” Tellak said softly, leaning down toward Jancia’s ear. “We’ll take you later, okay?”

“Okay. You promise? Okay, okay, okay . . .”

As Jancia’s mumbling faded, Touanne spoke again. “Jancia is here because I believe it would be best for you to see her for yourself. As you can see, she is physically fine, but her mind . . . she is obsessed with the Waystone. Every conversation we try to have with her turns toward her wanting to go to the Waystone, and I doubt that it’s eluded anyone in this office that the current malfunctions in the Waystone, it not consuming ambient mana as it should and not allowing either sendings or deliveries, began just after Jancia first managed to touch it. Captain, I believe that the infection she carries has two purposes. The first is to cause severe . . . confusion—”

“You mean aggression,” Pirta stated.

“That as well,” Touanne admitted with clear discomfort. “The second purpose is, I believe, to destabilize the Waystone, in order to prevent it from stabilizing the Splinter and somehow help bring about its collapse. I believe that this is related to the drain on the victim’s Connection. And—”

“That’s all well and good, but—” Pirta started.

For the first time that she could remember, Ana heard Touanne raise her voice as the captain tried to interject. “This is not only conjecture based on observation. I have in my possession a book, lent to me by Miss Anastasia. I have been doing my best to translate it these past three weeks. The book contains rituals to summon individuals meeting specific criteria, and to infect them with something it calls void plague, the symptoms of which match those of the crazies, as Ana calls them, and Jancia’s, to some degree. Captain, I am here as an officer of the Bluesky Guild, as a resident of the outpost, as the premier Life-mage of this Splinter, and as your friend. I have to tell you: I believe that we will face an ever-growing horde of enemies, if nothing is done. This is not a storm that we can weather. We must—”

Touanne’s voice hitched. She was too kind, too caring. Even in the face of slow, certain death, she couldn’t say it.

“We must take the initiative, and fight our way out,” Tellak said for her.

Touanne couldn’t even agree. She just nodded. “I have some hope that I might be able to help the afflicted,” she said. “I can see the shape of a ritual to reverse the damage in what I’ve uncovered so far. But the summoning and infliction rituals are too easy to perform. Too refined. Whoever is doing this, they can grow their army too quickly for us to wait and hope. We must . . . act, to save ourselves.”

“You should also know, Captain,” Tellak said seriously, “that several of the temporary officers, myself included, have been discussing an attempt to save those trapped in the farms that still have not fallen. We believe that if the most experienced of us move quickly, we should be able to clear the crazies, surrounding one of the farms, grab the inhabitants, and return to the outpost before the main force of the enemy can react.”

“Dear gods,” Pirta said, sitting back in her chair. “You’re all mad. It’s not just these two, it’s all of you. You’re mad!”

“We’re Delvers. We want to fight back, and we’re unwilling to see another farm fall,” Tellak corrected. “Half of them are gone already. That’s two dozen good people dead. There’s a pregnant young woman at the Servemel farm, the first of two expected to give birth here this cycle. You know what she represents, Captain. If she were to be killed, it would be devastating to morale.”

Pirta sat back in her chair. She sighed deeply and ran her slender hand across her long face. “Go,” she whispered. “Go get yourselves killed or rescue that girl. Whichever. If you succeed, we can discuss expanding the draft and organizing a sally.”

“Uh, thank you, Captain,” Ana said, looking between the others. Touanne and Messy looked as surprised as she felt.

“Just go,” the captain said, leaning back and closing her eyes.

Outside, they gathered before the Waystone. It was a subdued gathering, considering the failed deliveries. Jancia stood gazing up at it with silent yearning as Tellak held her in place. She didn’t struggle, but she turned her head to ask, “Please?”

“Not yet. You’re sick, you know that,” Tellak said, pulling her closer. “And we think you made the Waystone sick too. We need to get you well first.”

“Oh.” Jancia turned her gaze back to the obelisk, and a few tears trickled down her face. “Okay. Later? You promise?”

“I promise, Jay.”

“Okay.”

Ana finally asked the question that had been keeping her silent since they left the office. “Alright. What just happened there? Why did the captain agree?”

“The balance of power shifted,” Mamtass said. “Or rather, she learned how it already lay.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning that she was unlikely to be able to use the militia to stop you,” Tellak said. “The militia are all acquainted with you, but they know you mostly as a strange woman who makes them do uncomfortable things. If Pirta ordered them to stop you and anyone with you from leaving the outpost, most of them would obey. But the way the militia is organized, every group is under the command of an officer that the members respect. When I told Pirta how the officers feel . . .”

“She saw that the militia might very well take Ana’s side,” Messy finished for her, comprehension dawning on her face.

Tellak nodded, then shot Ana a worried glance as Ana’s stress spiked. A coup. They were essentially talking about a coup. With her at the head.

Then Mamtass spoke up, adding, “And don’t forget, the temporary officers are all Delvers. Half of them are members of my congregation, dedicating themselves to the Wayfarer outright. Three more, Miss Tellak included, I’m happy to say, frequently come to give thanks after a successful outing.”

“Just so,” Tellak agreed. “Mestendi told us about the response she got to her prayers and why you, Mamtass, agreed to speak to the captain. I can only assume that any officer who’s prayed lately would have received the same answer.”

“She could stop me,” Ana said. “She’s some kind of combat Classer, isn’t she, besides being a Guild Administrator? At her Level, she could take me down.”

Tellak shook her head. “She wouldn’t. She could. She could have handled any and all of us in that office quite easily, I should think. But that would undermine her position, at least with the militia. The officers will soon know of your intentions, and if she tries to physically restrain you at any point it will get out, and I doubt that they will take it well.”

Ana nodded thoughtfully, then asked, “What about you, Tellak? Touanne? What do you think? Am I crazy to want to mobilize the whole outpost?”

“I can’t even think about it,” Touanne said weakly.

“I think it’s an act of desperation,” Tellak said, “but the situation is desperate. And who am I to go against the word of a goddess, if she says that our enemies will only multiply?”

“You believe me? About speaking with the Wayfarer?”

“You’ve given me no reason to mistrust you, and I don’t think that you’re insane. So yes, I believe you, as remarkable as your claims are.” She paused for a second, then smiled, the barest movement of her mouth, a slight mirthful narrowing of her eyes. “Besides, you radiate frustration and worry whenever anyone questions you, and right now you shine with relief. We really need to work on that one of these evenings.”

Jancia began straining against Tellak in earnest, making a low, unhappy, keening noise. Tellak focused, and Ana could feel a faint thrum in the air around the Bulwark as she toughened her skin. “We’d better get Jay away from the Waystone, back to Touanne’s,” Tellak said softly. “She sometimes lashes out when she gets unsettled like this.”

“Please make sure to come by tomorrow evening,” Touanne said to Ana. “And you’re welcome as well, of course, Miss Mestendi. There are some things I’d like to talk about. You’re both welcome now, of course, but they can wait for a day.”

“Yeah, tomorrow, then,” Ana said. She felt emotionally wrung out. It was stupid, she knew that. So Pirta didn’t like or really trust her now. Whatever. Ana didn’t care about that. But she’d had a visceral reaction to anyone in authority for as long as she could remember, and having to deal with both Mamtass and Pirta in the same day was just . . . she felt relieved at the partial success, but also hollowed out. She could force herself to handle a serious conversation, or whatever it was Touanne wanted, if she had to, but if she had an alternative she’d take it.

“Good night then, ladies,” Mamtass said, bowing slightly. He touched the Waystone reverently and made his way around the side of the temple. The others split up as well, Touanne and Tellak taking the reluctant Jancia south, Ana following Messy north.

“Do you think Mistress Touanne will be able to help Jancia?” Messy asked worriedly as they walked.

“I don’t know. In time maybe. She seems to think so.”

“I hope that she can. Jancia’s . . . I’ve never really spoken to her. She bought a necklace from us once, but that’s it. But now she’s like a confused kid. If that’s what a few scratches from one of those crazies can do, it’s terrifying. And we’ll have to fight them.”

“We’ll just have to not get hurt. And maybe if you get healed right away it doesn’t take,” Ana said, but she was only half there. Something else had been occupying her thoughts. “Hey, Mess?”

“Yeah?”

“Why do you go out of your way for me like this? Why do you like me?”

“Besides your roguishly good looks and a figure that does all kinds of things for me?”

“Besides that.” Ana didn’t even have it in her to snort at the flattery, and Messy seemed to pick up on how serious she was being. With two quick steps Messy was in front of her, stopping them both in the street.

“Ana.” Messy put both hands on her shoulders and locked eyes with her, then took a little breath as Ana’s Arresting Gaze stunned her for a moment, before continuing. “I’m at the very least infatuated with you. I don’t mind admitting that, to myself or to you or to anyone else who might ask. Part of that is base desire, and I accept that you can’t return that. But a bigger part of it is that you saved my life.”

Right, Ana thought. That makes sense. She just feels like she’s got a debt to me.

“And before you get any funny ideas, it’s not because you saved my life, specifically. It’s not a sense of gratitude or obligation. It’s because of how you did it. The selflessness. The way you took every risk you could afford to rescue and protect not only me but everyone else in that Delve. And then I heard that business with Waller when we got back with Jancia, how you just stepped in without hesitating, never giving an inch. Just took him down, without injuring him, and got Deni and Dil out of there.”

That was just my damn Class forcing me, Ana thought. That’s not me.

Messy smiled. “Then you forced yourself to go to the temple with me, just to make me happy, and I figured, maybe there was something there? And since you came back from your hunting trip with Ray, you’ve been . . .” She stopped and really thought about it. “It’s been a week now, right? Since Ray helped me ambush you at Petra’s? And I thought you were going to tell me that I’d been chasing the wrong girl, again, but instead you just . . . opened up to me. Told me how . . . different you are, and your fears about how that might affect me. You wanted something from me, but not if that meant stringing me along and hurting me. You were so concerned about me and my feelings that you put some of your most personal shit out there for me to see, so that I knew exactly what I was getting into. Do you know how rare that kind of honesty is? And you’ve been nothing but kind and honest to me ever since. Not entirely open, I know that. You have secrets that you still want to keep, and I don’t blame you. So do I. But I’ve never felt like you held back or took the easy way out, and I very much hope that’s a good sign for the week to come, and, if we make it, the one after that, and the next, and—”

Ana kissed her. Lightly, just a touch of her lips to Messy’s bottom one, but it was enough to stop Messy in her tracks.

“Thank you,” Ana whispered, pulling Messy in close and resting her face among the braids in the crook of Messy’s neck.

Messy, taken aback, stroked the stubble at the back of Ana’s head before finding her voice again. “Whatever for?”

“For liking me how I am.”

“Oh, sweetie,” Messy said, stroking her head. “You have no idea how it breaks my heart that you think that’s something you need to thank me for.”


Chapter seven


Ana woke up several hours before dawn. Messy slept on peacefully, one arm and one leg pressing Ana tight against herself, and Ana didn’t want to disturb her. Instead she just lay there, feeling Messy’s soft breaths against her neck, enjoying her presence, and thought.

By the time Messy stirred, hours later, Ana had come to a decision.

“Hey, Mess,” she whispered into the darkness.

“Hey yourself, sweetie,” Messy grumbled sleepily. “What time is it?”

“Shouldn’t be long until sunrise. Are you okay to wake up? I want to talk about something.”

“Hmm? What?”

“It’s my Class. I want to tell you about it.”

“Huh? Oh. Oh shit.” Ana smiled as she heard Messy become more alert, then fumbling around to roll over. Finally she heard the click of the little firestarter, and a soft warm light spread throughout the room from the fat candle Messy kept by the bed.

“Alright,” Messy said finally, turning back. “Are you sure? Telling someone about your Summary is pretty—”

“I know. I know what it means. And I’m sure. I want you to know.”

“Okay,” Messy said softly. She sat with her back to the wall—the narrow bed didn’t have a headboard—and Ana shifted onto her side, her head in Messy’s lap. Messy reflexively began to stroke her hair.

“You know I have a combat Class already,” Ana said. “I’ve unhidden it. Go ahead and Inspect me.”

“Okay,” Messy said, then took a sharp breath. “That’s a . . . dramatic Class name. What Tier is that?”

“Paragon. I don’t even know what that means.”

Messy made a choked sound. “Does the guild know?”

“Yeah. Them, and Kaira . . . and I might have told Touanne. I’m not even sure.”

“Paragon Tier is—I don’t have a number to give you for how rare that is. Rare enough that you may be the only one, or one of two or three people, with that Class. Anywhere. In the Primes and all the Splinters. How did you ever unlock it?”

“The Wayfarer gave it to me.”

Messy’s hand stopped for a second, then continued. “Okay?” Her voice was strained.

“When Nic and I—or I guess just Nic. I shouldn’t have come along, apparently. When we were summoned, neither of us had a Class. So the Wayfarer gave us each a Class she thought would fit our personalities.”

“No Class?” Messy whispered. “Okay?”

“My Class was supposed to help me protect Nic. To make me stronger when he’s in danger, stuff like that. The Class locks onto a couple of people, to help you protect them. But then he cracked his skull open, and I guess his soul fled or whatever before I got my first Level, because everything glitched, and my Class locked onto me myself instead.”

“Okay.” When Ana remained silent, Messy managed to ask, “What . . . if you’re okay with telling me, how does it make you stronger?”

“My Class Level to all Attributes.”

Messy gave off a little squeak.

“Double that while I’m defending myself.”

The squeak turned into a low keening.

“But then the Wayfarer messed with my Abilities, so most of them work to help me protect anyone I’m in a Party with.”

“Mm-hmm!”

“I can tell whenever someone I’m protecting is in danger. Which direction they’re in, and their general condition—like alright, hurt, tired, afraid. Stuff like that. And, like you saw with Deni, I can absorb injuries meant for them.”

“Yeah. Yeah, I saw that. Yeah. This is all pretty . . . amazing.”

“Apparently.”

“What, ah, what’s your Strength?”

“31, Effective. 45 while I’m defending myself or someone in my Party.”

Messy didn’t say anything for a while, but Ana could feel her heat up slightly, and hear her heart beating faster. “Gods beyond,” she finally whispered. “You’re Level 9, Ana!”

“Yeah.”

“If this gets out, guilds will be fighting to recruit you! Some may try to kill you before you get any stronger, or to make sure no one else can have you! You could have Ascenders coming after you who don’t want the competition. Gods, Ana, why did you tell me? You shouldn’t let anyone know about this!”

“I know,” Ana said, and rolled over so that she could look up at Messy’s face. “But I wanted you to know. I like you. I know we haven’t known each other for long, but I feel comfortable with you, and safe in a way that I haven’t really felt . . . I guess ever. I don’t—I don’t have much, Messy. There’s not much I can offer, except myself. But there is something I can do.”

“What?”

“I can add another person, other than myself, that my Class wants me to protect. Someone I’ll always be in a Party with, no matter what, and who I’ll always know where they are and how they’re doing.”

“Ana, what are you saying?” Messy stroked her hair. Her eyes said that she understood exactly what Ana was saying, but that she wanted to hear it.

“It’s not permanent. You can, uh . . .” Ana swallowed thickly. “You can dismiss it, if you want to. I can’t, but you can. But at least until this is all over, I’d like to know that you’re safe. Is that okay?”

“Of course that’s—oh!” Messy cut off, and her eyes unfocused for a second before she giggled. There was a nervous edge to it. “Object of Devotion, Ana? Really?”

Ana let out a long, relieved breath as she saw two notifications. Then she could feel Messy. She was right there, of course. Healthy, and a little scared.

Apparently the System understood what she’d been trying to do, even when the words were hard to say.

Mestendi has accepted your Devotion. May your bond never be broken.
Mestendi, Jeweler (15), has joined your Party.


“I didn’t pick the name,” Ana mumbled. “Blame the Wayfarer or whoever.”

“I don’t think She picked the name, either, even if She gave you the Class. The System is above the gods.”

“Okay,” Ana said. “There’s one more thing. I don’t know if you’ll care though.”

“Um . . . tell me?”

“I’m not human. According to the System.”

“Oh? You are when I Inspect you.”

“Yeah. My Race is hidden.”

“So ah . . . what are you?”

“Outsider—”

“What?” Messy went stiff, and her hand stopped again for just a moment, before she relaxed and continued. “Outsider? Like . . . like an actual angel?”

“I’m human!” Ana protested. “I’ve always been human! It’s just this stupid System—”

Messy silenced her by bending double and wrapping her arms around her. “You’re an angel,” she insisted reverently. “My sweet angel. You even have wings.”

Ana’s face got so hot she was sure Messy could feel it. Every few days Messy would tell her the most affectionate thing anyone had ever said to her, and she never knew quite how to handle it. “That’s a tattoo,” she protested weakly, as though that was an argument. “And it’s a bird.”

“Doesn’t matter. I don’t care,” Messy whispered, kissing her right in the middle of the forehead. “The goddess gave you the perfect Class. You can be as human as they come. You could be a Clerk or a Baker or no Class at all, and you’d still be my angel. My sweet guardian angel. That’s just who you are.”

“Okay.”

It was the only response Ana could think of. She could have asked why Messy wasn’t freaking out more than she was, but she wasn’t feeling quite self-sabotaging enough. No matter what Ana told her, Messy was determined to support and care about her. With everything going on, Ana needed that unconditional support. There would be time enough for stupid insecurities later.

“I have something to tell you too,” Messy said suddenly. “I Leveled up.”

“What?” Ana looked, and sure enough, Messy’s label now said:

Elfin Jeweler (15)


As did the notification from when Messy joined the Party. Ana had been too inside her own head to pay attention. “I thought you were saving up to buy out Renvi?”

“I was. I even sold the Crystals. But I bought them back yesterday.”

“Why?”

“Can’t run a shop if I’m dead,” Messy said with a shrug, and Ana’s heart twisted in a painfully unfamiliar way. “I’m going to be fighting, and I need every edge I can get. I even considered Resetting. I probably could have gotten to Level 7 or 8 in Fighter . . . but I couldn’t do it. Anyway, this way I got a Dexterity Enhancement. Pretty good too.”

“What did you get?”

“Critical Strike. Greatly increased accuracy when fighting unarmed or with a melee weapon.”

“You’re happy with that? It won’t do anything for your jewelry making.”

“No, I’m happy. But thanks for asking. I plan to keep Delving as long as my body lets me, and it’s a good Enhancement.”

“It is good, yeah. Suits you.”

“Enhancements usually do.”

[image: Scene Change]


After what Tellak and Mamtass had told her, about how many of the officers and militia members worshiped the Wayfarer, Ana began to see the signs. How some of them paid closer attention to what she said or kept stealing glances when they thought she wasn’t looking. The way they were more attentive and deferential compared to her other students, who were already a pretty respectful bunch. Even Trilgayeri and Syltfer, Waller’s cronies, paid attention and followed her instructions diligently. Nobody said it outright, but she knew that the goddess had been hard at work getting her followers on Ana’s side.

That day she had each group split in two, where one side would be the attacking crazies, and the other would be the defending Delvers. She didn’t bother with the reverse; there was no reason to think that the crazies would ever be on the defensive. The size of the exercises felt way too small, though, and she discussed with each of the officers if they thought larger scale exercises would be good. And just like that, it was decided. The next day there would only be two classes: one in the morning and one in the afternoon, with half the militia in each.

It was going to be . . . interesting.

So was that evening. Tellak had told her that the other officers wanted her to join them at Petra's that night, for a dinner meeting. The way she said it, Ana’s attendance was very much desired.

She’d told Tellak, “I’m bringing Messy.” Tellak had just nodded, and that was that.

So it was that when sunset came around, when she had bathed and changed and had a chance to wind down just a little, Ana stood outside Petra’s, with Messy at her side. For the first time that she could remember, she felt anxious about going in.

Messy squeezed her shoulder reassuringly. “Go on, Angel,” she whispered. “Whatever this is about, you can handle it.”

Four square tables had been pushed together to make one large enough to seat twelve people, and other than Tellak and Petra, all of the militia officers were already there. When Ana and Messy entered the common room, Simt, the demi-fae Kineticist, waved at them with great excitement. “Miss Ana! Here, here!” she called, her voice high and bright, and knocked the two empty chairs next to her away from the table with a gesture.

With Messy gently encouraging her, Ana took her seat, a relaxed smile plastered on her face. Mikkel showed up unasked with two big bowls of stew then returned with bread and again with two mugs of ale. “Thank you, Mikkel,” Messy said as he put the mugs down, giving him a bright smile that turned him a very warm shade of pink.

Ana, not making eye contact with anyone, started eating immediately. After it became clear that she didn’t intend to interact with anyone until she absolutely had to, the others went back to whatever conversations they’d been having when she arrived. Once her stew was gone, she methodically sopped up every trace of broth with her bread, leaving the bowl almost clean when her quarter loaf was gone. If she were one of the others, she’d have been annoyed at herself, she knew that, and she could see the others constantly shooting glances at her, but she just couldn’t deal with whatever this was right now.

She looked long and hard at her ale. If she just kept drinking she wouldn’t need to say anything. She might make a fool of herself if she pushed it past her Vitality, but it might be worth it.

With a sigh she rejected that idea and looked up. She considered just pulling Messy in and making out with her as a way of keeping the others from talking to her. If she knew her probably-girlfriend, she’d be happy to oblige, no matter the reason. But Messy was in a lively discussion with a man, the officer in charge of militia squad four. He had more jewelry in his face than Ana had owned in her life, or at least close to it, and Ana couldn’t just interrupt the conversation. That would be rude. So was sitting down and eating without a word, and making out in front of eight of her students and fellow officers without even acknowledging their existence would be even worse, but at least kissing Messy felt good. Some base animal dopamine might be just what she needed.

Some of the officers had been looking at her more than the others, but it was Simt who finally leaned in and asked, in a conspiratorial whisper, “So what’s gnawing your guts?”

What’s gnawing my guts? Ana thought. I’ve been slowly working myself up to accept that I’ll be in the spotlight, but I’d hoped that, somehow, someone else would take the actual lead if I just got things moving. And I can’t help but feel that this meeting is about putting me in a position where all eyes will be on me.

“Nothing. I’m fine,” she said, putting on her best everything’s alright smile. It was one that she’d honed so well that it usually got strangers, those who stopped and asked a teenage girl in dirty clothes and a torn jacket if she needed help, to just keep walking. It failed her this time.

Simt returned her smile with one that was entirely unconvinced. She did something—Ana could feel mana moving and Shaping—and the sound of the room vanished. “Anastasia,” Simt said, speaking at a normal volume. “Please. You’ve got a high Connection, strong emotions, and clearly no training in how to mask them. Every caster in the room knows that you are not fine, no matter what your face says, and anyone who isn’t a caster can tell from the worried glances your girl there keeps shooting you. So is it just one of those days, or is there anything I can do to help set you at ease before Tellak and Petra come out of the kitchen, and we get this started?”

Old habits kicked in, and Ana laughed. To anyone watching it would look like she was responding to a joke as she said, “Can you just tell me what the hell this is about? Tellak didn’t say.”

“Oh! Is that all? Yeah, Telly’s smart, and she means well, but she can be a little dense sometimes. We want you with us when we rescue the farmers. That’s the short of it.”

Ana’s neck prickled. That didn’t sound right. There was more, and Simt was just trying to put her at ease, she was sure of it. The fact that she got a notification telling her that Sense Motive had reached Level 3 basically confirmed it. “What’s the long? What aren’t you telling me?” she asked, still smiling.

“Oh would you look at that?” Simt said, looking away and dropping the bubble of silence around them. “Here come Tellak and Petra now!”

Petra wasted no time, as she and Tellak took the chairs that still stood empty. “Thank you all for coming, officers,” she said. “And Mestendi, of course. Most of you know why we’re here. Many of the farms surrounding the outpost lie in ruins. For the rest, who knows how long they’ll stand or how long the people there can last on their own? As I see it, it is our duty as fellow guild members, and as the leaders of this militia, to relieve them. Successfully rescuing our beleaguered farmers would also do wonders for morale, and hopefully motivate more people to volunteer. Do we all agree so far?”

There was a chorus of agreement from around the table, including Messy, who banged the table with great enthusiasm. Ana only nodded, a carefully crafted serious, thoughtful look on her face.

“That said, there are only ten of us. Eleven if we can count on Miss Anastasia.”

Messy cleared her throat loudly.

“Sorry, twelve, counting Mestendi. Against the dozen to twenty crazies—thanks for that word, by the way, Miss Cole—usually hanging around our first target, we would almost certainly win, but the odds are not nearly skewed enough in our favor. Remember, we need to win, not only with no losses, but with no injuries. So we need more people with us. We’ve each spoken to the most capable of each of our groups. Many of them are still undecided. They’re understandably nervous, worried about going into combat, many of them for the first time in their lives.”

Petra’s eyes stopped on Ana, and they exchanged a long, silent look. Here it comes, Ana thought. In hindsight it had been obvious ever since Tellak mentioned going out to rescue the farmers the previous night, but now Ana knew with absolute certainty what was coming.

“It might tip the scales, convincing more of them to agree to join us,” Petra said slowly, “if we had the support of the Wayfarer’s Chosen.”

Ana’s facade stayed perfect. She looked for all the world as though she was thinking very carefully about Petra’s words, weighing the truth of them and the pros and cons of agreeing or refusing the request. No one could have known from her expression or her body language that she was screaming on the inside as her last foolish hope of some kind of partial anonymity died. She didn’t want this. She didn’t want this level of attention. Yet, she knew that she couldn’t say no. Not because of any possible repercussions, but because she knew that they would go with or without her, and if they died because she didn’t help, they would all be royally fucked. And, she had to admit, because she couldn’t live with herself if she didn’t do everything she could to help. She couldn’t even tell which motivation was stronger.

Her mask was flawless. No one could tell by looking at her. She even got a notification telling her that her Acting Skill had reached Level 4, giving her a Minor Growth Crystal. And despite her outward cool, six heads at the table turned to look at her with sympathy or alarm. Everyone with a high Connection. Simt even put her hand on Ana’s arm, whispering, “You don’t have to. No one will blame you if you don’t.”

“That’s alright,” she said calmly, locking away her near-panic deep inside where it couldn’t hurt her yet. She’d just cry her eyes out about it some night, or maybe go turn a tree into pulp with her fists. She might be able to do that now. “I’m with you. So what’s the plan?”


Chapter eight


After the meeting, Ana felt numb. She’d gone with Tellak to practice her Shaping and had done well, managing to coat her whole arm in a protective shell of mana that resisted a knife’s edge like tanned leather. A notification had even told her that she’d learned the Skill— Shaping had its own little category, Magic, in her Skills list—and a description which was about as informative as ever.

Shaping: Improved finesse and ability per Level to create and maintain constructs when Shaping.

Tellak and Touanne had congratulated her. They’d started working on masking the emotions in her aura, too, which was very different and yet very similar to her shield, involving exercises to create a simple mana construct that canceled out whatever ripples she created unconsciously. Then she’d gone home, which by now meant Messy’s apartment.

After she’d changed and curled up in Messy’s arms, Messy had asked her, “Angel, are you okay?”

Ana had answered honestly. “No, I’m not.” Messy deserved that. Then she’d snuggled in closer, pulled Messy’s arm tighter around herself, and said, “But I will be. This helps.”

Messy had accepted that, kissed the top of her head, and pretended to sleep until Ana drifted off herself.

She’d woken perhaps four hours later. It was all she needed. She’d practically attacked Messy, kissing her with a hunger that she’d never felt before, as though the calm and comfort that had been stolen from her could somehow be found in the elfin woman’s skin and lips. Then she’d cried softly for a while, apologizing over and over while Messy stroked her hair and told her that it was okay, and would have actually been delightful if not for the tears.

“I wish I could want you the way that you deserve,” Ana whispered between sniffles.

“It’s alright, Angel,” Messy said, and Ana believed her. She had to believe her. “Enough people have wanted me for my body. I love knowing that you want me for everything else.”

With most of the morning free, they had breakfast and then went directly to Tellak and Touanne, only stopping to tell Master Renvi that Messy had militia business to deal with. He gave her the day off with his blessing.

Ana knew something was wrong even before they opened the door to Touanne’s shop. The door was unlocked, and when she opened it, the sounds of screaming and banging that Ana’s high Perception had picked up even in the street became a cacophony of noise.

Below it all, Ana heard the sound of sniffling. “Back here,” Touanne’s voice, strained and rough, said in response to the jingling of the bell above the entrance.

Ana and Messy rushed to the door which led from the front room to the rest of the building. They stopped in the doorway. Touanne sat on the floor across from the locked room where they kept Jancia, her legs pulled up to her chest and her face buried in her knees. Tellak knelt next to her, holding her awkwardly and clearly not sure what to do.

The cause of the noise and Touanne’s distress was no mystery. Jancia’s door rattled and shook, with occasional loud whams as the woman on the other side bashed, kicked, or threw herself against it, all the while keeping up a hoarse, half hysterical torrent of abuse.

“Let me out! Let me out, you fucking cunts! I’ll kill you! Let me go! I’m going to the Waystone! Do you hear me? I’ll tear your fucking eyes out! Let! Me! Go!”

And so on, and so forth. Not the sort of things you’d want to hear from a friend that you’re trying to help.

“She’s pretty bad this morning,” Tellak said lamely, too preoccupied with trying to comfort Touanne to show anything like the steady face she usually wore. “She usually tires herself out more quickly than this.”

Ana and Messy stood silent, watching the two women on the floor as the screaming and banging continued. “Is she like this every morning?” Ana finally asked.

“Like I said, this is worse than normal. But recently she’s been waking up furious most days, yes. Today she just happens to be so bad that even I can’t go in there, and Touanne . . .”

“I have to do the least harm,” Touanne mumbled, then turned her tear-streaked face up, looking from Ana and Messy to Tellak and back. “I want so badly to let her out, but I can’t. Right? The least harm?”

“Yeah, Mistress Touanne,” Messy said kindly. “Letting her out now could end up with her and maybe a bunch of other people badly hurt.”

Touanne pressed her forehead back into her knees. “Right.”

Ana watched Touanne slowly retreat into herself and took a decision. “Messy,” she said. “Open the front door. Tellak, stay here. I imagine Jancia’s going to need you when she calms down.”

With that, she walked up, crouched, and picked Touanne up in a princess carry. With Ana’s Strength it was easy, and Touanne didn’t resist or protest. Instead, she wordlessly put her arms around Ana’s neck, and moved her face from her own knees to Ana’s shoulder.

“Where are you taking her?” Tellak said as Ana turned toward the front door. She wasn’t protesting either, just asking.

“Anywhere she can’t hear the screaming. The square, I guess.”

Tellak nodded once, and Ana carried Touanne out of the shop, with Messy in tow.

“Is this any better?” Ana asked as she set Touanne down at the foot of the Waystone. “I know the Waystone is part of this whole mess but—”

“It’s fine. Thank you,” Touanne said, sniffling and wiping her eyes.

“How’s your work with the book going?”

Touanne brightened a fraction, clearly grateful for the distraction. “Oh! I was hoping to tell you today, and here you are. I made a breakthrough, of sorts, after you left last night. About the crystals. They’re mana constructs! Can you believe that? Solid, self-sustaining, self-propagating mana constructs with multiple effects! That’s how it could affect the Waystone too. They’re not of flesh or mineral or anything like that; they’re pure mana! When Jancia brought the crystals growing in her into contact with the Waystone it simply triggered one of the functions of the construct: disrupt the Waystone. Whoever designed the ritual to create them must have been an absolute genius; if their purpose wasn’t so horrid I’d have loved to meet them.”

“Okay, that’s interesting. What does that mean for us?”

“That it might be easier to fix than I’d feared. I was looking into reversing the entire implantation ritual, but now I think it might be possible to dismantle the crystals themselves. Any mana construct can be dismantled if you’re careful enough. I just need to figure out which thread to pull on to unravel the whole thing, and then design a ritual to do that safely.”

“What about protecting against infection?”

Touanne’s face fell for a moment, then turned thoughtful. “Perhaps in time, but I doubt I’d be able to do anything in the time we have. It would need to be . . . no. Not realistically.”

“Alright. Do you have what you need for the ritual?”

“It’s hard to say for certain until it’s designed, but most likely. The design will be the hard part. I’ll have to go entirely on theory, since I can’t test it on Jancia. If I do it wrong, and the constructs collapse instead of being dismantled in a controlled way, it would be—you heard what happened when I removed a crystal surgically, yes?”

“I heard.”

Touanne shuddered. “The crystals have invaded her mana channels. If they’re not dismantled properly, removing them will leave gaping holes in the ethereal body, and then the physical body can’t hold mana. It just bleeds away, the body fails, and the soul flees. So we must be careful.”

Ana nodded, silently adding acquire guinea pigs to the things they needed to do outside the palisade. They’d have to be careful, indeed.

As they sat, thunder rolled across a cloudless sky. People stopped to look up in confusion, and Touanne whispered, “Oh, that’s not good.”

“Why?” Ana whispered back, as confused as anyone.

“We’ve never had thunder here before, as far as I know. It could be a sign of the Splinter becoming unstable.”

“She’s right,” Messy said. “Never had thunder or lightning for as long as I’ve been here.”

“Anything we can do about it?” Ana asked.

Touanne shook her head. “At the moment? No.”

“In that case,” Messy said, gently patting Touanne on the shoulder before rising, “I’m going to check on Jancia and Tellak.”

Messy returned to say that Jancia had calmed down, was very sorry, and that Tellak was comforting her. Once they were all back at the shop Ana practiced masking, while Tellak took care of her friend, and Messy did what she could to help Touanne in the lab until it was time for the morning’s training.

The large-scale exercise, with around fifty people clashing all at once in the training yard, went surprisingly well. There was some level of chaos, of course, but that was only to be expected. None of them had ever done anything similar.

“Spears, for sure,” Messy said to Ana as they took a break to switch sides. Messy, who'd been one of the unarmed and frenzied attackers, would now be on the defending side. “We need spears, and lots of them. See those guys over there?” She pointed to two men and two women who were smiling and laughing together nearby.

“Those four stood shoulder to shoulder, all with staves, and trying to get at them was a nightmare. I’d say that anyone who doesn't have a strong Perk or Ability-related reason to use something else should have a spear, if possible.”

“Yeah?” Ana thought about it. She’d thought about giving people spears if they could get a large part of the population to join them, but that was mostly from a resource and ease of use angle. Large formations of spear- or pikemen had been the basic building block of an army for millennia, all over the world, she knew that much, but she hadn’t really considered that spears would be that much more effective. Didn’t the Romans switch to swords and start winning all over the place? “Are you sure?”

“Yeah. With a proper, sharp spearhead we’d probably need some kind of cross guard to keep the crazies back, though, or they might just impale themselves and keep coming.”

“Alright,” Ana said. “Let’s try it.”

Stepping up in front of the guardhouse wall, Ana raised her voice. “Listen up! Listen! Thank you. We’re trying something, alright? Anyone who isn’t dedicated to a specific type of melee weapon or who has an Ability that’s restricted to certain weapons, get inside and grab a staff! We’re doing spears. Also, new rule: attackers, if you get knocked down, go to the end of the field and attack again! Defenders, if you go down, you’re still dead.”

There was some confused muttering about that. Not about the new rules, but about the spears. The weapons weren't very popular. They were, quite fairly, considered less effective against demons, which needed their heads cut off or caved in to kill them. Still, enough people hopped to follow Ana’s orders that the rest went with the flow.

The results spoke for themselves. When the next round started, three-quarters of the defenders had practice spears or staves, and the attackers found it significantly harder to get any paint on the defenders. Even with the attackers being allowed to respawn over and over, it took more than twice as long before the first defender was pulled off her feet. Not everyone was happy about the choice of weapons, but nobody could deny that they were effective in the exercise.

They switched the teams again. They tried with the defenders outnumbered three to two. The defenders still had a significant advantage, even when the goal was to not get touched at all. From there Ana kept raising the number of attackers, and it was only when the attackers had a two to one advantage that things started falling apart quickly. Of course, the exercises were carried out with no ranged attacks, and no magic of any kind. Adding in those, who could tell?

And then they were done. The students were panting and talking excitedly, and Ana had half an hour to gather herself and prepare mentally for the meeting that they’d called at noon.
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“You’ll be fine, Angel.” Messy pressed Ana’s hand between her own and gave her a confident smile.

“Alright,” Ana said, squeezing back and doing her best to borrow Messy’s confidence. Then she stepped up on the plinth in front of the Waystone.

She looked out across the crowd. While she couldn’t recognize even close to every face, as far as she could tell, the whole militia had gathered for this. Besides them there were some others who’d stopped to listen when they saw the crowd gathering, and the food vendors who’d set up as normal and glanced her way in between tending to their cooking. There were a lot of people out there, all waiting for her to speak.

The knot in her gut pulled tighter, and she looked back at Messy, who nodded to her with absolute faith.

Ana’s entire childhood had taught her that attention was bad. Attention meant that you were about to get bullied, screamed at, mugged, beaten, or worse. She hated attention. Part of what she’d liked about her job was that the attention was always on the client. She wasn’t even supposed to be intimidating. That was what the other obvious, usually male bodyguard had been for, standing a little to the side and showing everyone that there was someone protecting whoever the client was. Ana had been the orbiter or the fawning girlfriend: harmless, invisible, and right next to the client. All eyes on anyone but her.

Now she stood in front of—what, almost two hundred people? They’d had a slew of additional volunteers once Mamtass declared his support, and he stood with a crowd of anxious people, obviously not combat Classers. And they were all expecting her to say something big, something wise and clever and important. To give them hope.

“All eyes on me,” she sighed and turned her back on the crowd. She looked up at the Waystone, the axis around which this whole place rotated, the visible representation of a very real and very present goddess, and she said, “You’d better fucking appreciate this.”

She put her palm flat on the towering black stone. It was hot from the sunlight, and she could feel the currents of mana flowing sluggishly into it, so much slower than they were supposed to be according to what everyone had told her. Touanne said that it was slowly getting better, but it was, for all intents and purposes, broken. It wasn’t stabilizing the Splinter anymore. It didn’t allow anything in or out. It couldn’t save them.

Only you, all of you, can do that. And I do appreciate you, Ana. All of you. It's not only your own lives you’re saving if you succeed.

It was a mix of words and feelings, like a foreign thought in her own head, and the closest to a spoken message the Wayfarer had given her without pulling her into that space between moments. And it helped, if only a little. It reminded her to focus on the big picture.

There were a lot of lives at stake here, and she cared about some of them. That had to be worth some discomfort.

Behind Ana, the crowd had gradually gone as silent as such a number of people could. She turned to face them. All eyes were, indeed, on her.

She'd thought a lot about what to say. She could do this.

Her mask of calm came on, and she suppressed her emotions the best she could.

“Militia members of this outpost.” Her voice came out strong and clear, far more steady than she felt. “Officers, conscripts, and volunteers. Anyone else who may have joined us. Fellow members of the Bluesky Guild. Thank you for coming. My name is Anastasia Cole. I’ve also been called Knife Girl or that bitch who keeps making us fight each other. You may know me.”

There was a ripple of good-natured laughter at that. Most of them had trained under her the last few days, after all.

“You all know the situation we find ourselves in. We’re surrounded by an unexpected enemy, and we can neither escape nor receive help through the Waystone. The greater part of our most capable fighters are away, and we have not heard from them in far too long. The situation is dire.

“I’m standing here now to tell you that it's worse than we thought. Captain Falk’s expedition will not return. They have failed, and are trapped in a Delve, while our enemy grows more numerous by the day.”

She paused to let the worried susurrus those words sparked die away, ignoring the scattered questions shouted at her.

“I am also here to tell you that there’s hope! But only if we’re willing to fight for it. Only if we're willing to go on the offensive. As long as we're willing to risk everything, we may rescue our friends! We may still make it out of this alive.

“I know this, because the Wayfarer has spoken to me.”

The wave of noise that followed that declaration, a mix of shock, excitement, and outrage, never quite died out. Ana had to raise her voice to be heard, something that was easy with her inflated Strength and Endurance.

“Some people have called me the Wayfarer’s Chosen. I don’t know about that, but I have met her, face-to-face. I have looked her in the eye as she told me that the survivors of the expedition are trapped, and that we will die if we do not take the initiative. She has told me that our enemy’s goal is nothing less than the destruction of this Splinter, which will destabilize other Splinters as well. For this reason, we must succeed. We must take the fight to our enemy, whoever they are.”

As Ana spoke, the crowd fell silent. Eyes grew wide, and mouths opened. Except for a few disbelieving whispers from some people to their neighbors, no one spoke.

Ana didn’t question it. She plowed on. She felt strong now, and confident. She could do this. This was right. What they were planning was right, and it would work, and if she could only communicate that, they would be that much closer to surviving this crisis.

“The first step in this is to rescue our farmers. Most of the farms lie in ruins, but five still hold out. We, the officers appointed to lead this militia, have already committed ourselves to making sure that no one else dies out there. Tomorrow morning we are sallying forth to destroy or drive off the enemy force surrounding the Servemel farm. By doing so, we will prove, to ourselves and to our enemy, that we will not be cowed. We will not wait meekly for the end to come. We will strike back. We will preserve the lives of our fellow sapients and guild members.”

Her voice rose to a crescendo that filled the square and beyond. “Tomorrow morning, I am going out that gate together with ten brave officers, and one brave woman who has already volunteered to go with us. There we will claim our first victory against an enemy that has kept us on the defensive since they revealed themselves. I invite each and every one of you to join us as we strike back!”

She took a deep breath, and the fervor left her. “Speak to your group’s officer if you’re interested. Thank you for your attention, and I’ll see groups six through ten in an hour.”

Ana had expected the crowd to start breaking up when she descended from the plinth, or at least to start talking again. The silence that hung over the square, and the way they all watched her as she approached Messy, who stood with Petra and the others from Kaira’s casuals group, made the fuzz at the back of her neck stand on end. Even her friends, she realized, were watching her with awe as she approached.

“The fuck’s going on, Mess?” she whispered once she got close enough. “Why’s everyone staring?”

“Angel,” Messy breathed. And the way she said it, she wasn’t just addressing Ana. She was making a statement, and as she spoke she became more and more excited. “Ana . . . you had wings. From the moment you questioned if you were the Wayfarer’s Chosen, until you stepped down, you had wings! Twelve-foot wide ethereal gods-damn wings!”

Ana turned back and looked at the Waystone. Fucking drama queen, she thought, but there was no anger in it. What was the point in being angry at a goddess trying to help her save all of their lives?

Despite not being anywhere close to the obelisk, she could swear that she heard the Wayfarer laughing.


Chapter nine


Congratulations! Your Skill Acting has improved to Level 5! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Minor). You have gained the Perk Inscrutable.
Inscrutable: You are skilled at keeping your emotions to yourself, showing the world the face you wish for others to see. When attempting to convince others that your feelings are anything but what they truly are, your Charisma Multiplier is treated as though it were 1 Step higher. Value increases with Acting Skill Level.
Congratulations! Your Skill Charm has improved to Level 5! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Minor). You have gained the Perk Motivational Speaker.
Motivational Speaker: You are skilled at motivating others to do what is necessary or helpful. When using the Charm Skill to motivate others to act in their own best interest, your Charisma and Acuity Multipliers are treated as though they were 1 Step higher. Value increases with Charm Skill Level.
Congratulations! Your Skill Command has improved to Level 4! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Minor).


Ana dismissed the notifications. Skill Levels. Fine. Perks to help her manipulate others. Lovely. Crystals. Great. She wasn’t in any mood to care. She wanted to disappear, but she couldn’t. The vendor selling some kind of fried grains with vegetables had just refused her money, pushing a heaping serving at her as though it were a religious offering.

While Ana looked around for a place to sit, Marra Falk, the missing captain’s wife, dragged her into the guardhouse and up to the second floor, so that she could eat away from staring eyes. She must have somehow silently communicated to Ana’s friends that they shouldn’t come, because they’d all stayed behind, even Messy. Ana had been too surprised yet not threatened enough to put up a fight. The Clerk had literally dragged her inside, displaying a Strength that might rival Ana’s own and a determination that made Ana simply go along with her.

Ana hadn’t spoken to Marra since the last time she met Captain Falk, but she’d heard that the older woman was keeping the guards organized in her husband’s absence. She was holding up surprisingly well, and her voice was steady when she asked Ana, “The Wayfarer told you that the expedition is in danger?”

Ana nodded. “She said that they’ve gone into a Delve and haven’t come out, but that some are still praying to her. That was all she could tell me.”

“Alright.” Marra’s tone made it clear that a decision had been made, irrevocable and implacable. “I’m with you. The guard’s a shambles right now anyway, and it’ll just have to do without me. Where can you use me?”

“A Clerk? I don’t know, I—we’re testing spear formations right now. Can you use a spear? Do you have any weapon Skills at all?”

“Girl,” Marra said, “I haven’t been a secretary my whole life. I was a Delver until Tober got his promotion, and only took this job since he’d be stuck in the office all day, and I wanted to keep him company. I’m a Clerk, sure; a whole 3 Levels of it. The other 25 are in Vanguard. A combat Class that rewards a high Perception,” she clarified at Ana’s questioning look. “I can use pretty much any melee weapon you put in my hands. I may be a little rusty. Soft around the edges. I’ve been eating more and training less than I should these past few years. But you want me to hold a spear? I’ll hold a spear.”

Ana felt off balance after what Messy had told her—the Wayfarer had given her wings as she spoke to the gathered militia, pretty much confirming Ana as her chosen champion. There was no chance of her having anything resembling privacy in this place from now on. And here Marra was, as an immediate consequence of her speech, not so much volunteering for the militia as ordering Ana to let her join.

“Alright,” she said. “Talk to . . . I think Drisa at Administration is handling volunteers, but you may as well join us now for the afternoon class. Is that okay?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Marra said. “But if you want some advice . . .?”

“Sure.”

“You need to get used to giving orders outside of the yard. After what just happened, people are going to start looking to you for direction, no matter where you meet them. I know that it can be hard to order around people that you like. My Tober had all kinds of trouble with it in the beginning. But sometimes a clear command is more important than letting everyone figure out the best thing to do together, and unless Captain Pirta decides to fully embrace the role of martial leader in Tober’s absence, you’ll be the one that people expect to give those commands. I get the feeling that you’re not entirely comfortable, but that’s just how it’s going to be. Sorry, girl.”

“Yeah. Appreciate it. The advice and the sympathy.”

Marra rose, hands on her knees. “Right. Now, I’ll go upstairs and change, and you’ll finish your midday meal in peace. I’ll see you in the yard, Miss Cole.”

“Ana.”

“Hmm?”

“Call me Ana.”

Marra smiled and patted Ana’s hand affectionately. “Then I’ll see you in the yard, Ana.”
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The afternoon class was as successful as the one in the morning, to the point that Ana asked some of the officers to go around to the smiths and stores to see how many spears and similar polearms they could realistically get their hands on and how quickly. It did take some doing to get people fighting though. Most of those who showed up in the yard, of which a third weren’t even members of the militia, just stood around gawking at her, probably expecting her to burst into divine light or sprout wings and fly off or something equally ridiculous. Ana had to channel her inner, slightly toned down R. Lee Ermey to get things rolling, but once she figured out how to express nearly murderous annoyance through her Connection, things went a lot smoother. She even scared some of the civvies into joining!

“Come on! Put some effort into it! Don’t worry about hurting ʼem!” Ana screamed at Seljen, the middle-aged washerwoman she went to for her own laundry. “If you can swing a laundry stick you can swing a spear!”

“I-I don’t think—” the woman protested, standing shoulder to shoulder with two other women of a similar age. They were standing in the second line, each holding an eight foot pole, fending off their neighbors and customers who were trying to get their red-stained hands on anyone they could in the small formation.

“You don’t need to think! You need to keep those psychos from pulling down the man in front of you, because if you don’t you’re next! Now thrust! There you go! That’s it! Don’t worry about hurting them, that’s what healing potions are for!”

Ana had a lot of anxiety and frustration bottled up, and she was going to share it with anyone foolish or brave enough to get close.
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“Thirty-three spears, fourteen pikes, fifteen halberds, nine poleaxes, and seven long weapons that defy description,” Tellak told Ana that evening. The numbers were the total count of the available polearms in the outpost. Ana, Tellak, and Messy were sitting in Touanne’s shop, the Healer having excused herself as they talked about weapons and violence in general. “And the smiths say that they could produce plenty of heads in the next few days, but the hafts could be a problem. Not enough seasoned wood that’s long enough. Even unseasoned wood is hard to come by right now.”

“How about longswords?” Ana said. “Could we use those?”

“There are certainly a number available, but for people with little to no experience? I’d be worried about them hurting each other, honestly.”

“Alright. That’s still nearly eighty weapons that we can give to green recruits. And I plan to get us access to the forest in the next week or two.”

“Are we ready?” Messy asked nervously. Ana understood her anxiety. They were going outside the palisade the next day, and the prospect of combat was becoming very real. And one day of fighting in formation may as well be nothing at all.

“We’ll have to be,” Ana said, running her thumb over the back of Messy’s hand. “I wish we had three months to train everyone, but with every day that passes there’s going to be more crazies. Every day, there’s the risk that a farm might fall or that someone in the expedition dies. We can’t wait forever.”

“You’re right,” Messy said. “I’m just worried about—what if I can’t do it? We’ve been training, sure. Most of us have been training away from your classes, too, fighting each other. But that’s all make-believe. What if we can’t force ourselves to hurt them, when it comes down to it?”

“That’s why everyone’s in a group with their friends,” Ana whispered. It hadn’t been her idea. Pirta had chosen the groups. But she’d seen the pattern immediately. “Messy, you may find it hard to hurt someone if they’re going after you. But I can guarantee that if it’s Petra about to get bitten, you won’t hesitate. If Deni’s about to get pulled down, you will kill. You’ll do fine, and we’ll all be there for each other afterward. That’s going to be the hard part. The aftermath.”

“Why? I’d think killing someone would be the hard part.”

Ana shook her head. “Killing someone when you have to, or when you’re angry enough, is easy. People do it all the time. It’s living with yourself afterward that’s the hard part. Of course,” she added in a whisper. “I’ve never had that problem.”

“Angel, you need to stop hurting yourself over that,” Messy said.

“Angel?” Tellak said, raising an eyebrow. Ana blushed.

“It fits, doesn’t it?” Messy said. “She’s my angel. After today, more than ever.”

“She’s your . . .” Tellak looked between the two of them, then at their linked hands. “Oh. Oh! Sure, that makes more sense, then. Should I keep quiet about this, or . . .”

“You don’t need to announce it in the square,” Ana said, “but we haven’t exactly been hiding it. You’re far from the first to figure it out. Don’t worry about it.”

“Right. Right.” Tellak cleared her throat, looking somewhat flustered. “Congratulations? I’m—Anyway. Messy! The surprise?”

“Smooth,” Messy snorted. “Very subtle change of topic. But, yes. Sure. Ana, close your eyes!”

Ana raised her eyebrow minutely at her now pretty much official girlfriend then did as she’d been asked.

“Okay, you can open them again,” Messy said after a few moments.

On the table lay a small pile of Growth Crystals.

“What's this?” Ana asked.

“Crystals,” Messy said glibly.

“I can see that.” Ana felt oddly flustered. Tellak and Messy were both smiling at her, and even Touanne had found her way to the front of the shop, drawn by some invisible signal. “Why?”

“Because you’re Level 9, and we’re going into battle tomorrow,” Tellak said. “It was Wandak’s idea. The Swordsman with all the piercings? He started a collection from the officers. Everybody chipped in until we had enough to get you to 10, guaranteed—It’s an important Level, you know—and then we kept going.”

“Listen, I don’t—”

Tellak cut Ana’s protest off. “You will. You’re a figurehead who’ll be leading from the front, and we need you to stay alive. And Level 10 is important. Most Classes get a seriously powerful Ability at Level 10, and I doubt yours is any different. We’ll be trying to get other people to 5, 10, or 15 if they’re close, as well. So take them. Use everything you need to Level. Then give the rest back if you feel uncomfortable about keeping them, but I say get yourself to 11 if you can.”

Ana silently looked at the three women in the room with her, then picked up one of the Crystals. Even without Inspecting, it looked like a Major, if she had it right. Adding them all up, there were at least 8,000 Points worth of Crystals there. She had three Lessers, seven Minors, a Major, and a Greater herself, for a total of 4,100 Points.

She wanted to refuse. She didn’t need charity. But . . . it wasn’t charity, was it? It was a gift, from people who wanted to see her succeed, who believed in her. Who believed that she was their best hope. They were using her to invest in their own immediate futures.

If she ate all of her own Crystals, she’d need another 6,300 Points to get to Level 11. She gingerly picked up a Greater Crystal, the largest on the table, and absorbed it into her Storage. The others smiled and nodded at her encouragingly.

“Alright,” she said. “Thank you.”

With that she picked up exactly 4,700 Points worth of additional Crystals and ate everything she was holding.

Congratulations! You have reached Guardian Angel, Level 11. 21 cumulative Advancement Points awarded. You have gained the Ability Bastion.
Bastion: Your very existence is a source of strength to those you hold dear. Your Objects of Devotion and members of your Party count their Effective Endurance and Vitality as 11 Points higher for all effects except Enhancements. They also benefit from your Endurance and Vitality Enhancements, if any. Effect increases with Class Level.
Congratulations! Your Effective Perception now equals or exceeds 25. You have gained the Enhancement Keen Hearing.
Keen Hearing: Your sense of hearing is far beyond that of most mortals. Your Effective Perception is greatly increased for the purpose of hearing, both in volume, pitch, and clarity.
Congratulations! Your Effective Acuity now equals or exceeds 25. You have gained the Enhancement Split Focus.
Split Focus: You are able to concentrate on multiple things at once. You may apply your full Perception and Acuity to one additional object at any given time.
Congratulations! Your Effective Willpower now equals or exceeds 25. You have gained the Enhancement Fearless.
Fearless: The prospect of pain, loss, or death will not stop you from doing what must be done. You still experience fear but may ignore its inhibitory or debilitating effects.


The combined effect of gaining 2 or 3 Points in every Attribute, and three Enhancements all kicking in at once, sure was something! Ana shook her head, willing the world to stop shaking. At the same time her already sensitive hearing expanded to take in seemingly every detail in and outside of the house. She could hear five heartbeats and five different breaths, each distinct. She could hear the subtle creaking of Jancia’s bed, and the soft bubbling of something in Touanne’s lab, and yet it wasn’t overwhelming. Everything was just there, available if it should interest her and in the background if not.

Then Messy’s heart rate shot up. She practically moaned and collapsed forward in her seat, her forehead hitting the table as her nails dug at the wood. Ana was out of her chair and beside her in an instant, one arm gently wrapped around her shoulders as she put her cheek flat on the table, trying to look in Messy’s eyes, trying to make sure that she was alright. Tellak and Touanne were right behind her.

“Mess! Are you okay, Mess?”

“Ana! Oh, gods beyond! Ana!” Messy’s eyes were half closed as she panted into the surface of the table. “What—what just—oh, gods, I feel good!”

“You—Oh. Oh!” Ana laughed with relief as she remembered the Ability, whose description she’d barely read. “You just got hit by 11 Points of Vitality, Mess. It’s a Party effect from my new Ability.”

“That’s what a high Vitality feels like?” Messy was mumbling, like she was only half there. “Why haven’t I been boosting my Vitality all the time?”

Meanwhile Touanne had been checking Messy’s vitals magically, her hands on her fellow elfin woman’s arms. “She’ll be fine,” Touanne confirmed. “She just experienced some . . . extreme and unexpected well-being.”

“Are you in a Party?” Tellak asked, looking confused. “Why? Actually, forget I asked. So your new Ability gives your Party a bonus to their Vitality equal to your Level? That’s strong!”

“We are, for our own reasons, yes,” Ana confirmed, still smiling down at the dopey look on Messy’s face. “And that’s not all the Ability does. It boosts Endurance too. And it lets me share my Enhancements for both Attributes.”

“At what range?”

“No limit.”

Tellak let out a long, slow whistle. “That’s one hell of a Level 10 Ability. I had no idea Companions got such strong Party boosts!”

“Yeah . . . Tellak. Touanne. There’s something you two should know.”

Ana didn’t tell them her full details of her Class, but she told her that it was a hidden combat Class, focused on protecting others. The pale woman didn’t seemed terribly surprised, nor annoyed that Ana had kept it secret for these past weeks. If anything, she expressed gratitude that Ana had chosen to share the secret with her at all. And if Ana had told Touanne and Messy already, well, Tellak understood completely.

“Sorry, Mess,” Ana said as they were walking home after squeezing in some practice in both Shaping and masking. Her new Acuity Enhancement had helped significantly, letting her focus on multiple aspects of the mana constructs at once.

“Whatever for, Angel?”

“For surprising you like that, when my new Ability kicked in. And my Class was kind of a secret between the two of us, wasn’t it? Or I made it sound like it was. But Touanne already knew, and so did Kaira and Drisa at Administration. And now I’ve told Tellak, too.”

“Ana, if you ever want to surprise me like that again, go ahead. Anywhere, anytime. I can’t put into words how good it felt. I’m still tingling. Do you know my Endurance and Vitality are both more than two-thirds higher? By the wild and wandering goddess, I can’t remember the last time I felt so alive!”

“And the secret?”

“Is yours to tell, to whoever you wish. Besides, I know everything it does. They don’t. I . . .” Messy smirked and leaned in, kissing Ana on the cheek, “am your Object of Devotion. I win by default.”
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Chapter ten


Ana put off spending her Advancement Points until the next morning. She told herself that she wanted to sleep on it, but she’d have all the time she wanted once she opened her Summary. Really, she just hadn't wanted to interrupt that night. Not because it might be her last night with Messy. She wouldn't even entertain the possibility. She’d be dead before she let anything happen to her elfin girl, and she had no intention of dying for a long, long time.

No, Ana didn't want to interrupt that night because for the first time, she thought she truly understood what people meant when they described love. Messy had been giddy then smug from Vitality overload, and Ana hadn't been able to take her eyes off her. Then, as they lay in each other's arms, the reality of what they were going to do the following day had crashed down onto Messy, and she'd been terrified to the point of tears. For the first time in her life, Ana had promised that she wouldn't let herself get hurt, not because it would put her out of commission for an unknown length of time, but because it would break someone’s heart.

The very idea of that made Ana sick. At first she’d thought that she was feeling Messy’s fear and that it was affecting her, but she’d never felt anything that strongly from Messy before. No, this was entirely her own—she didn’t want Messy to hurt. It was a new, strange feeling, a little scary, and she wasn’t sure what to do with it. But she didn’t want Messy to hurt, so she lay there, stroking Messy's hair, promising her that everything would be okay, and singing what few lullabies she could remember until they both went to sleep.

Taking care of Messy took precedence over spending her Points. The next time she awoke, though, that was the first thing she did.

You have 21 Advancement Points available. Please spend Advancement Points now!


21 Points. She could do a lot with 21 Points. She could go 3 Steps up in either Strength or Vitality, for one, both solid choices for the days ahead. Perception was also an option. And Connection? She could start seriously considering boosting that. She was learning to mask her emotions now, and how to Shape mana. And she didn’t need much to get above an Effective value of 25, which would get her an Enhancement; only 2 Steps, 3 Points total. Having a full set of Enhancements was tempting.

In the end, it had to first and foremost come down to what would help her avoid getting hurt and protect others as they went into battle. Strength was awesome, but she could already kill with her bare hands and feet, never mind with a weapon. Vitality was something she certainly wanted more of, but if a few scratches could infect her with this void plague that the crazies carried, then a bit more Vitality wouldn’t help her. No. She’d take the 2 Steps in Connection to get that above 25, and then the rest would go into Agility, all the way from Step 2 to Step 6. 3 Points for the Connection, 18 for the Agility, and that added up to 21. Agility would help her stay mobile, and it would help her avoid getting scratched, bitten, or cut by those crystals, and those were the most important things that day. Surviving meant little if it ended with her out of her mind like Jancia, desperate to get to the Waystone, but with over 50 Effective Strength when someone tried to subdue her.

A thought, and it was done. Her Agility shot up by 10 Points to 41, and her Connection by 4 Points to just over 25.

Congratulations! Your Effective Connection now equals or exceeds 25. You have gained the Enhancement Connected.
Connected: You have established a connection with at least one divine being. Deities may now contact you directly, even if you are not touching their altar or on ground consecrated to them. The cost to the deity decreases based on your Connection and on how devoted you are to them.


Messy was startled awake by Ana’s dismayed cry. “Oh, you’ve gotta be fucking kidding me!” And somewhere, right at the edge of Ana’s hearing, the Wayfarer laughed, and laughed, and laughed.
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There was no training the next morning. Instead, dozens of volunteers for the day’s mission gathered at the yard to get their gear on, form Parties, and psych each other up. There was a lot of tension in the air, but jokes were made, Crystals exchanged hands to get people over thresholds, and a whole lot of nervous bravado filled the air as officers, conscripts, and volunteers prepared to go into battle. Once everyone was ready, once the Parties were formed and the officers had gone through the plan, they all marched out. It was not the most orderly march. Frankly, Ana had never seen a high-school marching band that didn’t have better cohesion. But the will was there, and any problems came from a lack of experience, not discipline.

They were going out the duskward gate, past the bathhouse. That was the gate closest to their target, the Servemel farm. They formed up there, a line of Parties waiting for the gates to open. Additional volunteers were waiting there and at the other gates in case their sally triggered an attack, and a number of noncombat Classers were manning the palisade facing the farm with ropes and rope ladders. They were as ready as they could be.

As they prepared to open the gate, the gathered militia grew silent, bringing the clanks of armor and the shuffling of boots to the front. The air filled with poorly masked anxiety, both through the mages’ Connections and on people’s faces.

This was it. Ana knew that in both numbers and individual power they had an overwhelming force compared to what awaited them, but that assumed that no one hesitated. And for all their training, for all their Delving, when it came to fighting people—and the crazies, no matter how rabid, were people—they were all untested. Few of them had ever been in a serious fight with another sapient being. Not one of them had killed.

Against Classless, unarmed humans, they should have been able to easily defeat a force many, many times as large as their own. As it was, Ana hoped for the best and feared an absolute disaster. And if she was worried, how much worse must it be for the others?

She put on a confident mask, tried to calm her nerves, and did the exercises she’d been taught to mask her Connection.

There was a walkway all along the wall that passed over the gate. Ana took a deep breath to steady her nerves then handed her crossbow to Messy, who took it with a quizzical look. Then Ana took a running stride and leaped. Her Strength carried her almost the entire way up, and she only needed to boost herself the last two feet with her hands.

Outside, the enemy waited. She could see them moving at the edge of the forest, or surrounding the farms that still stood, including the dozens that circled the Servemel farm, their target. For some reason none came within bowshot of the outpost, which showed a disturbing level of control, but they’d have to worry about that once they were back inside the walls.

She turned and looked out across the assembled militia. Her troops. There was her Party, Petra’s squad minus the two volunteers—Braggie and Sadie were still in the Party, but they were too green to go out and had to content themselves with manning the gate. There was Tellak, giving Ana a small, confident smile. There was Simt with her Party—she was Level 20 now, thanks to a collection—and there was Wandak, looking up at her with religious devotion. And there were another six small Parties, all ready to follow her outside.

Every eye was on her. Every ear was waiting for her to speak.

“Don’t think of winning. Think of not losing!” Ana’s voice carried easily through the street, even without raising it. “One of my teachers, a man who taught unarmed combat, told me that. He told me that over and over. He told me that when I sparred, I was too focused on defeating my opponent. That I allowed myself to take hits I could have avoided just to land one of my own. That I could have won just as well without taking those hits, if I hadn’t been so desperate to prove myself. I want you all to keep that in mind today. Do not focus on winning. When we advance, we will do so in good order. When we return to the outpost, we will also do so in good order. When we fight, we will do so conservatively. We will rely on the advantage of our back line, our mages and ranged combatants. No one here has to prove themself—we are all new to this kind of fight. Every one of you is individually stronger than our enemies—we can afford to be careful. If they charge us, do not flinch. Rely on your strengths and on those of your friends, and do not hesitate to use them. Our enemies will want to hurt us. They will want to kill us. We must do the same. We will do the same. Because if we don’t, the innocent family trapped behind the walls of that farm will die.

“But they have held out this long. They can hold out another ten minutes, or another hour, however long we need to do this right. So long as we don’t break, we will advance. So long as we don't lose, we will win!”

Ana raised her fist high, and her voice to a roar. “So focus on not losing. Are you ready?”

“Yeah!” the crowd roared back.

“Are you ready!?”

“Yeah!”

“Open the gates! We’re moving out!”

The Wayfarer’s laughter rang through Ana’s head, along with five words, electric with approval. Not bad for a newbie!

Ana dropped back down to the street and joined her group, receiving a quick peck on the cheek from a grinning Messy, whose always bright eyes were practically on fire. The gate opened, giving most of them their first view of the outside in over a week. Then, to set the tone of this whole operation, Ana started walking. She didn’t charge out. She walked, calmly but with her crossbow at the ready, and her Party followed her. When they reached their position, Dilmik, Denikla, and Trilgayeri, the group’s ranged firepower, joined her at the front of the group as the other Parties marched out. They formed themselves into a wedge pointing toward the Servemel farm, and then they started moving.

It was less than half a mile to the farm. With her Perception, Ana could easily pick out individual crazies, but they either hadn’t noticed or didn’t care about the approaching militia. That changed at about three hundred yards. First one, then two, then dozens of crazies turned their heads, and started moving.

Ana raised one fist. “Halt! Parties, form a line! Backliners, ready and hold!”

The militia moved to follow her commands. Not perfectly; there was some shuffling and bumping, but it went quick enough. Ana cocked her crossbow one handed, not even thinking about the heavy draw, and loaded one of the broadhead hunting bolts.

“Remember,” she shouted as she took aim. “Target according to your position. If you’re on the edge, target your edge. If you’re in the center, target your part of the center. They’re only human. They’re fragile. Don’t double up. And for the love of Gods, shoot to kill! Now, hold! Hold! Fire at will!”

Ana’s first bolt missed. She hadn’t practiced since returning with Rayni. With the stock against her shoulder, Ana reloaded and fired again. This time her target stumbled and fell. Beside her Dilmik fired arrow after arrow with a look of absolute terror on her face, and Ana could tell that she was shooting high. Next to her, Denikla Channeled ambient mana, aligning it with Fire and Lightning and Shaping it into marbles of incandescent plasma. Deni didn’t aim high or low. Each time she cast, a purple streak burned itself into Ana’s vision, and one of the incoming crazies flared into a stumbling torch and died. But her bolts were expensive, and she was already flagging.

Too many of the backliners were like Denikla, unconsciously shooting to miss. The incoming crazies were going down, but not quickly enough. In a few seconds more, they’d reach the militia.

Ana gave the command. “Ready for melee! Ready for melee!”

All along the line, ranged combatants fell back and dropped bows and crossbows to ready spears, which they lowered past the frontliners who took their places. At the same time, supporting casters like Sendra turned the ground in front of the militia into a quagmire of mud, ice, cracked ground, and grasping vines, while down the line a fast-moving wedge shimmered away from Simt’s position, hitting a swath of crazies at knee level and taking the legs out from under many.

Crazies fell, got stuck, and were trampled. Those who made it through faced spears and shields and other arms, and while far too many of Ana’s troops hesitated, the crazies were so broken up that it didn’t matter. For every two defenders who hesitated, one didn’t. Instead of as an overwhelming mass, the crazies came through the difficult terrain in ones, twos, or small clumps, and that was how they died.

Ana’s bonuses had activated almost as soon as the crazies were in crossbow range. She didn’t actually need them until one of the crazies tripped at the last second, unwittingly dodging under the waiting spears. She was an Asian woman with a platinum-blonde dye job much like Ana’s, in a pink sports top and yoga pants combo, and at the height she came in, Ana didn’t bother with her hammer. A firm stomping kick to the head stopped the crazy literally dead in her tracks, shattering her cervical spine a fraction of a second before Messy’s sword came down and sliced through her throat.

Ana hadn’t felt herself absorb any hits, and her confidence grew. She hoped that she wouldn’t have to; she had no idea how that would work with the infection.

“No notifications,” Messy said next to her, her voice hollow, and Ana heard similar observations down the line as her bonuses dropped, marking the end of combat. “I killed her, and no notification. Like I’d killed an animal or an insect.”

Ana squeezed Messy's shoulder, just to show that she was there. She’d have to follow up on that later. There was no time now. “Support casters, clear the terrain,” she ordered, and the mud and cracks and vines smoothed out. “Everyone, form up!”

They finished off the last crazies. Those were the ones who’d been stuck, and once free, they threw themselves at the line, not caring how badly outnumbered they were. Then the militia gathered their discarded equipment and advanced. Some of their number needed to be comforted and encouraged, but no one had broken. No one fled or refused to go on.

They made it fifty yards before the whole affair repeated, and then they were in range of the farm, and opened fire on the remaining crazies who hadn't moved.

Wandak’s voice split the air, over the twangs of bowstrings and the whines, cracks, and roars of long-range magic attacks. “From the south! Hundreds of them from the south!”

Ana fired, then turned her head to look as she reloaded. In the distance a carpet of crazies rolled toward them. They only had minutes. They had to move fast.

Ana made a decision. She dropped her crossbow, readied her hammer, and strode out in front, turning to face her troops.

“Melee fighters, with me. Everyone else, back to the outpost and man the wall. We’re finishing this! Move! Move!”

With that, Ana turned and set off toward the Servemel farm. A third of her militia came with her, and she reduced her speed to let them keep up. The last of the crazies surrounding the farm came around from the far side and sped to meet them.

The moment Ana saw them, she commanded, “Halt! Halt! Form up. Shields front, spears behind.” The charging mass skidded to a stop, milling about and getting into formation just moments before the enemy made contact.

When the crazies hit the line, it wasn’t so much a crashing wave as a patter. It was ridiculous, really. Even without support mages to mess up the terrain, they outnumbered the remaining crazies three to one. The crazies hit, and they bounced, and they were cut, hacked, and skewered.

“Finish off any that will bleed out!” Ana commanded. “Any that will survive, bind and gag them! We’re taking prisoners! Tellak?”

“On it!” the pale woman replied, fishing out coils of rope and prepared gags from a pack.

The prisoners were for Touanne. They just had to convince her to use them.

Ana didn’t even stop to look. She’d trust Tellak to get it done. Instead she gave her hammer and her shield to Messy and ran at the wall surrounding the farm. She leaped up it, getting her hands over the top and heaving herself up to look inside. Half a dozen frightened faces met her.

“We’ve cleared the crazies,” Ana told them without preamble. “More are coming. You have one minute. Out the gate now! Now! Move!”

The people of the farm went from fearful confusion to a scramble for the gate in moments. One of them, a woman in her early twenties, was heavily pregnant. She wasn’t likely to be able to run far—or anywhere, really—but they’d planned for that.

Ana dropped down and looked around, finally finding the man she was looking for. “Wandak! Take your Party and meet the farmers at the gate. We’re going to need you, just like we thought.”

“On it, Chosen!” Wandak replied immediately, taking his four remaining fighters around to the gate. When they returned, it was in the company of the frightened farmers, who were carrying whatever they’d been able to grab. Except for the pregnant young woman, of course, who was cradled in Wandak the Swordsman’s arms.

“I prayed!” the woman said, turning her tear-streaked face to Ana. “I prayed to the Mother, and you came for us!”

“Damn right we did,” Ana said with a tight smile. “But if anyone, it was the Wayfarer who sent us.” Then she looked at the rest of the rescuers and barked, “No time to dawdle! You see those rabid bastards in the south? They want your blood! Get to the outpost! Wandak, I leave our VIPs to you.” She took her arms back from Messy, then turned to Tellak. “Are the prisoners secured?”

“Yes, Chosen!” Beside her were two crazies, one in a filthy professional skirt and blazer combo and the other in an Adidas tracksuit. They were both solidly tied up and gagged, each with a couple of spears tied along their back for ease of transport.

“Good job. Let’s get them back to Touanne. Everyone else, anyone not carrying a pregnant woman or a trussed up zombie, we’re staying behind the others, and we’re staying close. Is anybody hurt?”

“Not a fucking scratch, Chosen!” someone called to a chorus of agreement.

Ana had seen too many zombie movies to trust that. They’d all have to check each other once they were safe, but she wasn’t going to bring that up now. “Fucking brilliant! We’re almost home safe. Go!”

They set off. The wave of crazies was still well over a minute out, and they only had less than half a mile to go to the outpost. Everything was going—

“Ana! Ana!”

The shout was just at the edge of Ana’s exceedingly sensitive hearing, so faint that Ana might have thought that she’d imagined it. As she ran, she turned her head, and then it came again. Unmistakable, and from the west.

“Keep going,” she barked at Messy, who was right next to her, and stopped. She looked back. There, a third of a mile out, a lone figure was sprinting for all she was worth.

“Ana! Gods’ mercy, Ana, don’t leave me!”

“Ray,” Ana whispered to herself. She recognized the voice, and when she squinted, she thought she could recognize the woman. She cupped her mouth with her hands, making herself as loud as she could. “Ray! There are more coming! Run! Run!”

Ray wouldn’t make it. Ana could see it. It was cold, objective math. Ray was running fast. At the pace she was going, she’d reach the gate faster than the crazies. But there was no way she could keep that pace up, not over the remaining quarter mile. She was sprinting; the crazies weren’t. She’d slow, and the crazies would get to the gate before her or catch her on the way.

Ray wouldn’t make it. Not without help.


Chapter eleven


Ana looked toward her troops. Her students. They were closing in on the gate, well ahead of the crazies. They’d be fine.

Turning back wasn't even a conscious decision. As she started her sprint to intercept Ray, she left her Party. She needed to be able to invite Ray, and Petra led the Party she was already in. She noted in passing that Messy went with her when she left. The others would feel the loss the Attribute bonuses she provided, but they were only seconds from safety. They’d be fine.

She had no idea what the range was to join a Party, so she simply started spamming invitations as she ran, not sure what she was doing but trusting the System to be intuitive enough.

Nothing.

Nothing.

Nothing.

You have invited Rayni, Huntress (13), to join your Party.
Rayni, Huntress (13), has joined your Party.


Even from a hundred yards out, Ana could see when the bonuses hit her friend. Rayni stumbled from the surprise of it, but she recovered gracefully, probably thanks to a high Agility. When she looked up there was a flash of teeth; Ana imagined she must have just felt Indefatigable kick in, making fatigue future-Ray’s problem.

They met about three seconds later. Ray didn’t even slow down; there was just a nod and a passing, gasping, “Thank you!”

The turf tore under Ana’s boots as she reversed course, soon catching up to Rayni. Her eyes were on the crazies in the south. They were still coming fast. This was going to be tight.

Really tight.

The shouts of encouragement from the walls and those waiting at the gate suddenly got louder and more frantic. Ana saw some of the crazies tearing ahead of the horde, lean and muscular and much too fast. Arrows, bolts and spells sliced through the air from the walls; the shots were at long range, but some still found their mark. Not enough. The ground turned into a frozen, grasping marsh, as far south and west as the support casters could manage. Not far enough.

They wouldn't make it.

Ana learned something useful, at least. The moment that the crazies got within a hundred and ten yards of them, the range of her Danger Sense, was also when her bonuses kicked in. They’d been off and on since the first fight, only minutes ago, but every time was just as intoxicating.

The last of the militia vanished through the gate, and closing and barring it would take time. But they’d planned for that.

“Close the gates!” Ana roared as she ran. “Close the gates now! Ray, to the right! Rope ladders!”

Then Ana turned south, to the dismayed cries of the watchers on the wall. But they didn't see what Ana saw. At the speed and angle they were going, the crazies were going to intercept them. They were going to intercept Ray. That was unacceptable. Ana wasn't going to allow anyone to get hurt. Not one person.

She was going to make sure that the only one at risk was herself. And she was not going to let them touch her.

When Ana hit the first of the crazies, a big, muscular guy, she did so with something closer to a hurdle jump than a flying kick. Ana wasn't big. She wasn't heavy. She might have bounced off. But mass was only half of the equation, she remembered that much. The other half was speed, and at an Effective Strength of over 50, no human who ever lived on Earth could have dreamed of matching her sprint. She must have been doing ninety when her booted heel struck the man in the forehead. She continued over him; his upper body tried to go with her, as his lower half tried to continue forward. The combined effect was that he stopped and spun, flipping backward before landing, twitching, in the grass.

The impact threw Ana into a horizontal spin, but between an Agility of almost 60 and her Combat Acrobatics Perk, she landed fighting. She used the momentum, lashing out with the axe-head of her weapon and taking her next opponent’s forward leg off at the knee, tearing as much as she cut. With the force of her blow the weapon barely slowed, and she danced out of their way. Then the clump of forerunners were on her, throwing themselves at her to tear her apart. But Ana wasn't some hapless victim in a zombie movie. She was a terrier in a rat pit.

With hammer-axe and shield, with feet, knees and elbows, Ana cut loose. She stopped worrying about appearances and about doing the right thing. She just fought.

There had been a little voice in her head the past weeks, ever since the Delve, asking one simple question. It wondered just what she, with her massively enhanced Attributes, was capable of. She’d wondered just what she was. Now she found out.

Against mere humans, no matter how twisted, Ana was death.

The crazies did not come one by one. They fell on her, two dozen against one, and Ana danced among them. With Endurance, she did not tire. With Perception she saw every detail and heard every movement behind or beside her. With Acuity she kept track of it all, and Agility made sure that wherever teeth, clawing nails, milky-blue crystals, or simply the press of bodies was, she was not. With Dexterity, her every blow was sure. With Strength, those blows didn't merely kill; they destroyed. Joints were pulverized, bones splintered, organs pulped. Limbs flew. Blood rained.

Ana maneuvered so she was facing north, and a quick look showed Rayni close to the palisade. Good. A tall skinny woman came at Ana from the right. Ana pulled her axe from the skull of the man in front of her, used his bent knee as a stepping stone, and smashed her buckler into the woman’s face as she flipped backward over someone trying to grab her. The entire front of the woman's head simply crumpled with a wet crunch. As she passed above the attacker from behind, her leg snapped out, shattering the back of his skull and sending him tumbling forward to trip up yet another of the crazies. She fought with absolute focus, and she couldn’t be touched.

Ana fought on like that for what felt like minutes but could only have been seconds. Then she stood in a small field of bodies, the stench of blood heavy on the air. The closest standing opponents were twenty yards away, arrows and flashes of fire and lightning raining down among them.

Ana had some space, so she turned and ran.

Rayni was vaulting over the top of the wall. There was no reason for Ana to stay any longer, and the horde was coming. So she ran. She ran so hard and fast that she heard the air tear around her, right toward the wall and the sharpened stakes. Faces gawped down at her as she seemingly tried to impale herself, but fifteen feet out she dropped her weapon and shield and pushed off, leaping above the stakes and slamming into the palisade hard enough that Rayni, waiting for her, swayed on her feet. The impact was enough to rattle even Ana’s teeth, and she would have bounced off and down if not for her Unbreakable Grip on the rope ladder. As it was, she shook her head once, then scaled the few feet to the top.

She hauled herself over and onto the walkway behind it, landing on her back to the sound of her own name being cheered. Her bonuses faded and fatigue set in as Indefatigable wore off, but she was alive. Everyone was alive. Rayni knelt beside her, taking heaving breaths and looking like she might hug Ana but was holding back. Then Sendra appeared behind Rayni saying, “Ana, hold your breath, would you?” and cold wetness started traveling up and down her limbs before finally reaching her face. She just let it happen. She was too tired and too high on adrenaline to protest or try to defend herself against the watery assault. Instead she checked the bunch of notifications that she’d been ignoring. She may not get any notifications for killing crazies, but she’d been using her Skills more intensely for those—What? Ten minutes? Less?—than any time before.

Congratulations! Your Skill Command has improved to Level 5! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Minor). You have gained the Perk Lead From the Front.
Lead From the Front: You are not one to sit back in safety as others risk their lives, carrying out your commands. You’re right there in the thick with them, and your presence is a source of strength and confidence. When leading others directly in combat, your Charisma Multiplier is counted as 1 Step higher, and everyone under your command counts their Willpower Multiplier as 1 Step higher as long as they can see or hear you. Values increase with Command Skill Level.
Congratulations! You have completed the Achievement Commander II! 5 cumulative Advancement Points awarded.
Commander I: Command at least 20 individuals at one time in battle.
Commander II: Command at least 50 individuals at one time in battle.
Congratulations! You have learned the Skill Blunt Weapons! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Lesser).
Blunt Weapons: Improved ability per Level when attacking or defending with blunt weapons.
Congratulations! Your Skill Axes has improved to Level 3! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Minor).
Congratulations! Your Skill Shields has improved to Level 3! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Minor).
Congratulations! Your Skill Defense has improved to Level 3! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Minor).
Congratulations! Your Skill Unarmed Combat has improved to Level 7! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Medium).
Congratulations! You have completed the Achievement Death Dealer I! 2 Advancement Points awarded.
Death Dealer I: Kill no less than 20 sapients.


Wow. That was . . . Wow. Some Advancement Points, a bunch of Crystals, and a Perk that should prove damned useful in the coming days. She felt a little conflicted about that last Achievement, but Points were Points, and she couldn’t afford to be picky about where they came from.

When Sendra’s ball of water had done its job, cleaning Ana the best it could, Ray straddled her, grabbed her by the collar and pulled her up into a fierce, seated hug.

“Thank you!” Ray said, low enough that only Ana had a chance of hearing it, then sniffled. “Thank you so much. And I’m sorry. So fucking sorry for putting you in danger like that. I watched you from the tree line, and the . . . whatever they are—people?—between me and the outpost all moved away southward, and I just had to take my chance. I hadn’t realized how close that swarm was. They would have got me if you hadn’t—”

Ana hugged her back. It seemed like the thing to do. “It’s alright, Ray. It’s fine. I’m fine. And you’re here.”

“Gods beyond, Ana, I’ve been so scared. There’re so many of them out there. Demons too. It’s—It’s bad.”

“I see that you hit Level 13 though. Well done!”

Rayni pulled back a little so they could see each other, and smiled. “Oh yeah! I—”

“Angel!”

Messy’s frantic cry was accompanied by quick footsteps that Ana could feel through the walkway. Then, there she was. She didn’t so much push Rayni away from Ana as squeeze in between the two, using herself as a wedge to pry them apart until she sat in Ana’s lap. She grabbed Ana’s face in both hands, her vivid amber eyes locking on Ana’s own, and there was a storm of emotion there. Raw anger and fear, joy and relief, sheer amazement, more than a little lust and a silent plea for permission. “Fucking hell, Ana, what was that? What were you thinking? What did you—”

The moment that Ana nodded, her eyes telling Messy that it was okay, Messy interrupted herself by pressing her lips to Ana’s, a hot, hard, and desperate kiss that Ana couldn’t do anything but return. Ana understood. God, she understood. She felt so alive. She wanted to howl her victory, to celebrate, to show this small, contained world what they’d accomplished. Messy wanted the same. She had a different way of expressing it, but Ana was not going to deny her, not in this, of all moments.

After an indeterminate amount of time they broke apart, staring at each other again over the sound of both of them breathing heavily.

“So,” Rayni said, awkwardly filling the silence. “I guess that dinner date I set you up on worked out?”

Messy’s eyes widened, and she twisted halfway around, looking up. “Oh! Oh gods, Rayni, I’m so sorry! And I’m so glad you’re alright! Here!” She twisted around and pulled Rayni into a short awkward hug. “Ana said that you were still alive out there, but with the crazies—”

“Aw, shit,” Ana groaned. “The crazies!” She listened, but couldn’t hear the angry, feral voices of the horde anywhere close. Only a faint thunder of a multitude of feet in the distance. “What happened to them?”

“They turned around once you crested the wall,” Sendra said, looking and sounding extremely embarrassed. “The archers have been picking them off, but they got out of range while you were”—she waved her hand at Messy and Ana—“busy.”

Ana became suddenly very aware of the fact that Messy was straddling her, and how closely they were pressed to each other. She decided that she didn’t care, wrapping an arm around Messy’s waist to keep her in place and pull her even closer. “So it’s over? For now?”

“Looks like.”

Ana wrapped her other arm around Messy, but this time it was more to keep herself upright as she allowed herself to melt into her girlfriend. “Good. Good. That means that we can rest. And we’ll need it. We’re doing the same thing again tomorrow.”

“I—” Messy swallowed hard, and as she whispered, her voice broke. “I don’t know if I can.”

Yeah. That was no surprise. Messy’s voice had been so empty out there, after the first fight, when she remarked on how they didn’t even get a System message for killing the crazies. “Like we’re killing animals,” she’d said, or something like it. She’d fought on, but it had been mechanical. Disconnected.

“It’s okay,” Ana whispered back. “You don’t have to. But you did good out there. You were brave, and you didn’t hesitate, or hold back. So sleep on it, okay? And if you don’t want to go out again, I won’t ask you to. I won’t think any less of you, and I won’t want to be with you any less because you’re not a killer. Alright?”

“Alright,” Messy whispered. It was the kind of alright people used when they didn’t believe someone but didn’t want to argue.

“I mean it, Mess.” Ana stroked her girlfriend’s braids gently. “This, whatever we have between us, it has nothing to do with that. There’s nothing shameful about not being willing or able to kill. It doesn’t make you weak or a coward or anything like that. I won’t pretend that we don’t need you, but I’d rather have you helping in here, feeling like you’re being useful and making a difference, than have you be miserable and hating yourself out there.”

“You’d be wasting a Party slot,” Messy protested. “I’d just be taking up space.”

“No. Having you in my Party will never be a waste. You have no idea how much peace of mind it gives me to know that you’re safe. It lets me focus on other things, okay? Don’t worry about that.”

Messy didn't say anything. She just nodded into Ana’s neck.

By the time they got up, the high was gone and the adrenaline crash was setting in. Getting off the wall was a chore. The base of the steep stairs was crowded with cheering, chattering, or merely gawking people, militia and curious bystanders alike, and as much as Ana wanted to just shove them aside and go hide somewhere, that was not an option.

Well, technically it was. She had more than enough strength, speed, and agility to disappear if she wanted to. It just wouldn't do anyone any good in the long run. So instead she had to wear her most sociable mask and spend time smiling, clasping hands, exchanging words of celebration and a hundred other things with everyone in her way. All the while, Messy clung to her, refusing to let go. Ana took the opportunity to look around for Tellak and the captives, but they were nowhere to be seen. Tellak, stable and dependable as she was, had probably headed straight to the cells under the guardhouse, where they’d be keeping their captured crazies.

When Ana had finally made it to the other side of the crowd—and thank Gods that people had the sense not to swarm around her, so that there was an other side—she turned and addressed them. “Alright. Everyone who went out there, great job! We won! We gods-damn won! But most importantly, we didn’t lose! No one died. Not one of us took a serious wound. But every one of you has fought before, and you know that when you’re stuck in, when your blood is hot and full of fury, it’s easy to miss little scrapes. I want you to find a partner or two, people you’re very comfortable with, and check each other head to toe. Just in case anyone got scratched or anything. If you did, you need to get to Mistress Touanne, the midwife, so that she can check you out. Alright?”

There was a mass of uh-huhs and ayes and yes, Chosens.

“Good. Look each other over. Talk to each other. I know today was hard; you’ll need to put it in perspective. Then tend to your gear. Tomorrow we do it all over again, with the Vestel farm, and the Doren farm in the afternoon, if we can. We’re not abandoning anyone. Are you with me?”

This time the crowd roared. “Yes, Chosen!”

“Then I’ll see you at the yard tomorrow. Anybody who wasn’t fighting but still wants to help, we need people watching those bodies. I know it’s awful, but we can’t risk going out to burn them. We’ve got a field full of bodies ripe for possession, and we need to know how many new revenants we’ll have to deal with in the future.”

“I’ll set something up, don’t you worry, girl!” Sadie said from the front of the crowd. There was a definite smirk on the Courtesan’s face, and a glint in her eye as she looked at Ana and Messy.

“Then, thank you all! You did good out there this morning.”

Ana leaned into Messy and whispered, “Bathhouse?”

“Yeah. I’d like that,” Messy whispered back. Her voice was a little stronger, with a little more life and color to it than just earlier, on the wall. A little husky, even. And, Ana noticed, she was getting increasingly touchy.

Oh, she thought as she connected the dots. Oh! Was she okay with this? A few seconds of self-reflection, and listening to Messy's excited breathing and rapid heartbeat, told her that she was.

In her room at Petra's, when they stopped to grab some fresh clothes for both of them, Messy pushed Ana up against the wall and kissed her until they were both breathless before dragging her out the door. As they washed each other before getting in the baths proper, Messy was very thorough. Her touches slowly changed from cleaning to caressing, though her hands never wandered anywhere Ana hadn't allowed them before. It was cute, really, how careful she was. It was like Messy was holding back as hard as she could, so that she wouldn't spook her asexual girlfriend.

Messy’s will finally broke after they'd sat in the hot water of the pool for a while. Several other women had trickled in, many of them militia members. They'd all chatted, making inane small talk about what to do for their midday meal and completely avoiding the day’s successful mission. Messy had been a fidgety mess the whole time. It was getting to the point that Ana was getting frustrated, wondering if her girlfriend would work up the courage to just ask or if she should do it herself, when Messy made a move.

It was slow, careful, simple, and completely unexpected. Giving Ana plenty of time to say or do something if she wasn't comfortable, Messy shifted, leaned in, and pressed herself against Ana, then gently turned Ana’s head so she could kiss her. It was all soft lips, hard nipples, and smooth, naked skin, and not a word spoken.

Ana gently broke the kiss. She smiled at Messy's worried expression then leaned in so that her hand rested on Messy’s waist, and her mouth by her ear.

“Mess?” she whispered.

“Yeah?” Messy's voice trembled.

“I told you, at the start of all this, that I don't hate sex.”

“Yeah?” Messy sounded really nervous now.

“But we're at the baths.”

Messy made a little choking sound and looked around at the dozen-and-a-half faces around the pool. Every one of them was either looking, or studiously not looking, at them.

“I—oh gods!” Messy laughed nervously, hiding her face in the crook of Ana’s neck and apparently hoping that if she couldn't see them, they couldn't see her.

Ana let her palm move just a hand’s breadth up and down Messy's side, as she looked through the steam at the other women, inviting someone, anyone, to say a single goddamn thing to embarrass her girlfriend worse than she’d managed herself. Then she turned back and murmured, “Do you want to continue at home?”

Messy couldn’t get out of there fast enough.


Chapter twelve


Ana had woken up with Messy wrapped around her a few times by now. Waking up naked, with an equally naked Messy draped across her, in the middle of the day and after a post-coital nap? That was an entirely new, entirely pleasant experience, and she pulled Messy closer as she relaxed back into the pillow.

Messy, still sleeping, gave off a contented little sigh. She looked so sweet and innocent, sleeping there. A complete contrast to . . . Ana didn’t know how long had passed, but before they fell asleep, anyway.

The cheers, jeers, and dirty looks that had followed them out of the bathhouse had done nothing to cool Messy down, nor had the cross-town walk. Once they got through the door, she’d made sure one last nervous time that by continue at home Ana had indeed meant getting naked and sweaty together. After that there had been nothing careful or timid about her.

Her girlfriend, Ana discovered, liked to take charge. She was very considerate too. Ana didn't know if there was a word for the polar opposite of a pillow princess, but Messy was it. It had been, to put it mildly, pleasurable.

The fact that she liked Messy as much as she did was probably a big part of that.

No matter how good it had been, though, Ana felt weird. She always did after sex. There was a disconnect between the concept and the act that she'd never gotten over. The idea did nothing for her; thinking about it didn't make her excited. It wasn’t something that she thought about much at all—not in a participatory sense. She could go the rest of her life without ever sleeping with anyone again, and she doubted that she’d miss it. Even today she hadn’t been excited about the sex itself; she’d been excited by Messy’s excitement, about the idea of getting closer to her and making her feel good, happy, and satisfied. Of binding Messy closer to herself, making her less likely to leave, if Ana were to be brutally honest with herself. But when things actually happened, when she let herself relax the right way to get her body responding, and once hands and lips were going places they usually wouldn't, she enjoyed it. With the right person, like just now, she enjoyed it a whole lot. And then it was over, and the indifference came back.

Even now, with Messy pressing close, soft, warm, and naked, sex was only indirectly on Ana’s mind. Instead she was thinking about the things Messy had said, in grunts and purrs and hot, heavy breaths, once lust turned her brain to mush. About how hot Ana had been commanding the militia, when she threw caution to the wind to rescue Ray, and especially when she was tearing through all those crazies on her own. Those confessions would probably have disturbed anyone else; objectively, it didn’t sound entirely healthy. But Ana wasn’t bothered. Her guess was that Messy liked to know that Ana could protect her. Messy was capable herself, but she’d told Ana more than once how safe she made her feel.

Interesting how it went both ways. Despite her Skills and her Attributes, Ana never felt as safe as she did right where she was in that moment: in Messy's arms.

But more than any of that, she thought about what Messy had said after. When they’d cleaned up and wrapped themselves around each other under the blankets, and Messy was half asleep. Ana could still hear the words, and she replayed those few seconds again and again, when Messy had kissed her temple and whispered, “I love you, Angel.”

Ana didn’t know what to do with that. Nobody had ever told her those words before and meant them. At least not that she could remember, and certainly not romantically. She was pretty sure that this was . . . fast—that the L-word didn’t usually come out after only knowing each other for three weeks and being involved for just over one. She was also pretty sure that she didn’t care if it was. She wasn’t going anywhere, and she hoped that Messy wasn’t either. The elfin woman, with her gentle touches, her soothing songs, and her bright amber eyes that looked at Ana with so much wonder and affection, had quickly and effectively established herself as the primary source of safety and comfort in Ana’s life. If Ana had her way, that would never change.

Was that love? Ana didn’t know. But she was beginning to suspect that if she were to lose Messy, it would hurt her in a way that she’d never been hurt before.

“Hey, Mess,” she murmured, caught between her responsibilities and wanting to stay just like they were for the rest of time, just soaking in Messy’s presence. “We need to get up, Mess.”

“Mrrmh, no,” Messy grumbled, wiggling herself in closer and tightening her grip.

“Yes,” Ana giggled, and was instantly horrified with herself. Ana didn’t giggle. Stacy giggled, when strategically appropriate. Then Messy murmured, “Cute,” and kissed her on the corner of the mouth, and Ana decided that maybe a giggle every now and then wasn’t so bad.

“You don’t regret it, do you?” Messy whispered a few seconds later. Her eyes were half open and looking at Ana, her brows slightly knotted.

“Regret it?” Ana asked. She stroked Messy’s neck, down over one shoulder blade and farther down until her hand came to rest on the swell of a hip. “You mean this? The sex?”

Messy nodded, just a tiny, anxious movement of her head.

“No, Mess. I don’t regret it. It was great. And even if you hadn’t made me feel as good as you did, the way you enjoyed yourself would have made it worth it anyway.” She leaned in and kissed the crease between Messy’s brows until it relaxed under her lips. “Why would you think that?”

“You don’t—you said that you don’t like it.”

“Oh. Oh, Mess, no. I don’t pursue sex. I don’t have a—do you know what a sex drive is? Libido?”

“Desire?”

“Pretty much, I guess. Yeah. I don’t have that. But I enjoy it, okay? I slept with you because I wanted to. Because you were so excited, and I wanted to be a part of that. And I’ll want to do it again, after how you made me feel, so don’t worry about that either.”

There was a glimmer in Messy’s eyes at that, a hint of husky excitement in her voice. “Yeah?”

“Yeah,” Ana laughed. “You just have to be clear with me when you want it, alright?”

Messy leaned in, her lips finding Ana’s ear and starting to work their way down her neck. “Clear like this?”

With another giggle, Ana gently pushed her away. “Clear like that, yeah. But sadly, I need to go see Tellak and Touanne, and the other officers. There’s still a lot to deal with after our mission today.”

Messy groaned and pouted for a second before relenting.

“Would you come? I’d feel better having you with me.”

“Oh? Yeah, sure! I’ll just need to talk to Master Renvi on the way.”

“Thank you,” Ana said, kissing her on the forehead.
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It took some time before they finally managed to get dressed and leave the apartment. Ana really did feel better about having Messy along. It wasn’t that anything in particular made her uncomfortable, but Messy was a steadying presence. Ana did feel a little guilty about keeping her away from her work at the jeweler’s, but there were times when it was acceptable to be selfish. With the responsibility Ana had suddenly found on her shoulders, everyone, Messy and Renvi included, were better off with Ana calm and steady. Diamonds were forever; they could damn well wait until things calmed down.

They grabbed some food on their way through the square, but at Touanne’s shop the door was locked, and there was no answer when they rang the bell. Ana couldn’t hear anything at the windows either. It wasn’t hard to guess where the Healer might be, though, and sure enough, Ana and Messy found Tellak at the guardhouse. There an orderly queue of people, all of whom had participated in the mission, waited their turn to be admitted to a small room where Touanne was treating them for small cuts and scrapes they’d picked up during the morning’s action.

“Where’s Jancia?” Ana asked, and Tellak gestured toward the stairs.

“Downstairs, in one of the cells. She’s calm today, but we couldn’t leave her alone at the shop. All these people will be joining her, at least for the night. Just as a precaution.”

“And they’re okay with that?” Ana asked in a low voice.

Simt, the Kineticist officer, was among the people waiting. She must have had an excellent Perception, or naturally good hearing, because she answered for Tellak. “We all understand the reason, Ana. We know what happened with Jay and seeing her today probably convinced anyone who wasn’t already.” There were some murmurs of agreement from the queue. “Nobody wants to go to sleep at home and wake up trying to claw their friend’s or lover’s eyes out, do they?”

“So what happened to you?” Ana asked.

Simt shrugged. “One of the bastards fell on me. I took his legs out, and he scratched mine. Not bad. Would have had it looked at right away, but I didn’t even feel it until I was washing off. I won’t lie; I’m damned scared. Like I said, we all know what happened with Jay. With her Connection, and all. I’m putting my trust to luck, and to our dear midwife.”

On cue, Touanne came out with a themion man—Rill, or something like that. He was a Hordebreaker, Level 16, and Ana had seen him that morning doing some brutally effective work with a longsword. She hoped that he’d be fine; he was just the kind of person they needed, both willing and able to do what was necessary against masses of weak enemies.

As Tellak led the man away toward the cells, Touanne scanned the line. “Oh hello,” she said on seeing Ana and Messy. She sounded tired. “Did you want something? Is either of you hurt?”

“No, we’re both fine,” Ana said. “But we’d like to talk for a moment, if you can.”

“A good excuse to take a break would be welcome,” Touanne admitted before raising her voice slightly. “Everyone, I will take a short pause to catch my breath and speak to Miss Anastasia and Miss Mestendi. Please don’t go far, and always stay in the company of someone who is uninjured. Now,” she said, turning back to Ana and Messy and gesturing toward the door. “Please.”

The small room looked like it was used for interviews or interrogations. It had a hook in the ceiling, possibly for a lamp, a large window, a table, and two chairs. That was it. Once Ana had closed the door behind them, Touanne looked despondently at the two chairs and tried to offer both to Ana and Messy.

“Not happening,” Ana said. “Sit. You too, Mess.”

Messy looked at her then smiled and shook her head. “Just . . .” she said under her breath then slid past Ana and out the door. She returned moments later with a third chair, which she placed next to the one Ana had offered her. “While I appreciate the treatment,” she said, sitting down and patting the one she’d just brought, “let’s be practical, shall we?”

“I must be distracted,” Ana said, sitting down. “Can’t imagine why.”

Touanne looked between the two of them then smiled tiredly. “As much as I’d love to just have a long, relaxed chat with the two of you, I don’t suppose that’s why you’re here. Ana? Your masking is coming along wonderfully, by the way.”

“Thanks. How bad were people hurt?”

“Nothing terrible. Anything obvious got dealt with as soon as you got back in. There are three other Life-mages here, you know? Lower Level, and not Healer Classed, but any Life-mage can learn to do some limited healing, and two of them were there. I’m taking care of unnoticed injuries, people who had to be badgered into seeking help, doing some extra checks on anyone who had an open wound healed . . .” She sighed. “Things like that.”

“No signs of . . .?”

“Not that we’ve seen. Might be it needs time to take root, and that early intervention prevents infection. We’ll need to keep an eye on them. Well, you talked to Tellak, I’m sure.”

“Yeah. Speaking of. Did Tellak talk to you about the prisoners?”

Touanne shrank in on herself slightly. “She did. And I understand the reasoning. I even admit that I will probably be forced to try to . . . make use of them, and soon. But it’s hard, you see? No matter how many excuses I make for myself, if I should . . .”

The Healer’s voice failed her, and she buried her face in her hands, resting her elbows on the table. Ana felt a spike of pure misery, strong enough to shake her, and they gave Touanne time as her shoulders shook. Before long she wiped her eyes, looking up again. “I can’t even say it. Thinking it is bad enough.”

“Touanne,” Messy asked gently, “whatever it is you need to test . . . can anyone do it? Does it need a deep devotion to the Craft of Life?”

“No. But it’s a complex ritual,” Touanne said, her voice heavy with resignation. “It’s not enough to get the runes right. You need a strong Connection to bind it together, and to be able to Channel a lot of mana into it, to drive it.”

“Okay. Does it have to be one person? Could two or more people working together do it?”

“Possibly? Where are you going with this?”

“Well . . . perhaps Ana and Tellak could do it? Would that be possible?”

“Ana?” Touanne became thoughtful. “Perhaps, but . . . I don’t mean to be dismissive, but—”

“But I’m an absolute beginner,” Ana said. “What’s needed? I’m willing to try, but if there’s any risk of me ruining everything, I’d rather not.”

“You know, I don’t think so,” Touanne said. “I don’t think there’s any risk of you causing any damage. You may cause the ritual to not work, but if it fails it will be because it was poorly constructed. You understand the difference?”

“Sure, yeah. So if I fuck it up nothing will happen?”

“Not how I would have put it, perhaps, but yes. That’s right.”

“So what would I need to do?”

“You would need to read and understand the runes, push mana into them, and maintain the connection between the constructs as they form while Tellak activates them. It’s quite different from regular Shaping; all of the construction language is in the ritual itself. If you can learn the runes . . . yes. It could perhaps work.”

“I’m willing to start whenever you have time,” Ana said. “But I guess you’ll be busy here for a while?”

“Well, yes, but my notes . . .” Touanne picked up a bag that lay in the corner and took out the book that Ana had given her, along with another, slimmer volume. “Here,” Touanne said, pushing them both across the table. “The original book, and my annotated translations, with page references. You can start immediately, if you wish, and I’ll answer any questions you have once I finish here.”

“Oh,” Ana said, looking at the two books. She opened Touanne’s notes. They were . . . legible. Small and dense to the point that Ana blessed her high Perception, but legible. “Sure. I’ll . . . Mess? Shall we?”

“Actually, could I talk to Touanne a bit?” Messy said, turning to the Healer. “If you have time?”

“I’ll take the time,” Touanne said. She must have seen or heard something that Ana, for all her Perception, missed, because she smiled kindly and leaned across the table, placing her hand gently on Messy’s.

“Right. Yeah, I’ll be out there, then,” Ana said. She felt suddenly like she was intruding on something. “I’ll . . . yeah.”
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The book was surprisingly easy to read with Touanne's notes to help her, and with Tellak available to answer a question here and there. While Ana couldn't just read the text or the diagrams the way she could with whatever language it was she'd been speaking this past month, she did pick up both systems of writing with a speed that she herself could hardly believe. They weren't even simple either. It wasn't like English, where two or three letters together could be pronounced fifteen different ways, but the main language of the book had all kinds of little modifiers in different combinations, and as for the runes . . . they were like Chinese. There were hundreds of the things, sometimes combining to make new characters. And yet it was enough to read and understand a character a few times, and she knew it.

She’d learned Spanish and French quickly, sure, and had been making good progress on German and Italian, but this was something else.

She lost herself for a while, marveling at how easy it was, and didn't notice someone coming to join her until Messy pulled out the chair across the table.

Messy's eyes were red and puffy, her makeup smeared, but she was smiling.

“Hey,” Messy said, laying her hands across the table with a sniffle. Ana shoved the books aside and took them, looking back with concern.

“Hey. Are you alright?”

Messy looked down at their joined hands. “Yeah. Yeah, I am. I just needed to talk to Touanne about some things. About this morning, and . . .” She hesitated, then, “About you.”

“Nothing bad, I hope?”

“No, nothing bad,” Messy laughed, shaking her head. “Not at all. But . . . I don’t think that I’m cut out for fighting people. Demons, sure, but . . .”

“Okay.”

“Just like that? Okay?”

“Yeah.”

“You really meant what you said this morning?”

“Yeah. I’m not going to look down on you because you have all the compassion I don’t. Not you or anyone else.”

“Thank you. I knew you'd say that. I just needed to hear it. Um . . . do you think that you should talk to her too? You killed a lot of people out there. Crazy people trying to kill you, but . . .”

“Yeah. I did. And I probably should talk about it. But not now. There are people who need her help a whole lot more than I do, and I think she’ll need a break from all this after. And I still have a lot of people to talk to.”

“But you’ll talk to her?” Messy pressed.

Ana wasn't sure if it would help. Maybe it would. Maybe not. There was only one way to find out. Besides, it was important to Messy.

“I’ll talk to her. Once this is all over.”


Chapter thirteen


The group that met at the yard the next morning was smaller. Two-thirds of what it had been, at most. Ana could get exact numbers easily enough, but it wouldn't help. She focused on what she had, instead of what might have been.

There were two significant bright notes.

First, none of the dead crazies had risen as a revenant. It might only be a matter of time, but today’s rescue party wouldn’t have to deal with them, which was a serious relief. Second, not one of those who'd gotten scratched the previous day had shown any symptoms, and all but two of them were in the yard getting ready. The other two were still there, helping others with their gear. Ana had made it clear that no one was to think less of those who didn’t want to go out again. They were all volunteers; having gone out at all was a mark of pride and honor.

She didn’t mention that most of those who stayed behind were among the ones who’d shot to miss or hesitated to strike. The group that was going out now wouldn’t feel the loss too much.

While it didn’t compensate for the more than two dozen who were missing, they had two additions. One of the farmhands they’d rescued the day before knew how to wield an axe and had done so against the crazies as the Servemels retreated inside their walls. He’d killed and felt confident that he could do so again if he had to. They’d quickly found him arms and armor. The other, to the great delight of Ana’s Party, was Rayni. The Huntress had joined them all for a celebratory dinner, of course. She’d told them some of what she’d been through since getting stuck behind enemy lines, as it were, and had been carefully positive about joining them for the next farm rescue before she left to reconnect with some other acquaintances—all of whom were in the militia now, and most of whom had gone to rescue the Servemels. But it hadn't been for certain that she’d feel up to leaving the safety of the outpost again so soon, and seeing her gearing up and joining the Party had been a great morale booster.

She took Dilmik’s place. The tall woman had admitted with great embarrassment that she didn't think she could do it. Nobody had judged her for it, but Ana had silently agreed. Dil had consistently been shooting high, not hitting anything, and if she wasn't going to be contributing in a fight, Ana would rather have her safe and doing her job inside the wall. The same went for anyone else who was absent. Anyone who went with them today needed to be able to fight back, not just distract the crazies.

While the number of people going out was smaller, the level of support they received was even greater than the day before. For every one of Ana’s fighters, there were two people, militia or not, who’d come to help prepare. Or just as moral support, in the case of Mamtass the priest. As a result, everyone’s gear was in top shape. Every strap was tight, every edge sharp. Everyone was fed and watered, and despite the carnage that they’d faced the previous day, the mood was high and confident. There was nothing, Ana mused, that motivated people quite like a flawless victory.

Except perhaps impending doom, but she hoped that they’d never see if that were true.

“Listen up!” Ana clapped her hands. She had her confident-commander face on, though she wasn’t sure who that was yet. Stasia maybe? It was a little close to Stacy for comfort, but they were both socially confident and outgoing, just in different ways.

Yeah. Commander Stasia would do.

She removed her hammer-axe from her belt and held it high for all to see. “First, something personal. No one wants to tell me who exactly ran outside the wall to grab my stuff, or who cleaned it up and got the dings out of my buckler. So I’ll just thank all of you, together. I paid good money for these things, and I’d hate to lose them so soon.”

A wave of good-natured laughter went through the crowd at that. The small team of spear-wielders looked especially pleased with themselves, so they probably had something to do with Ana getting her arms back.

“With the most important thing out of the way, that leaves the minor issue of today’s first mission. We’re relieving the Vestel farm. We’re going out the dawnward gate, and then it’s the same general plan as yesterday. Advance, shoot as many as we can, prepare the ground as they charge, then repel and clean up. You all did a hell of a job yesterday. I expect no less today. If all goes well, and if we feel up to it, we’re doing the Doren farm this afternoon. That’s three out of the five farms still standing, rescued. And we’ll get them all. Right?”

“Right!” the crowd roared back.

“We’re the Bluesky Guild! We look after our own! Right?”

Ana didn’t know a damn thing about the guild she was a part of, other than the name and that it wasn’t too big, as guilds went, but the crowd loved it. “Right!”

“We’re not leaving anyone to their fate. We’re breaking the siege of the farm and we’re getting everyone in there to safety. And not one of us here will be left behind, even if things go to shit. Right?”

“Right!”

“Of course, right! Let’s go and bring our guildmates home!”

Her weapon held high, Ana turned and marched out of the yard into the street, continuing to the square. The crowd followed, with roars and cheers and stomping and the clamor of weapons drumming on shields.

“Angel,” Messy said almost in her ear after catching up. She may not be going out, but she was still there, helping Ana and the rest of her Party. “That was really something.”

Ana turned her head to face amber eyes burning in the depths of Messy’s heavy eyeliner, and a predatory grin that quickly faded. “You liked that? My speech?”

Messy’s voice was practically a purr. “Gods-damned right I liked that.”

“Is this you making it clear that you’re in the mood?”

Messy laughed nervously. “Sorry. I must look like . . . It’s not exactly the time, is it? You’re sort of busy.”

“Yeah. Not in the right headspace either. Sorry. Give me a couple of hours?”

“I can wait as long as you need. Just . . . Promise not to get hurt out there?”

“I promise.”

They formed up before the dawnward gate then moved out. Just like the previous day, people prepared rope ladders on the walls closest to the Vestel farm, in case they needed to retreat inside.

The previous day, only Rayni and Ana had needed those ladders. This time they weren’t necessary at all. The resistance was lighter, the reaction from the forest was slower, and those who went on the mission were more confident and more effective. There were still some scrapes. One man got bit on the arm when a clump of crazies made it through the grasping swamp all at once, but the thick leather of his jacket held, and he got away with some pretty bad but easily healed bruises. They returned to the outpost victorious, minutes before the crazies from the forest reached them. This time the crazies slowed, then turned as soon as the gate closed.

The mood inside was almost at a festival pitch as the rescued farmers reunited with their friends inside and heaped thanks on anyone close enough to hear.

“Wayfarer’s blessing on you, Miss Cole,” Vestel himself said, having pushed his way through the cheering crowd to thank Ana personally. “Though I’m told you’ve no need for it. That you already have it, and’ve been chosen. Seeing you today . . . We’ve prayed, you can believe that we did, and when we prayed to the Wayfarer, we all knew not to lose hope. To only hold out another day or two, and we’d be safe. And you delivered on her promise. Thank you, and thank everyone who followed you out there.”

“We’re all just glad we got to you in time. Hey, everyone!” Ana looked out across the crowd and raised her voice, and when she did, people stopped to listen. “We take care of our own. Right?”

“Right!” they cheered.

“We don’t leave anyone out in the cold, and we don’t leave anyone behind. Right?”

“Right!”

“Of course, right!”

Turning back to Vestel, she said, “If you want to pay it forward, and any of you can fight, we’re going back out this afternoon. The Dorens’ gate doesn’t look like it’ll hold for long. If not, take some time to recover until you find your footing.”

“I’ll let my people know,” Vestel promised. “I won’t force anyone, mind, but I won’t hold them back if they want to join you.”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way. Anyone with weapons Skills needs to report for militia duty, but everyone who’s gone out volunteered to do so.”

Vestel left, satisfied with that. Ana chose not to tell him about her long-term plans just yet. Let them settle in first, she figured, and catch their breaths. They’d find out soon enough.

Ana talked to the officers and anyone else who looked like they needed it. She let herself be the focus of a group prayer to the Wayfarer, which the goddess found extremely amusing, judging by the laughter echoing through Ana’s head afterward—at least the goddess apologized for laughing at her discomfort and doubled down on her promise to give any support she could. And she got herself cleaned up and took care of her gear to have it ready for the afternoon’s mission.

By the time she was done with that it was closing on midday, and people were getting hungry. Luckily the smell of food hung heavy in the air.

The square looked like one of the church barbecues Ana’s foster father had dragged her to. With well over a hundred people involved in the mission, some of the food vendors had apparently come together and decided that they’d do their part by feeding everyone. Food was simply available, served to anyone who asked, at no cost, though plenty of coins were pressed into the cooks’ hands regardless.

Ana ate—some kind of grains and chicken stir-fry, and one of those purple fruit slushies she’d taken a liking to. She talked to more people until she and Messy had both finished their meals. Then she dragged Messy off to Petra’s, locked them both in her small room, and let Commander Stasia fade away. She let herself just be Ana again and had a minor panic attack.

“They all expect me to get them out of this,” she said, curled up on the narrow bed with her head in Messy’s lap.

“I know,” Messy said calmly, stroking her hair.

“And it’s not—I have to. I have to!” Ana’s voice broke. “I have a literal goddess in my head telling me that we’ll all die if I don’t pull this off. You, me, everybody!”

“She wouldn’t have chosen you if she didn’t think you could do it.”

“She chose me because I was her only fucking choice,” Ana whispered.

Messy didn’t miss a beat. “And we were all so fucking lucky that you were.” She put her hand along Ana’s jaw and gently but firmly turned her head so they could look at each other. “You’ve done so well, Angel. In two days, you’ve turned the mood in this outpost around. Thanks to you, seventeen people are safe. And yeah, you didn’t do it alone, but it wouldn’t have happened if not for you. And you haven’t lost anyone. Nobody has even been seriously hurt—just scrapes and bruises. I know you don’t want to be a leader. I’m not saying that you have to continue being one once this is all over. But we’re so lucky to have you, for as long as you’ll have us.”

As long as you’ll have me. Ana could read the words as clear as day in Messy’s eyes. The worry and insecurity there. The fear of not being enough, of what they had being too good to be true. Of things ending when they’d barely begun.

“I’m not going anywhere,” she promised. “Even if I could, if there was anywhere I could go, I wouldn’t.”

“And that’s part of why I love you,” Messy whispered.

Ana looked into Messy’s eyes. The elfin woman had whispered those words once before, while drifting off to sleep, but now it was out there, in the open. She tucked an errant braid back behind her girl’s ear. “You’re okay with me not being able to say that back?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re sure? You deserve—”

“Angel. If being your favorite dress is the most I can hope for, it’s still so much more than I ever thought that I’d have. You make me happy, and you make me feel safe. Please don’t cheapen that by saying that you should do more.”

By the time they got back out to join the people gearing up for the afternoon’s mission, Ana was getting fully back into Stasia mode, the steady, confident commander that her troops needed. And as they approached the yard, the Wayfarer’s voice whispered through her mind, giving her the last push that she needed.

Listen to your lover, Anastasia. We are lucky to have you. Given a thousand to choose from, I still would have chosen you.

“You’re just saying that,” Ana said under her breath, but it still made her smile.

“Hmm?” Messy walking beside her looked at her curiously.

“Nothing. Just an invasive goddess trying to boost my confidence.”

“Is it working?” Messy and the goddess asked at the same time.

“Yes, dammit,” Ana snorted.

“What did she say?”

“She—” Ana felt her cheeks heat up, just a little. Should she be masking, just a little, even with Messy?

No, she decided. She had a person she could be completely honest with, and she liked it. Even if it was embarrassing sometimes. “All she said was that she would have chosen me, even if she had a lot of options.”

Messy chuckled. “And that got you all flustered?”

Ana let her silence speak for her and got a satisfied little hum in reply.

“What?”

“Oh,” Messy said coyly, “I’ve just had a suspicion confirmed. That’s all.”

“A suspicion?” Ana asked suspiciously. “What suspicion?”

Messy took two quick steps ahead and turned, stopping Ana with a gentle pressure on her shoulders. “You, Angel, crave attention. Not”—she continued quickly, cutting off Ana’s immediate denial—“just any attention. Not fame or to be in the center at all times. But you need people to see you. To care about you. Not to expect things from you, but to appreciate you and what you do.”

Ana worked her jaw, her lips starting to form a dozen denials and arguments, but nothing came out. When Messy wrapped her arms around her, pulling Ana’s head to her shoulder, Ana stopped trying.

“It’s okay to want people to like you for who you are, and not for what you can do for them,” Messy whispered. “Believe me, it took me long enough to understand that. Now, you have a small army to lead. And do you know what, Angel? They love you. They expect great things of you, yes, but they love you. They love you for getting them to do something, instead of just sitting around. They love you for making them part of rescuing the Servemels and the Vestels. They love you for giving them hope. And they want to show that. Please remember that when we get there, okay? They want you to save them, but they also want to give you their best.”

Ana gave her a squeeze. “Okay. Yeah. I’ll remember that.”

Messy was probably right about some things, Ana thought. It did feel good to be appreciated. Mr. Stamper had always made sure to let her know when he was happy with her performance, and it had felt good. Nic, too, had always thanked her when she went out of her way to accommodate him, or when she’d gotten him out of one scrape or another. It was one of the things that had made him tolerable; despite his flaws, he’d been an essentially decent guy.

She’d loved the cheers and the way people had called her name when they’d returned with the farmers. She couldn't honestly deny that. But sooner or later someone was going to get hurt or killed. Once they left the outpost, it was inevitable. What then? How long would that appreciation last once she’d led some of them to their deaths?

She sighed. Tomorrow’s headaches, she told herself. Those were tomorrow’s headaches.

Whenever Ana arrived at the yard she drew people’s attention, but usually they’d give her a nod or a friendly wave and keep doing whatever they’d been doing. This time, when she walked onto the sand, everyone stopped talking. They put down their tools and their gear, and they stood and turned to listen.

They looked at Ana like the sun shone out her ass. Was that appreciation? There was definitely hope in their eyes—hope and pride. Had she put those emotions there? Maybe. Did it feel good to see that hope and that pride? Yes. Immensely so.

What would happen once someone inevitably got hurt? She didn’t know. And she’d do her damndest to put that day off for as long as she could.

“Alright, you magnificent bastards!” She said it with a grin, trying to match the pride she saw in her troops with her voice. “Two down, three to go! Within the hour we’re going out the north gate to relieve the Doren farm. Tarmo, did you get that arm looked at?”

“Yes, Chosen!” The man who’d been bitten that morning held up a bare arm, showing faint bruises and nothing else. “Didn’t go through the leather, and Mistress Touanne took a look at it.”

“Glad to hear it. That’s the most serious injury we’ve seen so far. Let’s keep it that way, right?”

The crowd answered immediately. “Right!”

“We focus on not losing, right?”

“Right!”

“That is how we’ll win, right?”

“Right!”

“Of course, right! Now make any last adjustments and suit up. Move to the square when you’re ready. We form up when the yard is clear.”

Without further ceremony Ana went to join her Party, who were all suiting up in one corner of the yard.

“Gods, Angel,” Messy whispered in Ana’s ear as they walked the short distance. “You’re going to kill me with these speeches.”

Ana didn’t answer, but those words, hearing the effect she had on Messy, put an undeniable pep in her step.


Chapter fourteen


“Hold them off! Hold the bastards off!”

The Doren rescue had not gone smoothly. Perhaps the thunder that rolled almost as soon as they walked out the gate, accompanied by a shockwave that swept the clouds from the sky, had been a bad omen.

The response from the forest had come as soon as they left the walls, and Ana had been forced to make a choice between calling the whole thing off or taking a huge risk. She’d chosen the latter. Maybe it was pride. Maybe it was fear for the effect on people's morale. Maybe, and she would never have considered this if not for Messy's words an hour earlier, she wanted the admiration that had come with the last two successful rescues.

Figuring out her own motivations would have to wait, because they were currently in a fighting retreat and constantly at risk of being flanked, overwhelmed, or both.

The Dorens were safe. They had accomplished that much. The family of four, plus one hired hand, were halfway to the wall with no crazies on their heels. And the militia was holding. Tellak, Simt, and Rill had the right flank, and Ana and her Party the left, while the whole line slowly fell back. The support casters did their best to break up the horde, and the backliners did their part, firing through any gap that opened and picking off anyone that tried to go around the flanks. Dead and broken crazies—people, Ana reminded herself. Victims—littered the ground. The noise was sickening.

But it couldn't last. Ana’s Party fought tirelessly, but she was holding that flank nearly on her own. If she left, it would collapse. They were seriously outnumbered, and they’d already taken their first real injury, one of the less experienced fighters having been caught out and clawed across the face. The woman’s eyes were fine, and she was back on the line, with three wicked gashes from forehead to chin. But more crazies were coming, and people, except for Ana’s own Party, were getting tired.

It couldn't last. And then the tree line to the northwest shifted, and things went from bad to worse. There was another huge pack of crazies coming, the dark, lumbering forms of demons among them, and they were already only minutes away.

“Back line!” Ana’s voice at full volume cut through the noise of battle, of screaming militia and howling crazies. “On my order, fall back two hundred feet, then prepare to cover us. Support and frontline, prepare to make an opening and run. On my order, hit them with everything you've got to make some space. Understood?”

A chorus of ragged confirmations answered her, staggered as her fighters gave voice when they had a moment to breathe.

“Back line, move!”

There were a final few shots over and between the frontliners, and then the archers and ranged damage mages turned and ran. A few of the crazies on Ana’s flank that weren’t engaged took notice and started to move after them.

Ana turned to the woman fighting next to her. “Petra, you’re the new anchor for this flank. Hold until I get back.”

Petra’s eyes were wild. “What?”

“Just hold!” Ana barked, and then she was off and among the group pursuing the backliners, the press of enemies closing behind her.

Two of the crazies were dead before they knew it, and the others didn’t stand much chance as Ana hacked, hammered, kicked, and slammed. But even as the last of the pursuers fell, Ana could see Petra and the fighters with her being pushed back. Without the back line softening up the enemy, they were being crushed by sheer weight of numbers. A high leap let Ana see the rest of the line. It was faring no better. The right flank was being pushed in as well, while the center looked at risk of collapsing inward. All along the line, fighters flinched or fell back entirely as lucky strikes from the crazies reached them.

It was time to go.

“Prepare to push, then fall back!” she called over the noise, smashing her way back toward the others. “Anything you have to make space! On my order!” Clawed hands grabbed and raked at her, and she ducked, dodged, leaped and blocked as her hammer-axe rose and fell, bulldozing a path back to her own lines. Then she was face-to-face with Petra. The older woman raised her own hammer, only realizing who was in front of her as she struck. The wild look in her eyes turned to horror, and then relief as Ana easily dodged, using the momentum of her turn to strike down a crazy coming at her from behind.

“Now!” Ana’s voice boomed above the noise. “Push! Push and fall back!”

The push didn’t come all at once, but it did come quickly. Kicks and shoves from the fighters pushed the crazies back, as did waves and cones of force, staggering gusts of wind, and powerful spouts of water. Those of the support mages who didn’t have any options to make space helped however they could. Deep, narrow trenches appeared in the earth just in front of the fighters, and huge patches of snaring plants grew in an instant; nowhere near enough to hold a human but enough to slow them down.

The small handful of crazies that remained in the five feet of space that this created were quickly struck down, and then the line broke and ran. And as they did Ana ran along behind them, dealing with those crazies who’d recovered more quickly than others and were already throwing themselves at her soldiers’ unprotected backs.

Ahead of them the back line let loose, and the melee fighters and support casters clumped up, creating openings for their friends to fire through. That broke up the ragged line of pursuers and took down those who moved fastest, buying the retreating fighters a few precious extra seconds. But in moments the back line had to turn and run themselves or risk being left behind, and it turned into an all-out retreat, a race for the gate and the ladders on the walls.

There was going to be a problem. Ana could see it as they ran. A miscalculation. There weren’t enough rope ladders, and the gate wasn’t wide enough. Some people would have to stop and wait. The crazies would catch up to them, and then . . . gods only knew how that would turn out.

“Rill!” Ana called between breaths. “Tellak! Wandak! Simt! Any other melee specialists or support casters over Level 15! Prepare to meet them at the gate!”

“What—” Wandak panted. “What’s the plan?”

“Everyone! Once the rope ladders are full, do! Not! Wait! Continue to the gate! Those I called out, we need to hold the gate for a few seconds. Just until everyone gets in, that’s all! Sprint ahead and form up! I’ll bring up the rear! Go! Go!”

Ana didn’t know if sprinting ahead was even viable, but she’d just have to trust that melee specialists would have more Endurance than your average mage or archer. And they definitely made a good effort, with nearly two dozen of her fighters pulling ahead of the pack.

Either she was spot on about her assumptions, or there was a big difference in basic, non-Attribute assisted fitness. What had started as a line had turned into a ragged column; where most of her chosen defenders had been able to speed up and pull ahead, many others had been going all out already, and some of the support were flagging. The crazies were gaining on them, and Ana found herself not retreating, but in a running battle where she was constantly flitting along the back of the line to trip, tackle, kick, and strike at anyone who got too close.

Up ahead, in front of the wide-open gate, Tellak and Wandak were forming those who’d already made it into a line, ready to receive the charging horde. Petra, Ana saw, had gone straight to the gate; with her endless reserves from Ana’s Bastion and Tireless, the inn-keeper could have been first up the ladders, but she’d chosen to go where she could help make sure everyone else made it. Less experienced fighters who hadn’t volunteered or hadn’t been chosen to go out were coming out of the gate and joining them, adding a second line of spears to take some of the impact. On the wall above, others were firing over the heads of their retreating friends as they shouted encouragement.

They were almost there. The first of Ana’s volunteers were scaling the rope ladders, while the rest did as they’d been told and made for the gate. The small bunch of fighters waiting there were settling into a solid line, but it was still going to be brutal. When the crazies hit them, running full tilt, the shock—

The world spun. Ana tumbled. Even with all her advantages, she hadn’t enough warning to avoid the body that launched itself at her from behind, arms wrapping around her legs and taking her down. With her legs trapped, she couldn’t roll with the fall. But her reflexes gave her enough time to twist and tuck, and instead of smashing face first into the tall, trampled grass and uneven ground, she came down on her shoulder, the twist letting her skid onto her back.

The horde didn’t stop. Ana did her best to curl up and protect her head and neck for the handful of seconds that it took for them to pass, kicking and trampling her, some tripping and tumbling as they did.

The thing that had grabbed her—it wasn’t one of the crazies, Ana realized. It was a goddamned possessed corpse, someone she recognized, and it had recovered quickly. It went for her face, but it took as many hits as she did. A skinny kid took it full in the side, and they both went down and off her in a snarling heap, giving her a moment to Inspect her assailant. She got back:

Revenant of Draver (Threat: Extreme)


Draver. Right. That was the man who’d been on the gate with Tor when Ana first stumbled out of the forest wearing a ruin of a dress and with scraps of cloth on her feet. Now what remained of him was a partially decomposed corpse in ragged, bloodstained clothes, its throat torn out, and its face covered in wide, black scratches. And while the man himself had been indifferent to Ana, she knew without a doubt that the thing possessing his remains hated her and wanted nothing so much as to take her life and feast on her mana.

The moment the last of the crazies was past, Ana rolled away from the demon that had brought her down. She shoved off against the ground, pushing herself several feet into the air and landing on her feet. It was a little awkward with her weapon and shield still in her hands, but Strength and Agility more than made up for it.

The crazies that had gone down after running into her were getting up. Others from the horde had turned around. None were more than twenty feet away from her, and they were coming at her. None of them came at her faster than the one that had slammed into the demon that was once a guardsman, for the simple reason that the demon had grabbed the kid by the leg and flung him at Ana.

Ana dropped and rolled to the side, barely dodging the spinning, howling body as it passed over her. She used the momentum of her roll and pushed off with her legs, driving her shoulder up into the chest of one crazy so hard that she felt ribs give, then lashing out with her axe and half decapitating another.

The demon was almost on her.

Draver had been short for a man, but still taller than Ana. His revenant was no larger, but where Draver had been relaxed, almost sleepy, the thing that wore his corpse moved with power and purpose. It had closed on her quickly and silently, with an intelligence that she hadn’t seen in demons before. She’d fought demons at the same Threat Level before, but the first time she’d been fighting with her Party, and the second she’d had her gun. She’d still taken a beating, and this revenant was supposed to be as dangerous to her as either of those.

Distantly, in a place where it couldn’t touch her, Ana felt fear. She responded the only way she knew: with fury. She kicked low at the same time as she swung high, an awkward, cross-body swing. The demon bent backward, and for the first time, something dodged her blow.

Her kick still caught the demon’s ankle, not breaking bone but breaking its step and sending it stumbling forward. It was too close for a follow-up blow with her axe, so Ana sidestepped, twisted and spun, bringing her buckler around in a backfist that took the revenant clean on the jaw with a satisfying crack of bone. It didn’t even flinch. Before she could pull back, it had grabbed her buckler in both hands and jerked, pulling her in as it lurched forward, broken jaw wide open to show cracked and jagged teeth going for her throat.

Ana’s knee came up with enough power to lift the revenant a good foot into the air. The weak spot she’d struck seemed to no longer exist, as the thing didn’t express any kind of pain, but getting its feet off the ground helped enough. The revenant was strong, fast, and durable, but it wasn’t any heavier than the man had been. It displayed more intelligence than any other demon Ana had fought, but it wasn’t smart enough to let go of her shield. When Ana stepped, twisted, and used its grip on her buckler to whip it around, using it as a makeshift club to smash aside one of the approaching crazies, it still maintained its grip. When she used the impact to reverse her spin and smash it into another of its—what? Allies? Minions?—it still held on. And when Ana tucked, heaved, and hurled it over her own head, releasing her grip on the buckler and sending the revenant crashing and snarling into the last two crazies near her, it still held a death grip on the deforming disk of metal.

Ana surged after it, flipping her weapon to ready the hammer end of the head. One good blow was all she needed. One good blow to the head, and the revenant would be dealt with, and she could return to the outpost. The gate was closed. She’d missed what had happened there entirely, but thank whatever deity deigned to listen, the gate was closed, and the walls were lined with people cheering her on, so the situation inside couldn’t be too bad. She’d have to fight her way past the returning horde of crazies to get there, but she was confident that she could. She just had to—

The revenant hit the two crazies she’d thrown it at with bone breaking force. They all went down hard, but the possessed corpse rolled and was back on its feet, charging at Ana, in an instant.

It came in low and fast, arms to the sides and light on its feet, and when Ana swung at its head it dodged left. She’d anticipated something like that, and the revenant's face met her incoming knee hard enough to shatter the bone around its nose. But even as it took the hit, its own strike, a wild swing delivered with a twist of the hips and the strength of a demon, took Ana in the hip.

The thick leather plate there folded, and so did Ana. The force was enough to knock her sideways, her hip joint bending around the blow, and dimly, somewhere behind the dull pain of the impact, Ana thought she felt something break.

When she hit the ground it was a blinding stab of pain that radiated out from her left hip, and Ana couldn’t keep herself from screaming. But the pain couldn’t stop her any more than fear or fatigue. Fight Through, Fearless, and Indefatigable, three Attribute Enhancements that kept her going beyond anything a human should be able to endure, not even slowing down as the realization hit her that she was badly injured. She’d just have to deal with it.

The revenant was on all fours, only feet away, but it was moving oddly. When it turned its ruined face her way, the reason became clear. Ana’s knee had finished what decomposition had started. The faceplate was caved in around the nose, both eyes ruined, slimy messes, and it didn’t seem to have gotten the hang of whatever revenants without eyes used to see. Instead it hunted around blindly, moving in her general direction but flailing wildly, hoping to catch her.

Gritting her teeth, Ana got quickly to her knees. Her left hip hurt like a motherfucker, and worse when she put weight on it, but it didn’t buckle. It wasn’t properly broken, at least not at the joint. The socket perhaps? It didn’t move right, but it would support her weight if she was careful. She could stand if she had to.

When the revenant surged her way—perhaps it had heard her?—she lurched to her feet. She reflexively tried to kick but aborted the motion. It wasn’t happening. Without her fending kick, the revenant again took her legs out from under her, and she went down backward, striking almost reflexively with her hammer as she went. It bounced off the revenant’s skull with a satisfying snap, but it wasn’t enough. The revenant pulled itself up her body, and a flailing blow caught her on the eyebrow, which split and started pouring blood into her eye.

It’s going to kill me. The thought flashed through Ana’s mind as she tried to blink the blood away. It’s going to splatter my brain across the grass or tear my throat out. It’s going to kill me.

Not fucking likely!

The snarl that left her was more animal than human. She didn’t care how strong this damned thing was. Grappling was her thing, and she was as strong as it was. Hell, it wasn’t even trying to control her, just hurt her. She was fighting an idiot with all brawn and no skill, and she needed to remember that.

Ignoring the agony in her hip, she locked her left leg around the thing. She grabbed one of its reaching arms by the wrist and pulled, putting it off balance and smacking its face into the stomach of her armor, then planted her right foot and shoved off, rolling to her side. In an instant, the revenant was on its back, and she was on top.

She wondered idly if she could have submitted the thing. Or at least controlled it well enough to render it helpless. Probably not. It doesn’t feel pain. The damn thing would probably break its own joints to get at me, she thought as she locked her feet under it, breaking first one shoulder and then the other with rapid hammer blows while fending off its flailing, taking more than a few hits in the process. The revenant bucked and tried to bite at her, but with both shoulders reduced to splintered bone and pulped flesh, there wasn’t much it could do.

She heard herself screaming as she hammered its head into paste, spattering herself with rancid blood and brains and bits of decomposing flesh. How long had she been screaming? Her throat felt raw. It must have been a while. The scream petered out into heavy breathing as she got heavily to her feet. As she searched the ground for her buckler a notification joined the ones already waiting for her attention, and a ragged cheer carried from the wall.

Congratulations! Your Skill Command has improved to Level 6! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Lesser), Growth Crystal (Medium).
Congratulations! Your Skill Blunt Weapons has improved to Level 3! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Lesser), Growth Crystal (Minor).
Congratulations! Your Party has defeated: Revenant of Draven (Threat: Extreme). Based on your contribution, you have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Supreme). For fighting in the defense of your Object of Devotion, you have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Greater) as a bonus.]


That was nice. She’d survived to get rewarded. Now she just had to deal with several dozen crazies in front of her, and however many were coming in from the northwest. All she had holding her back was an eye blinded by the blood pouring into it, and a hip that could barely carry her.

She’d promised Messy that she was coming back. She’d just have to fucking deal.

She gripped her weapon tight, picked up her dented buckler, and limped toward the incoming horde.


Chapter fifteen


I can’t die.

Three words dominated Ana’s thoughts as she met the crazies between her and the safety of the walls. She refused to clarify to herself whether that meant that she couldn’t be killed or that she wasn’t allowed to. It wasn’t going to happen either way.

It felt obscene, in many ways, that she was still fighting. To any sane observer, the odds were so stacked against her that she might as well lay down and give up. But despite the pain, the fear, and the fatigue, all of which she knew were there, partitioned off from her conscious mind by a wall the thickness of a soap bubble, she was going to win.

The alternative was unacceptable. She had a whole life to live, with a chance at some real contentment. Happiness, even. She had Messy waiting for her, to hold her and stroke her hair and sing her to the most comfortable sleep of her life. She had other friends who genuinely respected her and enjoyed her company. And she had a whole damn community of people who’d pinned their hopes on her, many of them were watching from the walls as she approached a horde of insane, murderous lunatics, while hundreds more descended on her from behind. Victims of some cult that was ripping them from their lives on Earth, just like they’d done to Ana, for the purpose of destroying this place. Poor bastards who had to die, because it was her or them.

It was her or them, and Ana couldn’t die. It was as simple as that.

But she might as well tip the scales ever so slightly in her favor, just in case. She had a few Advancement Points that she hadn’t spent. She hadn’t been sure what she wanted to do with them. Now anything would be better than saving them, but she figured the one thing that would help her more than anything against a horde was Acuity. She expected to be surrounded at all times for the next minute or two, and she needed to be able to keep track of them.

The wave crashed against her almost as soon as time resumed. All she could do was to stand and fight, to keep on her feet and move closer to the wall whenever there was an opening. Her high Agility was useless. There was something terribly wrong with her left hip. Something moved in there that really shouldn’t, and she had to be careful not to fall over, never mind doing anything fancy. But compared to the revenant she’d just killed, and compared to herself, the crazies were all so slow. They were all so weak. And they died so very, very easily.

Ana sidestepped the first crazy that threw herself at her, her axe coming down on the nape of the woman’s neck as she passed. She smashed the next aside with her buckler, deflecting the man enough that she could get out of the way and slip past, using the same movement to cave in another man’s temple with her elbow. Then she was among them, so tightly surrounded that she had to move her grip on the hammer-axe to shorten its swing.

Her weapon blurred, sending blood and brains splattering. Her shield struck again and again, more an overgrown knuckleduster than a defensive tool. The crazies were dying so quickly that she had to keep moving forward or risk getting stuck behind the corpses, and she forced herself not to think about the fact that none of the people she killed so effortlessly deserved it. She forced herself not to count.

Surrounded and with a bum leg there was no way to fight defensively, so she just had to kill them faster than they could wear her down. That meant taking a few hits. She used what little magic she’d learned, managing to cover her arms and neck most of the time, but she couldn’t cover enough. The first time she got scratched, she gritted her teeth. The first time she got bitten, a chill went up her spine. After that, she stopped paying attention. Consequences were for once she got back into the outpost.

A notification announced itself, and another, and another. As the bodies stacked up, so did her rewards. She had some Skill Levels to look forward to once she had half a second to spare. Possibly some Achievements too.

She couldn’t see the wall of the outpost anymore. She couldn’t see anything outside of the crush of bloodthirsty bodies around her. She was too short, and she couldn’t jump well with her busted hip, so her world was reduced to a four-foot circle of death. She kept striking, and pushing, and forbade herself from thinking about how close the second wave of crazies from the south was. All she had to do was get past these bastards, cross the last few hundred feet, and then she’d be able to think more than a second in the future; to focus on anything outside of arm's reach.

She stumbled on a body. As she was recovering, someone smashed into her from behind, and she went to one knee. Her weapon never stopped moving. Teeth latched on high on the side of her neck, and came loose after one, two, three rapid punches with her buckler. As she was getting up she was tackled from the right. Her injured left hip gave out, and she went down, pressed into the blood and filth covering the grass with a snarling body on top of her.

She screamed. The frustration of not being able to move got the better of her, and it had to go somewhere. She shoved off with every limb that would respond, but the bodies kept piling on. She felt teeth sink into her ear, and abandoned her buckler to draw a dagger that she stabbed into something next to her head, over and over until the tearing stopped.

She couldn’t swing her weapon. She couldn’t use her shield. The press of bodies on top of her was too much, and she couldn’t shove them off. She could wriggle, and stab, but she couldn’t go anywhere. She couldn’t breathe! For all her Strength, the bodies on top of her were just too heavy. The stabbing only killed; it didn’t get anything off her. She was being crushed, and there wasn’t a damn thing she could do about it.

Time became fuzzy. She found herself curled up on herself, elbows planted in the dirt, slowly being pressed down into the much as she struggled to take a few more breaths of the stale air surrounding her. Nothing was biting her anymore, which was a small mercy—The crazies on top of her must have died in the press, shielding her from their fellows. She could still hear the snarling above as they tried to get to her, but it wouldn’t make any difference. She was going to suffocate there, pressed into the gore and mud, alone and infuriatingly helpless.

Darkness crept in.

Something changed in the quality of the noise. There wasn’t just snarling and thudding feet and the sounds of flesh on flesh anymore; the voices became more varied, adding in screams and yells and roars of anger and outrage. There was the tearing sound that she associated with one of Deni’s plasma bolts or whatever the devastating fire-and-lightning spells were, and the sounds of steel cleaving meat.

With the part of her mind that wasn’t occupied with clawing for the next desperate breath, she realized that her Party was close. Messy was close, and she was in danger. Then they were close enough that she could feel bites and scratches appear on her own body as she absorbed them.

The range on Guardian Angel was only eleven feet. Her Party was only eleven feet away.

The air Ana forced into her lungs was stale, but it didn’t need to nourish her to let her scream. There were no words, just a howl, as long and loud as she could make it to let her Party, or anyone, know that she was there and alive. And then the weight on her back decreased. The pile of meat on top of her shifted and moved, and a trickle of cool air hit her, laden with the stench of blood and shit. It was the sweetest thing she’d ever breathed.

Something gripped the neck guard of her armor, and with a powerful, painful jerk she was free of the press of bodies. A voice shouted, “I’ve got her! I’ve got her! Let’s go!” She was jerked off the ground and thrown bodily into someone’s arms. She didn’t care who it was. She couldn’t see, one eye full of blood and the other of mud, but it didn’t matter. She was too busy sucking down deep lungfuls of air, trying not to hyperventilate from the sheer joy of breathing as she was jostled along, arms around the neck of whoever it was carrying her.

“Run! Fucking run!” That was Tellak. Ana’s brain had enough oxygen to recognize the voice. “Same plan as last time, people! Hold the gate until everyone’s in! Waller, if you drop her—”

“I won’t fucking drop her!” Waller shouted from right beside Ana’s ear. She could feel the bass of it directly from his chest to hers. How the hell did they get Waller to join them? she wondered, but it didn’t matter. Whatever animosity there was between them, he was there, and he was carrying her back to safety.

Ugh. She was going to have to thank Waller, for appearances if nothing else.

As Waller carried her, she could hear feral howls behind her, mixed with screams and the sound of battle. Then the gate slammed shut, and those noises were replaced by groans, heavy breathing, and relieved laughter.

A voice kept repeating, “We made it! We all made it!” incredulously between big gulps of air. Deni maybe? Ana wanted to say something reassuring, something worthy of a leader, but then all her bonuses decided that she wasn’t in combat anymore and abandoned her.

Fear. Exhaustion. Pain. Together with her Attribute bonuses disappearing, they were debilitating. Her left hip was a white-hot ball of agony that reflected from her teeth to the tips of her toes, intense enough to paralyze her breathing. If she could think at that moment she might have been grateful, since that paralysis was the only thing keeping her from breaking down into a blubbering mess, right there in Waller’s arms. As it was, she distantly heard the man’s voice going from tired to worried to frantic as he shouted, “She’s not breathing! What do I do? She’s not fucking breathing!”

Things became hazy. She could feel herself slipping in and out of consciousness. She’d hear snatches of conversation, or heated arguments, and she’d move from place to place, losing time in every transition. But something, probably her high Acuity, kept her from becoming completely disoriented, so despite the confusing mess of what her senses told her, she at least understood what was happening—she was being taken care of. And at no point was she truly worried. One of the first things she’d heard after her first blackout was Messy, whispering in her ear, “You’re going to be fine, Angel. You’re hurt pretty bad, but you’re going to be fine. Just hold on for me, alright? Just a little longer. You’re going to be fine.”

It was exactly what you’d tell someone who was already dead but didn’t know it yet. But while Messy was a sobbing wreck as she whispered in Ana’s ear, hers weren’t tears of despair. They weren’t the tears of someone desperately trying to comfort the dying. They were good tears. Tears with a smile behind them. Of sympathetic pain, and of seeing someone you loved hurt, but also of immense relief. So Ana didn’t worry. If Messy said that she’d be fine, she would.

[image: Scene Change]

When Ana woke, she was on fire. Her throat was parched, and she was soaked in sweat. She was being cooked alive. She thrashed, throwing off the thick blanket that covered her, but the cool air hitting her soaked clothes wasn’t enough. She fought to get those off, too, cloth tearing in the process, and finally felt some blessed relief as she got her nightshirt off. Looking around groggily she saw that she was back in Touanne’s bedroom, the same place she’d been cared for after she and Touanne were attacked at the start of this whole mess.

The right side of her neck itched, but when she went to scratch it she felt that it was covered by cloth. Not a wrapped bandage, just soft material held on with some kind of adhesive. To . . . why? Cover it without putting any pressure maybe?

Through the covering she could feel small, sharp nodules. She pressed gently and pulled her hand away with a sharp tchs as they bit deeper into the flesh of her neck. That was . . . bad.

She didn’t have any other bandages, though, which was probably good. And her hip didn’t hurt anymore. She remembered her hip hurting like a motherfucker before she passed out.

She tried to sit up. She needed to get out of bed, to find someone who could tell her what had happened, and who could drown her in an ice bath.

Then Messy was by her side. “No, no, Angel,” she whispered, pressing gently on Ana’s shoulders, pushing her back down onto the bed. There were smudged black streaks on her cheeks where she’d wiped her tears. “You need to rest.”

Once Ana was lying down the blanket came back on. “Hot,” she croaked in protest. Her throat was parched, and so were her lips. “Thirsty.”

“Yeah. Yeah, of course. Here.”

Messy helped Ana sit up properly, this time with the blanket covering her. She stuffed a number of pillows behind Ana’s back then turned away, and Ana heard liquid pouring, though it didn’t quite sound like water. Strange, she thought, how she could tell the difference now.

“Here,” Messy said, holding out a ceramic cup. When Ana touched it, it was cool to the touch. “Drink this.”

The liquid in the cup was a clear brownish red, like thin tea, and smelled of sage. When Ana brought it to her lips, Messy kept her hands under the cup, like she didn’t trust Ana not to drop it. And once she started drinking, Messy controlled how quickly she could tip it, making sure that she drank the whole thing, but not too quickly.

Part of Ana wanted to lash out, to tell Messy that she could drink on her own. That she wasn’t a child. But the rest of her . . .

She’d never really been taken care of before, except by an overworked nurse in some free clinic. Not even by any of her foster parents. As an adult she’d been so fiercely independent that she’d refused any offer of help when she was sick. Now, as Messy put away the cup, then wiped her skin with a cool cloth, Ana found that she liked it.

“Thank you,” she said softly, as a wave of relief washed through her, cooling her skin from the inside out. She put her fingers against Messy’s cheek, and the elfin woman leaned into the touch. Ana wished that they could stay like that for a while, but she had no idea if there was any time.

“The others?” she asked, afraid of the answer. “How many hurt?”

“A dozen. But not bad,” Messy added hurriedly. “Scratches, a few broken bones. No infections. All dealt with already.”

Ana sighed with relief. “Alright. Good. And me? How bad, and how long?”

Messy leaned in, burying her nose in Ana’s short hair and kissing the shaved skin above her ear. “You’ve been out for more than a full day,” she sighed. “It’s morning now, the day after the day after. As for how bad . . . you have crystals in your skin, Ana. Around a bite on your neck. But you woke up much faster than Jancia did. Your fever is stronger, and you’re . . . you’re you, right?”

Messy swallowed thickly after her voice broke at the end, and Ana put one arm around her, pulling her in. “Yeah, I’m me. At least I think so.”

“The Waystone. Do you—”

“Don’t wanna go there, no. Don’t wanna go anywhere right now.”

“Good.” Messy’s voice came out as a rattling sigh, and a sniff. “That’s good. For the rest . . . Your hip bone was broken, and so was the bone above one of your eyes. Lots of cuts and scratches, but none of them have crystals in them. And, ah . . .”

“What?”

“There’s a piece of your ear missing.”

“What?” Ana still wasn’t sure if she understood the words right.

“A little piece, from the top of your right ear. But it’s barely noticeable!”

Ana’s right hand went to her ear, and sure enough, there was a shallow crescent missing from the top. Not much, like Messy said, but still.

“Dammit,” Ana groaned. “When I got the bastard biting me loose I thought . . .” She had to pause for a deep breath. “I thought it was because he let go. Not because I helped him tear a piece off.”

She settled back into the pillows. Getting worked up apparently took it out of her.

“It makes you look rugged, if that helps,” Messy said. It only sounded a little forced.

Ana turned her head so their noses were almost touching. “Do you like rugged?”

“Yeah.”

“Alright. Guess it’s fine, then.”

Messy’s forehead gently bumped against Ana’s as Messy leaned in. “Gods beyond, Angel,” she whispered. “I thought I’d lose you.”

“I can't die, Mess.” Ana brushed the tip of her nose against Messy’s. “I promised.”

Ana could practically feel the need coming off Messy. It was definitely not the time. Ana wasn’t feeling it at all. She was a little confused, and she felt about as far from sexy as she ever had, hot, cold, and sweaty all at once. Besides that she was in someone else's, her friend’s, bed. But Messy's distress trumped all of that, and if physical comfort was what she needed . . .

“Besides,” she whispered, running her fingers through her girlfriend’s braids to the top of her neck, “you came for me, didn’t you? I could feel you. Despite everything, you came for me.”

Messy’s breath shuddered out of her. “Yeah.”

Their lips were almost touching when hurried steps on the stairs interrupted them, and a familiar voice called, “Is she awake? Mestendi? Please, I heard voices. Is she awake?”

Messy jerked back as Touanne whirled into the room and, seeing Ana sitting up, rushed to her side opposite Messy. “Oh gods, Ana,” Touanne said. She sniffled, rubbing at her red eyes with the back of her hand. “Gods, I’m so glad that you’re awake. How are you feeling?”

With an apologetic parting look, Ana let her hand trail down Messy’s arm to grasp her hand instead. “Fever,” she said to Touanne. “A little slow. And the . . . the bite aches. Not bad, but it's there.”

Touanne's eyes flicked to Ana’s bandaged neck. “Did Messy tell you?”

“Yeah. How fucked am I?”

“Not at all, if I have anything to say about it.” Touanne almost growled the words. “Your body is fighting the infection much harder than Jay’s did. The crystals are small and spreading slowly. There's time. Tellak’s getting a circle ready. We’re going to try the . . . the ritual. I should have—”

The Healer sniffled loudly and tried to blink away her tears. “I’m going to do my damn job and start saving lives. If that means risking those poor infected people you brought in, I’ll-I’ll—”

“No, Touanne,” Ana said, gentle but firm. She could see her friend on the brink of a breakdown, and miserable apprehension rolled off her. “I’ll do it. I won't let you do that to yourself. I’ll do the trials, and if the ritual looks promising, you can use it on me. After that, if it works, you can use it on Jay.”

And if it didn’t work, if Ana survived a failed ritual, then . . . well, she’d seen a zombie movie or two in her day. She wouldn’t let herself turn into one of the crazies. If she had to go, she’d do it on her own terms, somewhere she wouldn’t take anyone with her. She wasn’t going to raise that grim possibility with Touanne and Messy though.

Some of the misery on Touanne's face melted away as Ana gave her an out, but there was still anxiety there as she said, “But, Ana, can you—I mean, your Connection, is it—”

Ana looked at her, confused until she remembered fully what had happened to Jay. Oh right, she thought. Should probably check that. And those notifications.

She still had a number of notifications awaiting her attention, messages from the System telling her what a good little killer she’d been. While she’d been fighting, she honestly hadn't the time to look at them, but now, safe and with her friends beside her, she found herself hesitating.

She didn't like who she became out there. She didn't feel any guilt—she’d done what she had to, to protect herself and the people who depended on her. She’d continue doing it, if she could. But she regretted the necessity, and there was something uncomfortable about the way she’d lost herself in the killing.

She'd called herself a killer. She thought that she'd made peace with that. Every notification she was about to read would be a confirmation of the fact. But the more she thought about it, the more she felt that, while it might be objectively true, she didn't have to like it.


Chapter sixteen


Ana sighed, gripping Messy’s hand just a little tighter, letting its warmth center her. She’d put off checking her notifications for long enough. When she did, they only told her what she already knew.

Congratulations! Your Skill Axes has improved to Level 4! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Minor).
Congratulations! Your Skill Shields has improved to Level 4! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Minor).
Congratulations! You have completed the Achievement Death Dealer II! 3 Advancement Points awarded.
Death Dealer II: Kill no less than 50 sapients.
Congratulations! Your Skill Unarmed Combat has improved to Level 8! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Medium).
Congratulations! Your Skill Blunt Weapons has improved to Level 4! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Minor).
Congratulations! Your Skill Defense has improved to Level 4! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Minor).


The silver lining was that with those Skill Levels, she had enough Crystals in Storage to take her to Level 12. And the extra Advancement Points from the Achievement were welcome, no matter how she felt about what she’d done to gain them.

She didn’t immediately eat the Crystals. She needed to see if the infection was affecting her Connection, and she didn’t want anything muddying the waters.

She hadn’t heard or felt anything from the Wayfarer since fighting the horde. She hadn’t tried to reach out either. She hadn’t had that constant connection for long enough to miss it, so she just hadn’t thought about it until the question of her Connection, the Attribute, came up.

She could only commune with the goddess because of Connected, her Connection Enhancement. If she dropped below 25, would that make the Enhancement stop working? How would she feel about that? She had no idea, and she was too tired and foggy to really have the energy to think about it. She’d just check what her situation was and take it from there.

You have 3 Advancement Points available. Please spend Advancement Points now!


The notification appeared and time slowed to a crawl as Ana brought up her Summary. And, there it was. Her stomach twisted. By her Connection, in the Base column, was the number 20. In the Effective column, 24. Each 1 lower than they should be.

She looked at her Abilities, Perks, Enhancements, and Achievements, but there was nothing unexpected there. Nothing to indicate that she had some mystical infection that drained one of her Attributes. Connected wasn’t missing or faded or grayed out or anything. The numbers were slightly smaller, and that was it.

She couldn’t return to Messy and Touanne until she allocated her Points. The urge to throw them into raising her Connection Multiplier by a Step, getting back to where she’d been and more, was strong. But, she held off. She’d Level in a moment, she reminded herself. This was an opportunity to learn something. Did Connected still work?

She put her Points into Charisma. She didn’t want to be a leader but she was, and every little bit counted. She didn’t know what a 33 Charisma would compare to back on Earth. She only knew that people rarely questioned her anymore, and that was what she needed if she was going to get everybody out of this.

When time resumed, she told the others, “It’s started. My Connection’s lower.”

“Oh, Angel.” Messy moved from the chair she’d been sitting on to the bed, wrapping Ana in a tender hug.

Touanne only closed her eyes and nodded gravely. “We have little time to spare, then.”

“We always did,” Ana said. “We still need to rescue our friends, wherever they are.”

Goddess, are they still alive? She asked silently, but there was only the soft groaning of the house, and the beating of their hearts. So that answered that. She was sure that the Wayfarer would have responded, now of all times, if she could.

“I’m going to Level,” Ana said. “I have the Crystals. And I’m going to put as much as I can into my Connection. I need power, right? That’s my role in the ritual?”

“Yes,” Touanne said. “All you need to do is to push as much power as you can into the idea of the runes. Tellak can handle the rest.”

“And it’ll be safe, with the crystals?”

“As far as I’ve been able to tell, yes. The crystals invade the mana channels. But they never seemed to react when Jancia Channeled, what little she managed before . . . you know. They only made it harder. Still, you should start small and carefully before we move on to the ritual. I’m still willing, if it’s not safe for you.”

“Right. Can you bring me the books, please? I need to study.”

Touanne nodded.

“And me?” Messy’s voice was small. “What can I do?”

Ana pushed her cheek against Messy’s. “Stay with me? Right here, right as you are?”

“Always.”

Touanne looked at the two of them, and despite everything a sad smile played on her face. “She’s sick and hurt, Mestendi,” the Healer said as she rose to go. “And the crystals are sharp. Keep that in mind.”

Messy didn’t say anything, but Ana felt her face heat up against her skin. She wondered what they looked like to Touanne; Messy curled up next to her, face buried in the crook of her neck, and herself a sweaty mess, hair matted and plastered to her face. Her lips curled. She didn’t care. What did it matter? She needed Messy there, to steady her. Messy needed to feel that Ana was alive and like she was doing something to help. And Touanne would be the last person in the Splinter to judge, unless they actually did something to risk Ana’s health.

“I won’t let her get carried away,” she told Touanne, whose smile turned a little less wan, her eyes a little brighter.

“I’ll get those books, then. And I’ll knock before I enter.”

With that she left, closing the door behind her.

“I’ll Level now, alright?” Ana said, digging her arm in behind Messy’s back so they could snuggle in together properly. “You’ll probably feel it when the Party bonus goes up.” Then she ate most of her Crystals.

Congratulations! You have reached Guardian Angel, Level 12. 12 Advancement Points awarded.

Beside her, Messy gave off a soft sigh. It reminded Ana of something. She checked, and yep, everyone was still in the Party. With a minor effort she could feel them, spread out around her. A nice little surprise for them, then.

Ana felt it too. The rush of her Attributes increasing felt as good as ever, even through the weakness and her fever. And allocating her Points was easy. Everything went into Connection, taking her from the second Step to the fifth for all 12 Advancement Points, but for once she took a while to really appreciate her Summary before closing it. She’d been here a month, give or take. And while she’d put herself in a hell of a lot of danger, and while she couldn’t say how her Skills stacked up, she was sure that no one who only started Leveling a month ago should have Attributes like hers.
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Yeah. Not bad, if she said so herself. Her performance earlier—No, the day before yesterday, she corrected herself—spoke for itself. She’d defeated a revenant with a Threat Level of Extreme, then fought her way through most of a horde of magical zombies. She wasn’t unstoppable, obviously, but she was damned tough.

Now I just have to make sure that I don’t lose my damn mind and become a danger to everyone around me, she thought.

You won’t.

The words were soft and distant, but their source was unmistakable. Ana had never been so relieved to hear a voice in her head. It was strange. She didn’t worship the goddess, not in any way. She didn’t even know much about her—what she’d done in the past or what she stood for. But Ana felt that the Wayfarer wanted the same thing as she did, and it was comforting, in a way, to have her there.

Do you know that? Can you see the future?

No. But I believe in you.

Thank you, she thought, and she meant it. The expedition?

No one has left the Delve. There are fewer prayers. But some live. Your friend Kaira prays for you, and for many others.

The goddess’s voice drifted off, as though so many words had worn her out. And perhaps they had; Ana knew that it cost the goddess something to communicate directly. She sent out her thanks, expecting no reply, and turned to nuzzle Messy’s hair.
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They both woke when Touanne knocked on the door. It could only have been minutes, but Ana felt like she’d been interrupted halfway through a nap—all the grogginess with none of the rest. They’d slipped down, and Ana had pulled Messy in so that she lay fully in her arms.

“I brought you the books,” Touanne said pointlessly, putting the things down next to Ana. Her eyes were a little puffy, but she wore a genuine smile as she looked between them. “Gods, you're precious. Mestendi, are you awake?”

“Mmmn, yeah.”

“Make sure that she drinks all of that decoction. There’re a few cups’ worth left, and I’m making more.”

“ʼKay.”

“Thanks for the . . . everything,” Ana said, sitting up straight again and opening the books on her lap. She felt hot again. The words swam, and she blinked her eyes furiously. “Tou, could I have some—”

“Here.” The Healer had already poured her a cup of the sage-flavored liquid. Ana hadn't even noticed her move around the bed to pour it. “Drink down the whole thing now.”

Ana did as she was told, handing the cup back gratefully as she felt that same wave of cool relief as before. “Thanks. Hey, is Messy alright?”

The woman was fast asleep, her head in Ana’s lap.

“She didn't sleep the whole time you were out,” Touanne said fondly. “I tried. Tellak tried. She refused. She wanted to be here when you woke up.”

“Oh. She must be tired.” Ana tucked a few of Messy’s many thin braids behind her ear, stroking the exposed cheek. “She’s too good for me.”

Touanne sat down. “Why do you say that?”

“She came for me. You know how badly it affected her when she joined us to rescue the Servemels, but she picked up her sword and came out when I needed help. She stayed up for . . . how long? Thirty hours? Forty? Just to make sure she’d be there when I woke up. She loves me. She shows me that she loves me, all the time. And I can’t love her back.”

“But you do.”

Ana shook her head sadly. “You know I can’t. I’ve told you how my mind works. You’ve felt my—my aura or whatever.”

“And yet, it’s plain as anything, to anyone who sees you two together, that you’ve found a way to love her nonetheless. Not in the way that the poets and playwrights describe it, perhaps, not the love that makes people wither without one another, but I have no doubt that what you feel for her is love, in one form or another. You care for her, don’t you?”

“Yeah, but—”

Touanne cut her off. “How does she make you feel, Ana?”

Ana stroked Messy’s cheek, her fingers trailing down to the line of her jaw, then following that line up to the tip of her slightly pointed ear. Messy gave off a soft, contented sigh, and a little ball of warmth flared in Ana’s chest.

“Safe. Warm. Happy. And so damn lucky.”

Touanne nodded. “You’ve made her the most important person in your life. You’ve made her happiness and her safety more important than your own, haven’t you?”

“Yeah.”

“Then what’s missing? What makes what you have any different from love?”

“It’s . . .” Ana trailed off. She couldn’t think of a convincing answer. What she felt seemed cheap to her, somehow, compared to how she’d always heard real love described. But what did she lack? Jealousy? Possessiveness? She didn’t care if Messy spent time with someone else, or even slept with them. Was that so bad? And if Messy decided that she wanted to call their relationship off, Ana would respect that. Would she be upset? Yeah. Of course she would. She liked how Messy made her feel. Messy calmed and grounded her, and she didn’t want to lose that. But she didn’t own her.

Ana knew that some people got upset when their partners weren’t jealous or possessive. She wondered if Messy would be upset if she knew how Ana felt. Probably not. Messy had been surprisingly accepting of Ana’s favorite-dress analogy.

She still couldn’t bring herself to call what she felt “love.” She’d lived her whole life certain that she simply couldn’t feel that emotion for anyone but herself. But there was no denying that the affection she felt went far beyond anything she’d ever experienced.

“You know what?” Ana gave Touanne a crooked smile before turning back to the woman sleeping in her lap. “You’re right. It may not be love, but it’s close enough.”
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Ana read. She drank the medicine Touanne had provided, moving very carefully so she wouldn’t wake Messy, and then she read some more. Her reading speed and comprehension were shocking; her retention, nothing short of amazing. After reading through the entirety of the grimoire, or whatever it was, she basically didn’t need Touanne’s notes anymore. She went back to them every so often, anyway, when she wasn’t sure about something, but each time it turned out that her guess had been right. She felt like John Travolta in that old movie where a solar flare or whatever gave him a brain tumor, and then he learned Portuguese out of a dictionary.

When evening rolled around and Touanne insisted that Ana wake Messy so they could both eat something, Ana was in the middle of her second read through. She was making sure that she hadn’t missed anything by skimming too quickly or spacing out; she wasn’t a habitual reader, and those were two of her most common problems when reading anything longer than a video description. With the confusion that came and went it was worse than ever, making a reread essential. She’d finish after dinner.

Despite the lure of food, she found that she didn’t want to get up. Sitting there in bed, reading, with Messy curled up next to her, sleeping with her head on Ana’s lap . . . it was a placid, domestic bliss that Ana had never experienced or known that she’d wanted, and now she didn’t want it to end.

But she’d also been in bed for well over a full day. She was hungry. And she’d drunk about a gallon of liquid in the last several hours, a fact that she was becoming more and more conscious of with every passing second.

With deep regret, she woke Messy. She soothed her girlfriend’s sleepy protests with gentle words and secondhand promises of food—the woman did not want to wake up, but she was as hungry as Ana—and got them both out of bed. The cool air of the room assaulted her bare, sweaty skin, but there was a pile of her spare clothes on the dresser across from the bed—no doubt thanks to Messy—as well as a thick, too-big robe that must have been Touanne’s.

Ana had felt alright as long as she was just sitting in bed, but once she started moving she felt stiff, unsteady, and weak. A lot like a bad flu, really, but without the snot and coughing. Messy moved automatically to help her with her clothes, and Ana almost protested, almost told her that she could do it herself, but . . . why? She liked being taken care of. And everything about Messy, her gentle smile, her soft touches, the way she told Ana, “Lift your foot a little, Angel. There you go. Now, the other one . . .” Everything about Messy told Ana that she liked taking care of her just as much as Ana liked being taken care of.

When they were all done, and Messy had straightened the robe, which hung almost to the floor, Ana pulled her in for a hug.

“Thank you,” she whispered, her lips in the hollow behind Messy’s collarbone.

“Anything, Angel. But what for?”

“For—”

Gods, Ana knew what she wanted to say, but now the words wouldn’t come. She couldn’t express herself. “For all the firsts,” she said lamely.

Messy stiffened, pulling back just enough to look down at her. “Wait, you weren’t—before we—were you?”

“What?” Then Ana understood, and she snorted and pulled Messy back in. “Gods! No, Mess! Is that all you think about? No, for . . . For all this. I don’t know. I can’t talk. I’ll explain sometime.”

She placed a soft kiss on the side of Messy’s throat, feeling the artery there pound under her lips. “Just . . . Thank you. For you.”


Chapter seventeen


Approaching the kitchen, the air was thick with the scent of grilled meat and vegetables, and fresh bread. Ana’s stomach rumbled loudly and was answered by an amused snort from Messy.

Ana laughed back weakly. “I’m starving, alright?”

“I’m not judging! But I’m pretty sure Touanne heard that all the way to the kitchen.”

“We did.”

The voice that answered wasn’t Touanne’s, but Tellak’s. Which was no surprise, since she practically lived with Touanne at this point. “How are you?” the pale woman asked as Ana shuffled into the kitchen, sitting down at the small table there together with Messy and Tellak. Touanne was busy sliding food off skewers onto large plates. It was a lot of vegetables and a little meat, next to hunks of bread and little dishes of drippings.

There was a familiar scent in the air, below everything else, but Ana couldn’t quite place it.

“Uh . . . tired. A little weak. Hot, most of the time. A little foggy—you know, in the head—sometimes.” She paused, assuming that Tellak already knew, but decided to just say it outright. “And the bite aches. I’m infected.”

Tellak nodded solemnly. “I saw the crystals as Touanne was treating you. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. We’ll fix it. With Touanne’s ritual, and our . . . volunteers. We’ll figure it out. How’s Jancia doing?”

“Worse,” Tellak said, and Touanne just nodded. “She’s healthy, as far as anyone can tell, but she mostly goes from rage to fear and confusion. Very rarely lucid. We made one of the cells more comfortable and put her there, for now.”

“Shit. Sorry.”

Tellak gave her a sad smile. “Thanks. We’ll fix it.”

Ana nodded. There was a lull in the conversation, which she broke by asking, “How many of the dead crazies have been possessed?”

“None, if you’ll believe it,” Tellak answered. “They just lie there. Birds have been getting at them. It’s quite horrible.”

Ana blinked. “None?”

“Not a one. Touanne had a theory.” Tellak looked to the Healer.

Touanne shrugged slightly. “The demons ignore them, from what I’ve heard. With the crystals, how they affect Jay . . . I think they may be completely devoid of mana. No way to possess them, then.”

“Huh. That’s a relief, at least.”

Touanne gave her best effort at a smile. She mostly just looked sick. The air was thick with her misery, and Ana decided to drop the topic and focus on something else. That familiar scent was tickling her nose again. She sniffed the air, trying to identify it. It wasn’t the food. The skewers were clearly from one of the eateries by the square, the one that used far too much cumin on everything, but that wasn’t it. Nor was it the perfumed detergent that Touanne’s laundry used. No, it was something about Tellak. She smelled like . . . there was sweat, cut grass, a hint of earth and ozone, and . . .

Blood. Not much, but fresh. It was like she’d wiped rather than washed it off, leaving traces that Ana could smell.

“Tellak,” Ana said, “did something happen while I was out?”

Touanne put a plate before each of them. She shared a look with Tellak, and her aura flared with anxiety. Then she shrugged, and said, “If not now, then tomorrow. You may as well tell her.”

Tellak turned her head and looked Ana in the eye. “We rescued the Rivir farm today. Saved four people. Took one enemy captive. A few injuries. One man is infected. Suren. Remember him?”

“Bronze skin, short hair. Axe and shield?”

“Right.”

“How is he?”

“Worse than you, but he’s holding on. He’s not the only one either. There were three others the same day as you. Frista, Tarlantari, and Vasp. Crystals cutting into flesh, that seems to be the way it spreads. Easy to avoid as long as everything’s orderly, but . . .” Tellak trailed off.

“Oh,” Ana said after a few seconds, more to fill the silence than anything else. Four people infected, other than herself and Jancia. People she perhaps didn’t know, but who she’d trained. That made six total now. All the more reason to press on with the ritual as soon as they could. Ana looked at Touanne—there was a slight paleness to her skin, and bags under her eyes. “You’ve been healing a lot?”

“It’s been busy,” Touanne confirmed.

“Who—I mean, who was in charge? Who decided to go out?”

“It was a majority decision,” Tellak said. “Almost everyone agreed that it’s what you would have done.”

Ana nodded. They were right. “And who took charge?”

“We split it. Petra dealt with the preparations, and I commanded in the field. We got Captain Pirta to support the action too. I think she’s coming around, even if she doesn’t like it.”

“Oh. Well done.”

“You’re not upset?” Tellak sounded genuinely surprised.

“Why would I be? I never wanted to be in charge in the first place.”

“But you are. I mean, you have been. And I stepped on your authority without permission.”

“Yeah. Authority I don’t want, and that was just handed to me. Tellak, I’m glad you and Petra stepped up. The sooner we have everyone safe, the sooner we can start our . . . counterattack or whatever. And we need to do that soon, because the Wayfarer told me that the number of prayers are falling. It’s been, what? Two weeks? Best case, people are just losing hope and giving up on praying. Worst case . . . yeah. We need to get going.”

Messy skewered a piece of meat on a two-tined fork, holding it up to Ana’s mouth. “Which means that you need to recover, which you won’t if you don’t eat. There’s time enough to talk after. Food’s getting cold.”

Ana absentmindedly plucked the morsel off the fork with her teeth. It didn’t even occur to her to protest that she could feed herself until a suppressed aaw from Touanne made her aware of the situation. She chewed slowly—too much cumin, but still good—looking from Tellak to Touanne. Despite the whole situation they were both smiling, looking at her and Messy with the energy of women holding tight to a good thing in a world of trouble.

Swallowing, she looked back to Messy, who was looking at Ana expectantly, holding up a piece of roasted tuber.

Ana ate it. Pride be damned; it had never gotten her anything but loneliness.

After dinner, Tellak guided Ana in drawing increasing amounts of mana. She still didn’t bother trying to teach Ana to Channel ambient mana. Apparently it didn’t matter what kind of mana they used for the ritual; they needed mana, any mana, and lots of it. The ritual would do the rest.

They started small. Before Jancia’s Connection was extinguished Touanne had managed to get her to Channel a tiny bit, and it hadn’t seemed to hurt her. They needed to be sure that the same was true for Ana.

She didn’t need to Shape for the ritual, which was fortunate. When she tried that, even beginning with tiny amounts, Ana found herself unable to focus on both keeping the constructs and the flow of mana stable. Even Split Focus didn’t help. She had to abandon the attempt, dumping the mana back into the earth like Tellak had taught her. After that, she simply drew more and more, connecting to the vast reservoir beneath her feet and letting the mana flow through her. Meanwhile, Touanne drew up a simple ritual circle on the floor, and Tellak and Touanne together guided Ana in how to direct the mana she Channeled into the runes of the circle instead of into a Shaping or back into the earth.

All the ritual did was heat the air above it, but with the two experienced mages directing her and handling the control of the ritual, Ana managed well enough.

The whole time, Touanne was monitoring her. The crystals never reacted, and Ana never felt a thing. Touanne only called a stop to the session when Ana got wobbly on her feet, and Ana wasn’t going to complain about that. She was the doctor, after all.

She did grumble a little about Touanne insisting she stay in the house, rather than going to Messy’s. Occupying someone else’s bed the way she was made her uncomfortable. And not for the reasons the Healer seemed to assume, mentioning offhandedly that Messy was welcome to stay as well and that she was going to have to wash those sheets anyway.

Nothing happened. Of course it didn’t. Ana felt disgusting, and Messy treated her like she was made of silk paper. Ana finished her second read through of the grimoire before falling asleep in Messy’s arms—that was all, and it was all she wanted.
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The next afternoon found them in the guardhouse. A large section of the main room had been cleared of tables and benches, and Touanne had set out the two-layered circle needed for the ritual, seven feet wide and drawn in colored wax painted with salt water on the floorboards. Ana had helped her, and they went through the meaning and purpose of each rune as they drew them. It had taken hours, and Ana had needed frequent breaks, but now it was as perfect as it was likely to get.

“It’s a far more advanced circle than anyone should start with,” Touanne had said when they finished. She’d Channeled some mana into it to make sure it didn’t burst into flames, which was apparently a concern if Ana hadn’t done her part right. “But needs must. And your understanding of the runes is excellent.”

“Thanks.” Ana’s hands felt clammy. Clammier, rather. “And there’s no way this can blow up in our faces?”

“There’s nothing in the ritual that could have severe consequences for you, or for anyone outside of the circle. But the—the person inside—” Touanne’s voice failed her for a second. “I’m sorry. No, just focus the best you can and don’t overdo it. Tellak can tell you anything else you need to know.”

Ana watched her leave. She couldn’t blame her for going; there were wounded to take care of, after all. But they both knew that wasn’t the main reason Touanne couldn’t be there.

“Are you ready? Do you need more time to prepare yourself?”

Tellak stood by the door to the stairs, ready to go down into the cells to bring up their first . . . Gods, Ana didn’t want to call them victims, but that was what it felt like. “Subjects” felt nearly as bad. Too clinical and disrespectful. “Patients,” perhaps? With any luck, that was what they’d be. “I’m ready,” Ana said. “Let’s get started.”

The man Tellak brought up was dressed in the remains of a track suit. He might have been Malay or Indonesian, middle-aged, his hair short but looking like it would have been neat before it became matted with sweat and dried blood. Some poor office worker snagged on a morning run maybe? He was tied up wrist to shoulder, ankle to hip, and knee to elbow, and not only gagged but with a rope around his jaw keeping his mouth firmly shut. Despite that he was jerking and snarling, and the only reason Ana couldn’t say that his eyes were filled with hate was that hate demanded some kind of sapience.

On his hands, face, chest, and his arm where the jacket had torn, his skin was riddled with pale blue crystal growths. Ana had no doubt that the same was true of every part of his body. The sight made her want to retch.

Considering his state, and how they had to treat him, it was good that Touanne wasn’t there to see. The only people in the room with them were Messy, who didn’t want to let Ana out of her sight, and Wandak, who’d appointed himself head of security while Ana and Tellak were focused on the ritual.

“Sorry, buddy,” Ana whispered, then nodded to Tellak, who set him down in the center of the circle.

“Okay, Ana,” Tellak said, taking her place across the circle. “You can start pushing mana into the circle. Focus on the runes in sequence, on their meaning and purpose. For some people it helps to look at the runes, others find it easier to keep their eyes closed. Take it easy to begin with, then push more mana as you feel comfortable. There’s no urgency here. You can’t go too slow, but if you lose control of the flow the ritual might collapse, and we’ll have to start over. Steady and even is better than fast and sloppy”

Ana nodded. “Fast is slow and slow is fast. Got it.”

“That—yes, that’s a fine way of putting it.”

“Thanks. I came up with it myself,” Ana lied. Then she began.

Connecting to the wellspring of mana in the earth was easy. So was bending it so that it flowed from her into the ritual circle. She could feel the mana sort of twitch in the direction of the crystals on her neck; it was unsettling, but nothing she couldn’t handle. Remembering all the runes and what they did was the hard part, and Ana felt damned lucky that she had Split Focus, her Acuity Enhancement, letting part of her mind focus on keeping the flow stable while the other dealt with the runes. Runes to take mana, runes to align it, runes to allow it to flow into the construct Tellak was guiding into being, runes to help target the crystals, runes to separate them from the man’s mana channels—which Ana still didn’t quite understand what they were—runes to slowly break them apart and dispose of the debris, runes to heal the wounds left behind, and runes to treat the residual infection once the crystals could no longer act as a reservoir. And those were only the main ones. Among and connected to them were a host of others, modifying and modulating them.

Ana didn’t need to keep all of them in her mind at once, which was a blessing, but she did need to focus on them in order without missing any of the most important ones. From start to finish, again and again and again, until Tellak told her that they were done.

The first dozen rounds or so, the first half hour, Ana kept her eyes open. By then the sequence became so ingrained that she instead needed to make sure that the runes didn’t lose their meaning, and she closed her eyes to remove the distractions of Tellak working, and the man writhing on the floor.

Somewhere after the first hour she lost track of time. It was absolutely and incomparably exhausting, but she couldn’t stop. If she stopped the ritual would fail, and then they wouldn’t know if it was designed correctly, and then they’d have to wait until they could try again, which would probably delay them by a day before Touanne would let her strain herself again. And that would delay everything, meaning that their rescue expedition wouldn’t leave for another day, meaning that more people in Falk’s expedition could die.

So Ana needed to do this right, and she couldn’t give up or even take a break. Slow and steady, she told herself. It’s like a long run. Slow down if you have to.

She drew mana from the earth. She let it flow into the circle. Her knees were stiff, and her hips hurt. She focused on each rune in order, as familiar to her now as the alphabet, around and around and around as Tellak Shaped the construct that would actually take all of the instructions and turn them into an effect.

Time became meaningless. There was the mana and the runes and nothing else. And then something changed. The ritual stopped accepting mana. She tried, but the mana simply circulated through her and back into the earth.

Ana opened her eyes. The man had stopped snarling and lay still, staring at the air above. The runes shone, bright enough that it was like the room was lit by the morning sun. Motes of solid light streamed from them into a ring that hung midair, and from that ring it gathered into a pearlescent orb suspended just below it.

The runes winked out. The motes stopped streaming. The ring dissolved, absorbed into the orb. And then the orb dropped.

It shot directly into the man. He went rigid, gasping and straining against the ropes binding him, and Ana watched in fascination as every crystal came alight, so bright they shone even through his clothes. After a few seconds, the lights winked out, starting with the smallest and proceeding to the largest, leaving behind only smooth skin.

And then it was over. The lights were all gone. The man lay still on his back, staring at the ceiling. His jaw muscles and throat worked, and Ana quickly stumbled over and removed the rope binding his jaw shut and the gag.

The man didn’t acknowledge her. He whispered, his voice rough and raspy, “Ibu. Ibu. Ibu.” And with a long, rattling exhalation, he became still and silent.

“Shit.” Sweat poured off Ana as she closed the dead man’s eyes and turned to Tellak. She hadn’t had any of Touanne’s medicine for hours. “Now what?”

Tellak joined Ana, kneeling next to the body and putting her hand on Ana’s shoulder. “Now we tell Touanne what went wrong, so that she can adjust the ritual. Don’t worry, I knew what to look out for, and I think I know what the problem is.”

“Poor bastard.”

“Yeah. But he looked peaceful at the end. That’s something.”

“That’s something,” Ana agreed. But she wished that they could have done more. Peaceful wasn’t enough. Peaceful wasn’t alive, and peaceful wouldn’t save her or the others.

And she couldn’t stop looking at the dead man and thinking how many, just like him, she’d killed in the field. This was different. Out there she felt a vague regret, but she knew that it was necessary. Kill or be killed. Kill or see the people she was responsible for die. This . . .

She felt dirty. But she wouldn’t hesitate to do it again once Touanne had tweaked the ritual.
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The next morning they tried again. Ana’s Base Connection had dropped another Point, but she had more than enough. Touanne’s changes to the ritual were small and easy to memorize, reducing the rate at which the crystals were isolated and broken down. Their patient still died. The woman screamed through the gag until her breath failed her, then filled her lungs and screamed again. Mid-scream, she choked, jerked wildly, and went still.

Touanne, of course, blamed herself. Between sobs she told them that she couldn’t find anything else to change in the ritual. She believed that the healing component simply couldn’t be made strong enough without disrupting the rest or raising the complexity so much that she’d need to redesign the circles from the ground up. But with a Healer present, they might have been able to save the woman.

Tellak had to carry her back to her shop.

[image: Scene Change]

By afternoon Ana’s Connection had dropped again, to 19 Base and 28 Effective. Her fever was worse. Touanne had barely wanted to let her leave the house but had finally relented, and had knelt nervously next to Ana on the floor all through the ritual. Their third patient was a teenage girl, ethnically Indian by Ana’s guess. When the ritual finished, she didn’t scream, or speak. She just cried.

Touanne was on her in seconds after the ritual completed, her hands on the girl’s neck, focusing furiously. Slowly, the girl’s crying stopped, her breathing became more even, and she closed her eyes.

“She’s asleep,” Touanne said, her eyes shining with tears as she looked up from her patient with a relieved smile. “She’s alive, and stable, and asleep!”

“Oh, thank goodness,” Ana panted. She could barely stay upright. “Let’s . . . let’s get her back to your shop, Tou, so you can . . . you know. And if you don’t see anything else wrong with her tonight, then, tomorrow . . .”

“Are you sure?” Touanne asked. “We haven’t tested it on . . . you know.”

On someone with a Class and Levels. They hadn’t made it widely known exactly who the Summoners were targeting, and even if everyone in the room was an ally, Ana still appreciated the discretion. But the objection was meaningless.

“Someone has to go first. I’m not going to ask you to use Jancia or any of the others. It has to be me.”

“I know. I just wish it wasn’t necessary. I wish this all hadn’t happened.”

“Yeah. But we’re running out of time. At this rate, by tomorrow evening I’ll be down another 2 or 3 Points in Connection. Another 2 or 3 the day after that. No way to say when my mind will start going. And it’s not just me. We need to get out there, and we need the ritual working before we move. Wishing . . . Sorry, Touanne, but wishing doesn’t help.”

“I know.” Touanne shook her head. “Gods, you’re soaked through!” she said suddenly. “We need to get you both back! You need rest and treatment!”

“I’m fine,” Ana said, raising her hand. She put one foot flat on the floor and went to rise, but her balance betrayed her, and she fell on her side. “I’m—”

Messy ran to her side. The world swam. She was almost painfully hot, when she wasn’t freezing cold. She was vaguely aware of Wandak carrying her back to Touanne’s shop, of being put to bed and made to drink two full cups of Touanne’s fever cure. That helped enough for her to relax.

Once she did, she didn’t so much go to sleep as pass out, falling into a dreamless darkness.


Chapter eighteen


Ana woke to song.

It was familiar. A melody she’d heard more than a few times now, in a language that she didn’t understand a word of. The voice that sang it was clear, bright, and trembled so badly that the song itself became almost unrecognizable.

But only almost. Ana would recognize Messy’s voice singing her favorite song anytime, anywhere, no matter what.

Ana’s head was on a pillow, but she could feel the warmth of Messy’s body behind and around her. One hand rested high on Ana’s chest, and the other stroked her hair as Messy kept singing through her tears. I’m in her lap again, she thought, and for a few seconds she just melted back into the safety and comfort that she always felt when Messy took care of her.

But those feelings didn't last. Hearing Messy cry hurt too much, which was a strange, uncomfortable thing in itself. Messy crying wasn’t the greatest sign of Ana’s own state, either, nor was the fact that her whole body ached. Joints, muscle, skin, everything was sore. She would have sworn that even her nails and hair were in pain, if she didn’t know that was impossible. It wasn’t an unbearable pain, just a dull, all-encompassing throbbing that she could ignore if she put her mind to it.

But the fever? That was gone. So was the ache from the bite on her neck, replaced with the same pain that she felt everywhere else. That had to be good, all things considered.

Ana made a few abortive attempts to speak, finally managing to croak a weak, “Mess?”

The singing stopped, and Messy sniffed behind her.

“Mess, I think I’m okay.” Ana’s throat was dry and scratchy. Speaking hurt, like everything else. But Messy was crying, so Ana had to try. With a great effort she put her hand on top of Messy’s, resting on her chest.

“Angel?” Messy sniffed, then her hand turned and grasped Ana’s. “Angel! You’re awake. SHE’S AWAKE!” Messy called at the open door, then wrapped both arms around her, burying her face in Ana’s hair. “It worked. Oh, gods beyond, it worked!”

“What happened?” Ana heard rapid steps on the stairs but didn’t want to wait.

“You passed out. We couldn’t wake you. And, gods, you were burning up! Nothing Touanne did helped!”

As if summoned, the Healer came through the door, a smile of relief and absolute joy splitting her face. “It worked!” she exclaimed, running to their side, then leaping on the bed and wrapping them both up in an excited hug. “Ana, it worked! The ritual works!”

“Tou, please—” Ana felt like she was being crushed. In a good way, sure; she was being crushed with joy and kindness. But after getting so used to being inhumanly strong, it was a strange feeling. She felt so weak that she feared that something was terribly wrong, but checking her Summary showed that all of her Attributes were just as they should. Including her Connection, which sat back at 22 Base.

Oh, she thought. Oh!

She somehow hadn’t quite understood Touanne. “The ritual works,” she’d said. Of course, it worked. That was what they’d been making sure of when Ana crashed. But now the pieces slowly fell into place.

“You used the ritual on me?” Ana asked from inside the press.

Touanne pulled back, sitting on her heels and adding her hands to a three-way clasp with Ana’s and Messy’s. “We did,” she said, a little more soberly. “You didn’t respond to either magic or any potion I could think of, and this morning . . . gods, Ana, we thought we might lose you. Your body was destroying itself trying to deal with the infection, but the crystals were still spreading. Not just on your skin, but in your lungs, your heart, your brain . . . But the girl from yesterday, she woke up! She’s confused and frightened, she seems to speak several languages but I can’t understand a word of any of them, and she still doesn’t have a Class. But she’s alive, and lucid, and responding just like you’d expect from a person in her position. So . . . we tried. We couldn’t wake you to ask, but we agreed that it was what you’d want. And it was that, or watch you slip away or . . . or turn. So your wishes didn’t matter much one way or another, anyway.”

As she spoke, Touanne had filled a cup from a pitcher by the bed. She gave it to Messy, who helped Ana drink. It was different from the medicine she’d been drinking for a few days now. Instead of herby it was citrusy and refreshing, and Ana drank it down as fast as her poor throat would allow.

“Thanks,” she sighed once the cup was empty. “For the drink, and for saving my life.”

Touanne snorted happily. Her mood was leaps and bounds beyond anything Ana had seen from her for weeks—since they brought in Jancia, probably. “You’re welcome, on both counts. How are you feeling?”

“Better,” Ana said. Even speaking was an effort. “And worse. Feels like the fever’s gone, and my Connection’s back to normal. But everything hurts. And I feel weaker than I have in ages.”

“That’s to be expected. The fever may be gone, but you've not recovered from the ritual yet. It puts a lot of strain on the body, but that's easy to deal with. We’ll get some food, some healing, and some strengthening medicine in you, and you’ll be just fine. Knowing you, we’ll have you on your feet by tomorrow.”

“Alright. Cool.” Ana sure as hell didn't feel like she’d be on her feet by tomorrow, but a month wasn't enough time to internalize magic. If the Healer said so . . . “What about Jancia, Suren, and the others?”

Touanne's whole aura became more serious. “Tellak's with them, explaining what we're going to do. We’ll start with Jancia, then the others, and finally Suren. They’re all bad, but . . . I’m worried about Jay. She's getting thin, lips cracking, more and more rage. I haven’t been able to examine her properly for a few days now, but I expect the crystals in her head are growing. Resembling the captives, when I tried to heal them. So now that you're awake and recovering . . .”

She trailed off, but Ana understood. “Now you're sure it’s . . . maybe not safe safe, but it works. It’s worth the risk, right?”

“Right,” Touanne said. But she was slipping again. That fear that something might go wrong was growing.

“Listen, Tou. I get it. You don't like using anyone to try something you're not sure of, right? But there was no real choice with me, and if I’d been awake I would have insisted. I told you, and I’ll tell you again: I’m glad you did it, and I only hope it works just as well on Jancia. Alright? So thank you.”

“Here,” Messy said, holding her arms out around Ana. “Come here. You need this.”

Touanne looked between the two, then went in for a hug when Ana lifted her own arms as much as she comfortably could.

“You’re brilliant, Mistress Touanne.” Messy’s tone was filled with confidence and admiration, and she squeezed until there was no room left for argument or humility. “Don't you dare forget that. Ana’s going to be fine, Jancia’s going to be fine, and so is everyone else. And when we can, we'll start on the poor bastards out there, alright? We’ll try to disable instead of kill, and we'll heal them. As many as we can.”

Ana wanted to tell her not to promise things like that. “As many as we can,” was likely to be a single digit number at best; what she intended to do didn’t lend itself to taking captives. But this was not the time. With the way Touanne relaxed at her words, and the way she said okay, and the way her aura just screamed that she wanted to believe Messy, some hope seemed to be just what their friend needed right then.

“We’ve got this, Tou,” Ana said, her cheek against Touanne's waist. “You’ve got this. There're some bastards out there trying to destroy this whole Splinter, and we're going to beat them, and a big part of that is you. We'll be fighting our way to wherever they are. It's not going to be easy. But it won’t be possible at all if we slowly lose people to this damn plague. And thanks to you, we won't. Thanks to you, we’ve got a real chance. Okay?”

She felt Touanne shift slightly as she nodded. “Okay.”

“Good. Now get off me! You're like a damn furnace.”

“Right, sorry!” Touanne laughed nervously and sat back. “I’ll mix you a potion for the soreness and weakness. Mestendi, could you get her something to eat? There's soup in the kitchen. Just heat it on the plate.”

“Right.” Messy kissed Ana on the top of her head and climbed out from behind her, and in moments Ana was alone.

She looked at the little shrine Touanne kept across from the bed. Just a table with a small bowl for incense at the feet of an effigy of the Lifegiver, an androgynous figure holding a swaddled babe in one arm and a sickle in their other hand.

“You’d better look after Tou,” Ana whispered to the effigy. “Once we leave this place, when we can’t keep her from the blood and the screams and the dying anymore . . . don’t let her break. Don't you fucking dare let her break.”

Threatening a major deity now?

The distant voice of the Wayfarer whispered through Ana’s mind, and she barely needed to use her imagination to see the amused smile on the goddess’s angular face.

I’ll see what I can do. Maybe I can have a word with them. You get well! Time is short.

The voice faded like a dream. It had been so weak that Ana might have thought she'd imagined it, but she knew better.

“Thank you,” she whispered, meaning it.

She wondered if she'd ever get used to this. Not to the voice of a goddess in her head; that felt oddly normal already, to the point that she’d missed it when losing a few Points of Connection had sent her back into silence. No, she wondered if she'd ever get used to the idea of that voice, or any voice in her head, giving her a sense of comfort. There was a god—a goddess, even—and she was demonstrably in Ana’s corner. How was an atheist supposed to deal with that?

Touanne’s potion did wonders for the physical discomfort, but like most healing, it treated the symptoms far quicker than the underlying problem. So while Ana felt alright after a big bowl of soup and a jug of the herby, faintly tangy liquid, Touanne still wouldn’t let her go anywhere. She’d been allowed to walk around the building for a while, but that was it. She’d talked to Tellak, who’d come by to check on her, and visited Suren in the room she still thought of as Jancia’s. He’d been half out of it but seemed to understand her when she explained that she’d had the same affliction, and that Touanne’s ritual had cured her. But then it was back to bed. She’d have liked to see the three others, but they were already showing aggressive behavior and were physically well enough to be kept in the cells with Jancia. With how weak Ana was, a trip outside was out of the question.

“The potion will have worn off by morning,” the Healer said as she and Messy firmly guided Ana back upstairs. “Take stock then and see if the aches and the weakness are truly gone. If they are, you’re free to go.”

“What if they’re not? I feel bad about taking up your bed.”

“Please, Ana, don’t worry about me. I have a perfectly comfortable cot set up downstairs, where I can hear if Suren needs me. You’re staying in that bed until you’re well, and you’re both entirely welcome.”

“Angel, please, listen to Touanne,” Messy said from her other side. “As much as I’d love to bring you home, I couldn’t stand it if something happened in the middle of the night, and I had to leave you to get help. As effective as the ritual was, and the potion, we still don’t know for sure that you’re entirely cured. So please, Angel. Stay here. Tonight, at least. For me?”

“Yeah, okay.” Ana had been convinced by the time Touanne was finished, but if she hadn’t, easing Messy’s mind would have been reason enough to stay.
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The next morning Ana felt stiff, but not weak. And she had a few little aches, but she wasn’t sore everywhere. In short, it was a perfectly normal morning, waking in a bed that was too soft for her.

She was also curled up on her side, the little spoon to Messy’s big one, which was a damned nice way to wake up.

Ana had slept six hours at most. Outside the window it was still mostly dark, but there was the beginning of a blush in the sky. Thanks to her Willpower she only needed less than four hours now, but she’d been sleeping a lot while she was ill. Maybe her body was just used to it? Or maybe, when she needed so little sleep she could allow herself to be a useless layabout and sleep for hours more than she actually needed and still get a full day done.

She chose to believe the second one. It sounded perversely pleasant to be lazy for once.

She did have a small problem though. She was awake, and as rested as she’d ever felt. But Messy had gone to bed at the same time as her and had lain awake until Ana herself went to sleep, and Ana doubted that her girlfriend had the Willpower to only need six hours of sleep.

She was very warm. Messy was like a furnace. And she wanted to get up, but she didn’t want to wake Messy.

She did her best. She really did. She used all her Attributes and her Stealth to their fullest. Messy had wrapped an arm around her, up and under her shirt and with the hand dug in beneath Ana, and Ana lifted herself on her elbow and knees, then moved Messy’s arm slowly, gently, fractions of an inch per second. All that got her was an unhappy little whine, and Messy’s arm tightening around her stomach, pulling them closer.

For all Ana’s Strength, and all her Willpower, she wasn’t strong enough to free herself. Defeated, she accepted her fate. She snuggled back into Messy’s warmth and closed her eyes.
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“Wake up, Angel.”

Sunlight streamed in through the window. A gentle voice was whispering in her ear, and a soft, yet calloused hand stroked her arm.

Ana hadn’t expected to sleep more, but there she was.

“Mess,” she grunted and rolled over, wrapping her arms around the elfin space heater. Ana effortlessly continued the roll, pushing Messy onto her back and getting a little surprised squeak out of her for her efforts. She kissed her on the forehead in passing then continued until her feet were on the floor and stretched, hands high over her head. Her shoulders popped and she groaned with pleasure, then moved on to her back and legs.

“Someone’s feeling spry!” Messy laughed. She lay on her side, braids scattered around her head, amber eyes shining as she watched Ana stretch.

“I can move properly for the first time in days,” Ana said, her head almost touching the floor as she folded over. “And don’t think I can’t feel your eyes on me, lecher.”

“Shamelessly guilty.”

“Yeah, well, ogling me is the least you deserve for looking after me all this time.” Rising from her stretch, Ana leaned in and slid her hand around the back of Messy’s neck, making the elfin woman gasp softly as she leaned in to whisper in her ear. “Thank you, Mess. I don’t know how to show you how much I appreciate everything you do, but I’m going to try.” She punctuated her words with a soft kiss.

“Oh!” Messy tried to follow Ana’s lips up as she straightened, and Ana indulged her, giving her another peck and helping her sit. “As much as I’d love to start trying right here and now . . . having you sponge me off was nice, but I need a real bath, alright? And I need to clean out my whole mouth with something.”

“And there’s a lot to do,” Messy said reluctantly, resting her hands on Ana’s waist.

“And there’s a lot to do. We need to prepare to move out. The goddess is . . . I’m not sure. Worried, or impatient. Things are bad, wherever our friends are. We can’t wait any longer.”

“Captain Pirta isn’t going to like that.”

Ana sighed. “No, she is not.”


Chapter nineteen


They spent the rest of that morning alternately thanking and encouraging Touanne and planning out the healing rituals for Jancia and the others—they were going to rope Simt and a few other casters into powering them, so that they could do all the rituals one after another. They’d bring in the other three Life-mages still in the outpost, too, to back up Touanne. None of them were primarily Life, so they weren’t nearly as strong as Touanne, but according to the Healer it would all add up. She had also already laid the theoretical groundwork to scale the ritual up to cure more patients at once, which would be crucial if they intended to take prisoners.

“The limiting factor will be stabilizing everyone once they’re cured,” Touanne had said. She was fidgety, her voice a little shaky, but she was fighting through it. “Despite my initial failures I still hope to fine-tune the ritual so that healing will not be necessary, but I’m not there yet.”

Leaving Touanne’s served two other purposes. First, Ana had to show that she was alive and well. Everyone knew that she’d been infected with the same strange disease as Jancia and the crazies. Everyone surely knew that she’d collapsed, and that Touanne and Tellak had performed the ritual on her. For the sake of morale, she needed to be out there, to let everyone see that she’d been healed. That their involuntary leader, the Chosen-by-happenstance of the Wayfarer, was still with them, and that the local Healer’s ritual was a success.

Second, she needed to make sure that she had the support to force a full-scale migration from the outpost. Because that was what it would be. They might leave a skeleton crew to make sure that the crazies didn't get in and somehow destabilize the Waystone further, but other than that they needed to take everyone. The small gardens and the chicken coops were nowhere near enough to feed everyone. The outpost relied on the farms, the forest, and deliveries through the Waystone for food, and now they were running out; it was as simple as that.

She knew that she had Tellak and Touanne’s unconditional support. Petra’s as well. But she needed to be sure about the other officers. Wandak seemed like a lock-in, Simt and Halmer liked her and had never given her any trouble, and everyone else seemed to be on board, but she needed to be sure before she made a move. And she needed to talk to Captain Pirta again; the captain had said that she’d reconsider supporting Ana if they were successful in relieving the farms, but whether she’d follow through remained to be seen. Pirta opposing her when the time came was pretty much a guarantee for disaster, and they’d only done four out of five farms, but with Touanne’s ritual ready Ana didn’t see any reason to delay. They’d just get the last farm on the way out.

So she made the rounds. For hours she went around, Messy in tow, finding and talking to militia officers, the three Life-mages, and anyone else she recognized as having pull in the outpost. They started at the baths, for the simple reason that Ana desperately wanted one, and while it was a place for hygiene and relaxation, it was also a place people talked. Then they visited the temple, telling Mamtass that the time had almost come. They went to the Exchange, where Crystals and second-hand gear were traded, putting on the Charm with Yildim and his colleagues. And they visited Administration, talking to Drisa and as many others as they could.

Anywhere they went, Ana was fully honest about her intentions: she was going to lead them all out into the forest to break the siege and rescue Captain Falk and the rest of his expedition. People were shocked. People were unsure. People were scared. And Ana shamelessly flattered and cajoled, bargained and bribed, appealed to their pride, their religion, their better nature, or their fear. She leveraged every Point of Charisma and every Level of Acting, Charm, Negotiation, and Intimidation she had, and she left every group or person she spoke to at least saying that they were with her.

“I want you all to begin preparations immediately,” she told each of the officers, “Speak to your teams. Tell them to spread the word. I want the whole outpost ready to move in the next few days. Can I count on you?”

Every one of them said that she could. Some were more convincing than others, but they all said it. And if nothing else, the whole exercise was a goldmine of Skill Levels.
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Gods have mercy, she was becoming a damn politician. More of a Teddy Roosevelt than a Bill Clinton, perhaps, but still.

With Messy’s help, Ana even swallowed her pride and went to find Waller to give him her thanks for carrying her back inside the walls.

“Yeah,” he grunted and nodded at Syltfer. “This asshole badgered me into it. Told me how you’re important enough we had to do something.” He shrugged and took a drink from his ale. “Worked out, I guess.”

“Still,” Ana said. “Thank you. All three of you. I didn’t expect anything from you, and you proved me wrong. You stepped up.”

Waller shrugged. “Maybe I’ve heard some shit about Ran lately. Some people talking about him who didn’t dare to while he was still around. Doesn’t mean I believe you about what you said, just . . . maybe you’re not full of it.”

“I’ll take it,” Ana said. She bought them a round on the way out.

Just after sunset, Ana and Messy stood outside Administration. Touanne and Simt were performing the ritual to heal Jancia; Ana would have liked to be there to speak with the Lumimancer, but they expected Jancia to be unconscious through the night afterward, like Ana had been. Besides, there were only so many hours in a day. Ana needed to talk to Captain Pirta tonight, and then she and Touanne would be healing Suren, and then they’d be continuing with the other infected, who were more unpredictable and needed a bit more watching.

They had a long night ahead of them.

They didn’t just show up at Pirta’s office uninvited. They’d visited during the day to request a meeting and had returned later to be told when to return. This time, Drisa was waiting. Drisa, who was, when Ana thought about it, a guild officer in her own right.

“Do I have your support?” she asked without elaborating.

“If you mean what I think, then yes. I don’t see what choice we have. But Miss Cole? Ana? Don’t worry too much. The captain is not some tyrant. She’s a reasonable woman, who wants the best for this outpost and its people. Keep that in mind.”

Ana worked very hard to keep that in mind as she sat across the desk from Pirta, enduring her inscrutable stare. And it was one hell of a stare, coming from a nine-foot-tall Level 40-plus woman who was probably hundreds of years old.

Pirta didn’t look angry. Not with Ana, certainly not with Messy, and not in general. She looked tired, and not much else. Frankly, this was better than expected. Ana had expected anger and hostility, a refusal to honor their verbal agreement. Possibly violence. But as Pirta sat up straight, laced her fingers on the desk, and sighed, none of those seemed forthcoming.

“Miss Mestendi. Good evening. Miss Cole. I’m glad to see you on your feet. I was concerned when I heard that you’d been infected.”

I’m sure you were, Ana thought sarcastically, though there was nothing in Pirta’s tone to suggest that she was being anything but honest. “Thank you, Captain. It’s only thanks to Mistress Touanne’s hard work that I’ve made a full recovery.”

“And I hear that she’s doing much better, now that the ritual works. I’m glad. I was worried about her. She always has been a sensitive girl.”

“Did you know her before she arrived here?” Messy asked, leaning forward slightly and sounding genuinely curious.

“I did, in fact. I’m good friends with her parents, and I like to think that I played some small part in her choosing to come here. I’ve known her since she was a child, though I only met her rarely until she was well into adulthood.”

Pirta sighed. “But we’re not here to speak about Touanne. Miss Cole. Anastasia, if I may?”

Ana nodded, and Pirta inclined her head in response.

“I told you before that if you could successfully rescue one family of farmers, I would consider your plan to take the whole outpost on the warpath. Today, only one farm remains cut off, and while we’ve had injuries, there have been no deaths. Together with the success of Touanne’s ritual, I see no reason to oppose you. Assuming, that is, that we do this methodically and in an organized fashion.”

Ana was about to reply, but an excited Messy beat her to it.

“You’re not fighting her?” Messy was half out of her chair when Ana caught her shoulder and firmly sat her back down. This was not the energy Pirta needed tonight. “Captain, I mean. That’s fantastic! I—”

Pirta looked down on her with the same tired patience she’d shown Ana before the conversation even started, and Messy wilted, offering a chagrined “Sorry.”

“I was under the impression, Miss Mestendi, that you are here as moral support for your friend. But your apology is unnecessary. I am, indeed, not going to try to fight this. Nor do I wish to any longer. The response to my prayers has been . . . confusing, and I am, in my heart, uncertain. But I have lived long. I have seen and done much. And one of the things I have learned, one of the things which makes me qualified to hold the rank of Captain in this guild, is how to discern when to trust my own judgment, and when to defer to others. In this case, we cannot afford for me to put my pride before the collected wisdom of the outpost. I have spoken to those of my officers and friends who remain here, as well as to Mamtass, and they agree that there is little hope for us if we remain here.”

Some of the tension in Ana’s shoulders released as Pirta spoke. Her hand found Messy’s, and she gave it a soft squeeze as she looked up at the towering elf. “Thank you, Captain. I don’t think I can express just how relieved I am to hear that.”

“You intended to go through with it, with or without my support,” Pirta stated.

“Yeah.”

“It would have been mutiny.”

“I guess so. But I’d rather survive and face the consequences than die here, trapped like a rat.”

“I would have killed you, you know. If I’d been convinced that you were leading my people to disaster, I would not have hesitated. It would no doubt have torn this outpost asunder, and Touanne would have never forgiven me, but as you say, I’d rather survive and face the consequences.”

Pirta delivered each statement with calm certainty, and Messy’s grip on Ana’s hand tightened. Ana herself did her best not to go rigid. There were a few people in the outpost that Ana still believed could kill her if they put their minds to it. Pirta was at the top of the list. It was in how she held herself, and in how she moved, every motion graceful and efficient. If Pirta had said no here, tonight . . . well. Ana was glad that she hadn’t.

“It’s for the best that we’ll never know how that might have played out,” Pirta continued, with the same weary calm. “How far have you come in your preparations? I’m sure that you’ve already started. In fact, I’d be disappointed if you hadn’t.”

“I’ve made sure that I have the support I need. The officers, the militia, and some other important members of the community. And I’ve gotten the word out to start preparing. That was only today though. I doubt anything’s happened yet.”

“Better than nothing,” Pirta sighed. “I’ll get my clerks on it. Drisa helped organize the initial settlement, and your efforts are better spent elsewhere. And I’m calling a town meeting at the square tomorrow morning. A display of unity should go far in solidifying support among the members.”

“That—yeah. Thank you, Captain.”

“Very good. I’ll see you on the square, tomorrow, then. Say, two hours after sunrise. Good night, Miss Mestendi. Anastasia.”

The dismissal was so sudden that Ana hesitated, but Messy didn’t. Under the captain’s expectant gaze, Messy pulled Ana to her feet and out the door, walking as quickly as manners would allow.

“Oh gods, she meant it. She really meant it!” Standing outside, Messy’s breathing was quick and shallow. She hadn’t even said good night to Drisa; Ana wasn’t sure she’d heard Messy breathe once during the walk down from Pirta’s office.

“She meant everything she said,” Ana agreed, starting slowly across the square. “Every word.”

She was completely certain of that. She’d received a notification early in the meeting, and though she hadn’t looked at it, she’d been sure of Pirta’s candor and lack of hostility from that point on.

Congratulations! Your Skill Sense Motive has improved to Level 5! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Minor). You have gained the Perk Kinesics.
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Pirta had been tired, and unhappy with the situation, but her guard had been down. There had been nothing about her that suggested that she expected or intended for things to get ugly.

“Could you . . .?” Messy trailed off, but Ana knew what she meant.

“No, I don’t think so. If she ever came for me, my plan’s been to run for the forest and try to find Captain Falk and the others myself.” Assuming her last bullet didn’t take the elf down; Ana doubted it would be enough, unless she got very, very lucky. Besides, her gun was tucked away in her room at Petra’s, with the magazine and her last bullet hidden separately from the gun itself just in case someone—and her mind, perhaps unfairly, went to Mikkel—got too nosy for their own good. She hadn’t been carrying regularly for a while now.

“You might have told me.” Messy sounded hurt, and Ana scrambled to figure out why before landing on the obvious. If she’d gone, she might not have had a chance to let Messy know what was going on or where she was going. She’d have just disappeared, with or without fanfare.

Ana stopped, taking Messy’s hands and looking up at her. Really looking. Messy was a chaotic mix of joy, fear, relief, and betrayal. “God, I’m sorry, Mess. That’s on me. I wasn’t thinking. I’m just not used to having anyone care about me like you do or having anyone be this important to me. Can I make it up to you somehow?”

Messy gave her a halfhearted leer, then shook her head at herself and wrapped her arms around Ana. “Learn, and do better next time?”

Ana let herself relax properly again for the first time since leaving bed that morning and melted into the embrace. “I think I can do that.”

They stood like that until they’d both had enough, and Messy said, “Come on, Angel. The meeting went quicker than we’d thought, right? We should go see how the ritual’s going.”

They snuck into the guardhouse through the door toward the yard. It was smaller and farther from the common room and less likely to disturb Touanne and Simt. When they entered, Tellak barely looked up. She gave them a nod, then turned her attention back to Jancia, who lay flat on her back in the middle of the circle. She was conscious, her arms and legs bound, and calm, staring at the air above her. Ana wondered if Touanne had given her something. Otherwise the only other people there were the three Life-mages: a Courtesan, a Priest from the temple, and one of Sendra’s colleagues, another Evoker who worked at the baths and primarily focused on water.

Tellak was anxious, even afraid, that much was obvious from her posture and her chewed thumbnails, a behavior Ana hadn’t seen in the pale woman before. She didn’t leave her chair, and she didn’t say a word, but that was no surprise. Ana had survived, but Jancia was, presumably, far weaker than Ana, and her infection had gone much further.

Ana didn’t know how much of Jancia was left with all the crystals in her brain, but Tellak didn’t want to lose her. Following her example, Ana and Messy sat down silently to watch.

They’d arrived toward the end of the ritual. The runes glowed brightly, and the spherical construct above Jancia was almost finished. The tension in the room grew as they reached the final stages, and ten minutes after Ana and Messy arrived the runes winked out, one by one, as they fed into the construct.

“Oh!” Jancia said, her voice full of delight as the construct grew blindingly bright. She smiled, the first real smile Ana had seen from her, and it seemed to light up the room in a whole other way than the magic of the ritual. “Oh yes!”

The shining orb dropped. Jancia gasped, a drawn out guttural sound as her back arched, and she fell back onto the floor, eyes and mouth wide open, body spasming as the light faded. The three Life-mages rushed in, Touanne only a moment behind them, and all four immediately went to work.

It only took five seconds before Touanne’s triumphant cry. “Success!”

Tellak threw herself forward out of her chair, practically tackling one of the Life-mages in her rush to get to her friend.

Ana and Messy left them to it. By silent agreement they walked around the group, helping Simt to her feet and leading her out into the square for some air. As the door closed behind them, Tellak was openly weeping with relief, repeating Jancia’s name over and over, letting out the fear and tension of three weeks of watching her friend waste away.

“You did good, Simt,” Ana told the tiny demi-fae woman. Although, Ana reminded herself, she was apparently considered tall for her people.

“I did the only thing I could,” the exhausted woman replied, giving them a tired smile. “But it was the right thing, so what’s the difference, right?”

“Right.” Ana clapped her on the shoulder, then turned to Messy. “Mess, babe, could you make sure that Simt gets plenty of food and drink in her? We should get started with Suren as soon as we can.”

“Babe, huh?” Messy’s eyes twinkled, and Ana couldn’t tell if it was because of a language issue or because she’d never called Messy anything like that. “Call me that a few more times. Let me see how I feel about it. Come on, Simt. You like stew and ale, right?”

As Messy and Simt turned the corner, headed for Petra’s, Ana thought about how damn lucky she was to have run into someone as understanding and reliable as Messy. She really needed to do better. Then she went inside, and they got Jancia to Touanne’s, and Suren to the ritual circle. And then they healed him, and it was another goddamn success.


Chapter twenty


Waking together with someone in a bed barely wide enough for one had never felt so good.

Ana couldn't think of a single place where she’d felt like she belonged as much as in that tiny apartment with its narrow cot. The way she felt right then, she was pretty sure that as long as Messy was there, a closet would have felt like home.

They’d brought Ana’s few belongings from Petra’s the previous night; Ana’s gun and its magazine and single bullet were now hidden at opposite ends of the room. Moving in together after three weeks was pretty damn fast. They both recognized that. But Ana knew a good thing when she saw it, and she wasn’t going to deny herself this because of conventional wisdom. And Messy wanted Ana there; she never missed an opportunity to show that.

Messy had been somewhat mystified by Ana’s muttered comments about U-Hauls though.

As much as Ana would have liked to stay in bed, enjoying the comfort and safety that she felt with Messy’s arm around her, the sun was rising. She really needed to get up. There was an early town meeting, where Pirta would officially declare the guild’s support for Ana’s plans. Then she needed to check on the woman from Earth. She should have done that the day before, but there had been so many other people to talk to, and she hadn’t been sure how to handle it. She didn’t even know if the woman spoke any English; last Ana checked, Earth was a big place. But if they could speak to each other, anything the woman could tell them would be invaluable.

Assuming that she remembered anything, that was.

Then there were Jancia and the others. Each of the five rituals had been successful, though they’d worn out the mages doing them, including Ana; Touanne’s potions to help fight off mana depletion were effective, but they tasted absolutely vile, and they exhausted the body. Now Ana felt she should check on the patients. With Suren and the other three fighters, it was simply that they were part of the militia, and she had a responsibility to them. That was clean and easy. Jancia, though . . . Ana wasn’t sure of her own motivations there. Morbid curiosity perhaps? A need to know what Jancia had gone through, and what they could expect from her in the future?

Maybe she just wanted to be there to support Tellak and Touanne. She hoped that was it.

She needed to get up. But nothing was so urgent that she couldn’t just lie there until Messy’s breathing changed. Until the arm around her tightened just a little, and she felt a nose burrow into her hair. Until she got a kiss to the back of the head and a grunted, “Morning, Angel. Love you.”

She couldn’t imagine anything being that urgent.
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“Thank you all for coming.”

Pirta stood patiently, waiting for the murmur of the crowd to quiet down. She’d eschewed the podium this time and stood on the plinth, just in front of the Waystone. Again, it looked like the whole outpost was gathered. Again, Ana had no idea how word had gotten around. It was two hours after sunrise, and Pirta had only decided to call this meeting the previous evening.

“I’m aware that rumors have been going around about a disagreement between myself and Miss Cole. Some have gone so far as to call it enmity. Where the disagreement is concerned, the rumors were true.”

She let the crowd rumble for a few heartbeats before continuing. “But no longer. Anastasia, would you join me, please?”

That was completely expected. It had been obvious even before Pirta had explicitly asked Ana to stand near the Waystone. Ana climbed onto the plinth and took her place beside the captain, sure that she looked like a child next to the towering elf.

“Miss Cole has more than proven herself as a leader in combat. And under her, you, the members and volunteers of our militia, have proven that the enemy outside our walls can be beaten. You have successfully rescued the inhabitants of four farms—”

There was loud cheering and clapping from one side of the square, where the farmers and their friends were gathered.

“And have taken no serious casualties in the process. That does not mean that we’ve had no serious injuries. The worst of those were taken by Miss Cole herself, Mister. Tarlantari, Miss Frista, Mister Vasp, and Mister Suren. As you may have heard, they were all infected with the same disease as our enemy and Miss Jancia Versil. And yet, Miss Cole stands here now, hale and hearty. I can tell you today that our esteemed midwife, Mistress Touanne, has successfully developed a ritual to cure this disease and reverse its effects. Miss Cole standing before you is proof positive of its efficacy. The others are resting and expected to make a full recovery under the care of Mistress Touanne. Even one of our enemies has been healed, and though she is confused and afraid, she shows no sign of aggression or sickness.

“Fellow members of the Bluesky Guild: this disease can be beaten. This enemy can be beaten. And our friends in the expedition, whose absence we all feel so keenly, still live. For these reasons, I am placing my support, and that of the guild, behind Miss Cole. It is time to strike back. It is time to end this. This outpost will go on the warpath.”

The low background of people talking among themselves swelled to objections, shouted questions, and above all, cheers.

“We will pack up all of our necessities, we will arm ourselves, and we will move south. We will rescue our friends. We will destroy those who sought to destroy us. The day after tomorrow, we are moving out!”

Pirta stepped down from the plinth and turned around to face Ana. Even then Ana had to look up.

Pirta raised her voice so that it echoed through the square. “Miss Cole!”

Don’t blink, said the Wayfarer in a voice that only Ana could hear.

“I do not have the authority to promote anyone to my own rank, even temporarily. However, from this moment on until this crisis is resolved or Captain Falk returns to duty, I am proclaiming you marshal.”

The crowd grew silent. A pearlescent light illuminated Pirta, glinting off her eyes, and she hesitated long enough for a shout of Chosen! to carry from somewhere in the crowd. Others took it up, and it became a reverent background as Pirta continued.

“You will organize our forces. You will see to their training and lead them in battle.”

The light grew brighter, and Ana bit her tongue as she swore that she felt her heels leave the ground, leaving her weightless with only her toes touching the plinth. Then, out of the corners of her eyes she saw two giant, ethereal wings beat once, and her perspective shifted as she rose two feet into the air, putting her eye to eye with Pirta.

“You will lead us to victory!” The elf’s eyes were wider than Ana had ever imagined seeing them, but she didn’t stutter or falter. “Do you accept?”

“I do.” She said it softly, but Ana’s words carried like a sudden wind across the square.

“Chosen!” A hundred voices rose again, followed by all the rest.

“Chosen!”

“Marshal!”

“Victory!”

“Anastasia!

“Ana!”

“Angel!”

Hah! Oh, gods beyond, this is exhausting! The Wayfarer laughed in Ana’s head, and it was all Ana could do not to grin at the sheer absurdity of it. Grinning could be badly misinterpreted as smugness or triumph, and she needed to be Commander—Marshal, now—Stasia, the calm, collected leader. But it was ridiculous, wasn’t it? A goddess had just spent whatever meager allowance she seemed to have for directly interacting with the mortal world to . . . what? Hype Ana up? People had just started calming down since the previous wings incident, and now they were going to be insufferable.

She suspected that was part of the Wayfarer’s motivation. Because despite looking like a middle-aged woman, and being a who-knew-how-old deity, she apparently had the sense of humor of a teenager. And Ana couldn’t even find it in herself to be mad.

It wasn’t funny the first time, she said inside her head, directing her thoughts to the goddess.

All she got back was a sense of distant laughter.

She sighed to herself. She appreciated the support, but the lightshow was excessive. There was no way she’d be able to go back to anything resembling anonymity around these people now. Everyone was still staring at her. Some with apprehension, some with religious fervor, many with awe. Messy looked like she wanted to drag Ana off into the closest shed or shadowy corner.

She hoped Messy would agree to come with her when she inevitably bailed to find some new place to settle. She didn't mind being Messy's angel, as long as everyone else left her alone.

The light slowly faded, and Ana slowly fell until her weight settled firmly on the soles of her feet again. And everyone was still just standing there!

“Well?” Ana barked, and half the crowd jumped. “You heard the captain! The day after tomorrow! You think we have time to waste? There’s shit to do! Go do it!”

Somewhere above a quarter of the crowd—most of the militia—immediately started moving, with mixed calls of Yes, Chosen! or Yes, Marshal! The rest weren't far behind. Only a handful made no move to leave. Among them were Messy and a couple who bore a clear resemblance to Torden Barlo.

“That was quite a display,” Pirta said before she herself turned to leave. Her voice held an artificial calm, but there was an excitement in how the elf held herself. “I hope you do not disappoint.”

“Yeah, me too,” Ana said wryly. Pirta nodded and moved off, making her way to the Exchange rather than Administration.

“Miss . . . I mean, Marshal Cole?” The two people who could only be Tor’s parents approached once the captain had left. They both held themselves with a natural authority, though that was seriously tempered by the little display they’d just seen. They were each carrying a cloth-wrapped bundle and were well dressed. Not ostentatiously by any means, but their clothes fit them well and were obviously of high quality. It was the mother who’d spoken, a sharp-faced woman a little shorter than Ana, and a foot and a half shorter than the man beside her, who looked like a somewhat older version of Tor. Logically, Ana thought, they had to be at least twenty or so years older than their son, but Vitality apparently made you age slower, so them looking like his older siblings and not his parents made perfect sense. Probably.

“That’s me,” Ana said, stepping off the plinth. “But please don’t call me Marshal.” She didn’t need to make any kind of petty power plays here, trying to put herself higher than them. The Wayfarer had done more than enough already. Instead Ana put on her most pleasant, sociable face; it might clash with the way she’d just dismissed the crowd, but people could be different in public and in private, and she considered Tor a friend. She wanted his parents to like her, or at least not think poorly of her. From her right, Messy was approaching, and she acknowledged her girlfriend with a smile. “Would I be right in guessing that you’re Tor’s parents?”

“We are. I’m Enira, and this is my husband, Voren.”

“Hello.” Tor’s father had a wonderfully smooth basso and gave an awkward little wave. “Torden told us a little about you. He seemed to believe that you had potential, and what we’ve seen has certainly not disappointed on that count.”

“Thank you. For the compliment, and for your help with evaluating the sword he brought you. It really helped me when I was in a bad place financially.”

“Oh, we were happy to,” Enira said, though the way she said it somehow suggested that it had been for Tor’s sake more than hers. Which was fair; they’d never met Ana until just now, so they’d probably agreed to Tor’s request to make their boy happy.

“I hope you negotiated a good price for that sword,” Voren said. “The Engravings were well made, and the etchings as well!”

“I did, thanks to your note.”

“That’s most gratifying to hear. But we don’t want to take up too much of your time.” There was an undercurrent of weariness and grief to the Barlos, and it got stronger now. “We know how you’ve been championing a major effort to find the members of Captain Falk’s expedition. That, of course, includes our son. We talked, Enira and I, about what we could do to help and show our gratitude, and she suggested that we put our skills to use. So we spoke to Miss Mestendi.”

Voren gestured to Messy, who blushed and looked away guiltily.

“She doesn’t need a blow-by-blow, dear,” Enira said. She unfolded the cloth package she held, and there lay Ana’s buckler. At least it looked just like it, except that it wasn’t a dented mess anymore, and its metal surface was covered in intricate, decorative patterns. Voren did the same, and there was Ana’s hammer-axe, similarly decorated from handle to head. “We convinced Miss Mestendi to let us borrow these for a few days. I hope we didn’t overstep; we’re both quite satisfied with our work.”

Ana took the buckler, then the weapon. She turned them over in her hands, admiring the smoothly flowing Engravings, delicate blue silver lines against the steel. They reminded her of Arabic calligraphy, inlaid in the metal. “Not at all,” she said, allowing some reverence to creep into her voice. “They’re beautiful. I’m just worried I can’t make full use of them.”

“Not to worry. We’re aware that you’re a novice to magic and took that into account. Once you learn to properly Channel through weapons, they’ll serve you as well as any other Engraved items. For now, though, simply push any mana you can into them, and they’ll become orders of magnitude more durable.”

Ana smiled wryly, thinking of her first buckler. The one that a revenant boar had folded like a taco. “That will be a huge help. Thank you.”

“Your efforts to help us all, and our son and the others out there, are more than thanks enough. But let’s not take any more of your time,” Enira said. “I’m sure you have things you need to do.”

There were a few more rounds of pleasantries before the Barlos left, leaving Ana and Messy, if not alone, then at least with no one in earshot. Messy was grinning expectantly. “So,” Ana said. She carefully wrapped her weapon and buckler back up and put them on the ground, then advanced on her girlfriend. “You handed over my arms, did you?”

“Yeah?” Messy twisted a few of her braids in her fingers. Her grin turned uncertain, until she looked away guiltily.

“Were you planning to tell me?”

“It was supposed to be a surprise, so not really? Unless you needed them, I mean. The Barlos said—” Her words died in her throat as Ana slid in close enough that they were suddenly pressed lightly together. “Sorry,” she whispered, looking down at Ana’s upturned face. “I should have asked. I thought—”

Ana smiled. Her hands came to rest on Messy’s waist, before one slid around and the other up her back, pulling them close. “You thought right. It’s a wonderful surprise. Thank you, Mess. That was very sweet of you.”

“Oh!” Messy didn’t hesitate to change gears, putting an arm around Ana’s shoulders and using the other to scratch the stubble at the back of Ana’s head. “You’re most welcome, then. Though I should point out that it was their idea, and they did all the work. And Braggie and Sadie ran out and got your stuff. All I did was give the Barlos the weapons and suggest they do something that would be useful for a novice.”

“You did plenty. You always do,” Ana said, catching Messy by surprise as she rose to her tiptoes and pecked her on the lips before pulling away and collecting her things.
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When Ana and Messy arrived at Touanne’s, Jancia and Suren were both still asleep. They moved on, planning to return in an hour or two.

Ana did manage to talk to Tarlantari, Frista, and Vasp, who were being housed at the guardhouse barracks, tended to—and kept awake—by their friends and regular visits by Touanne. They were all as exhausted as Jancia and Suren, so Ana basically gave them her well-wishes and left them to rest.

The formerly crazy girl from Earth who’d proven that the ritual worked had been placed in one of the converted cells under the guardhouse. It didn’t feel right to Ana, on principle, but there had been some very real concerns that the confused and frightened woman would get herself hurt, or worse, try to escape outside the walls. Her cell was as comfortable as Toaunne and Tellak could make it, with considerable help from a number of people who’d donated pillows, blankets, and other creature comforts when the cells were converted.

When they’d first cured the girl, Ana had worried that there would be resentment or lingering hostility toward the former enemy. Instead the pervading opinion had been that she was a victim and nothing else.

She was still kept in a cell.

Ana went to see her together with Messy and Tellak. Having Messy along at all times just felt natural at this point, a comforting shadow to distract her from the stress and uncertainty. Tellak was the one who’d had the most interactions with the girl. They seemed to have established some basic communication through gestures, and she seemed more comfortable with Tellak than with anyone else.

When they came into the cellar and approached the girl’s cell, she sat up on her bed and waved lethargically to Tellak. She didn’t speak; she’d apparently given up on that, since she didn’t understand anyone, and no one understood her. She looked much better than she had the last time Ana had seen her; her warm, dark skin had a healthy, youthful luster, and she’d been given new well-fitting clothes. Given how Touanne had fretted over her after the ritual, the girl was probably in the best health of her life. That didn’t change the fact that she looked frightened, depressed, and sleep deprived.

Without preamble, Ana walked up to the bars of the cell and said, in English, “Hello. I’m Ana. Do you understand me?”

The girl looked at her with absolute disbelief, then slowly collapsed into tears. Without warning she rushed the bars, pressing herself against them. When she spoke her accent was, though not thick, distinctly French. “Yes! Oui, je—I understand!”

“Oh! Ah, nous pouvons parler français si vous—”

“Oh, Dieu merci, vous parlez français! S’il vous plaît, dites-moi . . .”


Chapter twenty-one


It felt more than a little surreal, Ana thought, to sit in Petra’s common room, a universe away from Earth, speaking French to a teenage girl who only a week ago would have been trying to tear her throat out. But everything had been pretty surreal in the last month and change; Ana had just been getting used to it.

“So. Jisha? From Marseille?”

The girl nodded, sipping on a mug of tea that Mikkel had provided. At first Jisha had only looked at it suspiciously, but once Ana took a sip from her own mug she’d started drinking.

“And you’re Anastasia. From London. Though you sound American.”

“You can tell?”

The girl looked at her with teenage-grade unimpressedness. “The internet?”

“Right. Yeah, originally from New York, first upstate, then the city. But I’ve lived in London for eight years now. Well”—Ana gestured around the room—“until all this.”

“And this is nowhere in France or Europe or on Earth?” Jisha stared into her tea, then slurped it, slowly and noisily. “I would call you crazy or a liar, but the things I’ve seen . . . Have you been here long?”

“Not really. A little over a month now.”

Jisha gestured with her mug toward Messy, who sat with Tellak at a different table. “The woman with the braids and the pointed ears—Mes-ten-die?—she’s your girlfriend?”

“Why do you ask?”

Jisha’s mouth curled in a sad little smile, the first Ana had seen from her. “The way she looks at you, it would be sad if she wasn’t.”

Ana returned the smile. “She is. It’s new, but . . .”

“But you like her a lot.”

“Yeah.”

“I have a boyfriend. Maxime. My parents don’t like him. I was sneaking out to see him when . . . God. Magic? Real magic? And someone used it to kidnap me?”

“Yeah. They made you sick. Sent you to attack us. Then we captured you, cured you, and here we are.”

Jisha looked back down into her tea, like she was trying to find some kind of answer in the steaming liquid. “It’s insane. Absolutely insane. But I saw them, and I can’t . . .” She trailed off, shaking her head. “Why? Why would anyone do that to me? To us?”

“They want to destroy this place, Jisha. Kill everyone. We don’t know why, but that’s what they’re trying to do. And we’re going to stop them. Anything you can tell us, Jisha, anything at all that you remember could be helpful.”

“You sound like a cop.”

Ana frowned, her nose wrinkling involuntarily at the suggestion. Though that wasn’t fair. Tor was alright, and so was Falk. Her reaction was enough of an answer though.

“Well, I was going to see Maxime. We were going to watch some movie with his friends, drink, maybe smoke, whatever. I was just walking, and I felt dizzy, like I was falling . . . and then I was in a forest. A damn forest! And these guys in weird robes grabbed me. I tried to get loose, but they were so strong—I thought—”

She choked, sniffed once, then cleared her throat. “They tied my hands behind my back, then to a pole in the ground. Made me sit there . . . I don’t know how long. Until it got dark. The guards wouldn’t talk to me. I guess they didn’t understand French or English or Malayalam. I even tried the little Japanese I know. Or maybe they were just assholes. They talked to each other sometimes, but I couldn’t understand them. The same language as everyone here, I think. It sounded similar.”

“You never understood anyone?”

“No, I understood one woman, right at the start. She said something like take her away. Something like that. Then she changed to some other language and the men grabbed me.”

Ana filed that away for later. “Odd. I understood everyone here from the start.”

“That’s so unfair. How?”

Ana shrugged. “Magic?”

“Bullshit,” Jisha scoffed. She said it in English, heavily, almost exaggeratedly accented, forcing Ana to suppress a smile.

“So then what happened?”

“Sometimes there’d be a loud crack, like . . . you know these science demonstrations, with strong electricity? Like that. And they’d bring someone else and sit them next to me.”

“Wait, were there ever more than one at a time?”

“Hmm? No. Always only one. So they brought people. Two, four, ten, I don’t know how many in the end. Some of them spoke English, most not. The guards would beat anyone who spoke anyway. When they had enough of us, or it was too late, they got us off the ground and made us walk half the night in the dark. Threw us in a pen with a lot of other people, and I saw that there were other pens too. It was just . . .”

She trailed off again, staring into her cold tea.

Ana didn’t rush her. Jisha was taking everything better than anyone could have hoped for, but there was no telling what might push her over the edge. Soon the girl started again on her own.

“The next day they dragged us all out. Hadn’t fed us or given us any water. They tied us with ropes or chains around this big, what do you call it? A tall stone, like in Mazargues. An obelisk. Like the one here but taller. Thirty meters maybe or more. It was pure white, but with cracks in it. There weren’t many guards, so some people tried to fight or run. But the guards, they were too fast. Too strong. Nobody got away. They chained us up there, around the obelisk, and then a bunch of them stood around us, and . . . God, I don’t remember much. Lights. People screaming. Pain. Everything from then until I woke up on the floor is like a long terrible dream. Cold, hungry, running, fighting . . . I don’t remember much. I don’t want to.” She finished her tea then asked, “Why did you put me in a cell? Did I fight you?”

“You did. But that wasn’t why. After we healed you, you were so scared, you didn’t know where you were . . . We didn’t want you getting yourself hurt trying to escape. And I should have talked to you earlier, but I was sick, and then I’ve been busy.”

“What do you do here? The way people look at you, it’s like everyone knows you.”

“They do, unfortunately. We’re in a bad situation here, Jisha. We’re surrounded by people who are sick, like you were. We can’t hunt, and the farms are ruined. Can’t get any food from outside either. We’re going to run out soon. So we’re going to need to break out and fight our way into the forest. And the people here expect me to lead them.”

“What? Why?”

“I’m not sure you’d believe me if I told you, but I want to try something when we're done here that might help. First, though . . . have you seen something called an Individual Summary?”

“Quoi?”

Ana willed one of her Minor Growth Crystal into the palm of her hand. It was the smallest she had. Jisha jumped in her seat when the barely there Crystal appeared, then leaned forward.

“What did you . . .? Can you do magic too?”

“A little, yeah. But that wasn't magic. It was . . . Just take it. I don't know that anything will happen, but I hope so.”

Rayni had said that you couldn't force someone to . . . what? Get the System to notice them? But no one had ever heard of an adult—or older teenager in this case—without a Class, so with any luck . . .

Jisha reached out with one hand but didn’t touch the Crystal. “Take it? What is it?”

“Magic. Power. Something that I hope will help you understand. Go ahead.”

Ana hefted the Crystal invitingly, and after another long moment’s hesitation, Jisha took it gingerly, muttering about New Age shit.

“Oh!” Jisha said after taking the Crystal. “It’s so strange! It’s like I’m not even touching it.”

“Yeah, I had the same reaction the first time,” Ana said, smiling wryly at the memory.

“Now what do I do?”

“Close your hand on it? Want really hard to absorb it? I’m not sure how to explain it. When I’ve done it, I just willed it to go inside me, and it worked.”

Jisha laughed nervously. “That’s crazy.” Then she took the Crystal in her palm. She got a faraway, focused look and closed her hand. Seconds passed. Her eyes flicked left, right, moved in confused saccades, then burst wide open as she screamed in alarm, falling backward off her chair, shouting in some language that Ana didn’t just not understand, she didn’t even have a reference for it.

Ana was around the table, catching Jisha before she hit the floor. “Sorry!” she said, as Jisha babbled at her in that same language. “I’m sorry! I should have told you what to expect. Jisha!” The girl’s voice had an edge of hysteria in it, so Ana did the first thing that came to mind. She caught Jisha’s eyes and barked, “Calm yourself!”

Jisha fell silent mid-word, staring back as Ana righted the chair, leaving her sitting back at the table. Ana didn’t break eye contact until she herself was seated again, at which point she looked around the silent staring room and snapped, “Show’s over!”

The spell broke. People went back to their conversations, albeit more muted. “Angel,” Messy said softly from her table, “is she going to be okay?”

“I hope so,” Ana said, then turned back to Jisha and switched back to French. “You got the notification,” she stated. “What does it say?”

Jisha looked more scared than Ana had seen her so far. “What’s happening?” she asked, her voice strained. “Why am I seeing these . . . why is it in Malayalam?”

“I don’t think it is. I don’t think it’s in any language, really. I think whatever it is, our brains just interpret it. It looks like English to me, but I never need to try to translate anything when I want to tell anyone else. So. What did it say?”

Jisha’s eyes flicked around the room. “Something about being an Apprentice Scholar and spending Advancement Points?”

Ana looked at Jisha, and for the first time, she had a label:

Human Apprentice Scholar (1)


“Alright. Good. There are a lot of things you’ll need to learn, but what you need to know right now is that everyone here, every single person except the other sick people from Earth, have a Class and a Level. You know, like in games? And everyone here sees the messages. Alright? That’s just how it is here. It’s supposed to happen. I know that it’s weird, and crazy, but you’re going to need to learn to handle it if you’re going to have a life here. And to be brutally honest, I don’t think that there’s any way back. At least not yet. So you need to be strong, okay?”

“Okay.”

Jisha didn’t sound or look okay at all.

The next step was for Ana and Messy to bring Jisha to the temple. The woman who waited at the doors was the same one who'd greeted Ana on her first visit, Sahna. “Oh, Mistress Anastasia!” she said. “It’s wonderful to see you. May the Wayfarer bless you on your travels, Chosen. Miss Mestendi, a pleasure as always. And you as well, Miss . . .?”

Sahna turned to Jisha expectantly. Jisha looked at her with a complete lack of comprehension, then at Ana, silently asking for an explanation.

“Her name’s Jisha,” Ana said. “She’s the girl from outside that Touanne healed. Unfortunately, she doesn’t speak the language.”

“Oh, the poor child!” Sahna turned back to Jisha, putting her hand on her own chest and saying, “Sahna,” then making a sweeping gesture to the door. “Welcome!”

“She’s welcoming you to the temple,” Ana explained in French.

“Temple. Alright. Merci,” Jisha said, and Ana led her over the threshold.

As they crossed into the temple, Jisha’s knees buckled. Ana and Messy caught her under the arms as Sahna, at the door, turned and moved to help, but Jisha stood again, saying, “I’m okay, I’m okay. Oh God. Goddess.” She stared at Ana in wonder. “I wouldn’t have believed you. There is no way I would have believed you.”

Wasn’t sure it would work, the Wayfarer whispered. Would have liked you there. One at a time, I’m afraid.

“That’s alright,” Ana said, not sure to whom she was answering. “But you get it now?”

“Assuming I’m sane?” Jisha’s voice was brittle. “Of course! I understand perfectly! Magic is real, the gods are real, and they’re fighting over the fate of the world, and you’re a saint whose job is to keep us all alive. What is there to understand?” She let out a single, hiccuping sob, smiled sheepishly and covered her mouth with one hand. “I’m sorry, it’s—it’s a lot.”

“I know,” Ana said, putting her hand gently on Jisha’s arm.

She did know, and she didn’t. She was deeply grateful that, no matter what had happened, at least she ended up free and able to understand the local language. Jisha had gone through something horrible, and Ana was the only person she could even speak with. How much worse must that be?

Well, at least the girl had one person she could speak to now. And since she’d claimed to understand the woman who Ana guessed to be the one who summoned Jisha, she presumably understood at least one of this world’s languages. It just wasn’t the most convenient one.

“Listen, Jisha,” she said. “I have things I need to do. Do you want to come around with me? I understand it must be uncomfortable, not being able to talk to anyone.”

“I—yes. I’d like that. Thank you.”

“Good. I hope that we’ll be able to find someone else you can talk to, but for now, just stick with me, okay? And to make sure you don’t get lost or anything . . . you’re going to get one of those messages, alright? It will ask if you want to join my Party, and I want you to accept.”

“D’accord.”

“You’ll want to brace yourself on something. Or maybe sit down.”

“Is this like the door again?”

“Something like that. It’s going to feel good. Like, really good. Just . . . trust me on this, okay? You’ll understand.”

“Okay . . .” Jisha said, looking at Ana curiously as she sat down on a wooden bench set along the wall. When Ana sent the Party invitation, it only took a moment.

Jisha Pillai, Human Apprentice Scholar (1), has joined your Party.

Jisha’s eyes became huge, her mouth opening wide with a gasp before she slowly folded forward, bracing herself on her knees. Breathing heavily, she shook her head then started laughing to herself as she mumbled rapidly and indistinctly in French, before lapsing into that same language she’d been speaking earlier. She’d mentioned Malayalam before as one of the languages she’d tried, so Ana guessed it had to be that. Whatever it was, the girl sounded half drunk.

“So,” Messy said once they’d helped Jisha to her feet and were leading her toward Touanne's. “She’s doing alright? Relatively, at least?”

Ana looked at the girl and snorted. She still looked mostly out of it, blissed out in the best kind of way. “Vitality boost aside? She’s got a lot to deal with, but she seems like a tough girl. So relatively? Yeah. She’s alright.”

“Poor girl though. This must be awful for her. Not being able to talk to anyone . . . well, except you.”

“I’ve got some hopes about that. Remind me when we’re done with Jancia and Suren.”

The patients were both awake when they got to Touanne’s. Speaking to Suren was a quick exchange, a few friendly words of appreciation back and forth. Jancia took longer.

“Jay?” Touanne said as she led them into her own bedroom, where the Lumimancer was recuperating. “Are you feeling up to visitors?”

Jancia was lying with her back to the door, but when Touanne spoke, she slowly rolled over and sat up, leaning back against the wall. “Hi,” she said, barely looking at them, her voice weak not from any infirmity but, as far as Ana could tell, from shame.

“Hey,” Ana said. “How are you?”

Jancia looked as though she might cry, but she swallowed and said, “Not great. Overwhelmed. You’re . . . can you suppress your aura a bit? It’s all back and—”

“Shit, yeah.” Ana focused on the exercises Tellak and Touanne had taught her, suppressing her aura to something that she hoped would be tolerable. “Is that better?”

“It is. Thank you.”

“So how much do you remember? Do you remember me?”

“I remember everything,” Jancia said, looking away again. “I fucked up. Fucked everything up. I ruined the Waystone. The Splinter is dying because of me. I tried to attack you, Miss Cole. I abused Touanne and Telly. I—I ran. I got Med killed.”

Ana wasn’t sure what to say to that. That it wasn’t her fault? True enough for everything that happened inside the settlement, but before that? She ran. That was true. She ran, and left her friends to fend for themselves, and Medicilia had been torn to pieces trying to save Jancia’s life.

The Waystone is not her fault, the Wayfarer whispered, the voice in Ana’s mind strained with effort. Bringing the infection to it didn’t help. But she wasn’t in control of herself, and that’s not the ongoing problem. The white obelisk. Tell her.

“I have it on good authority that you’re not to blame for the Splinter failing,” Ana said, hoping it would help. “Whoever is attacking us has some other way of destabilizing it.”

That was a surprise and a half to the others, but this wasn’t the time or the place. When Jancia didn’t respond, Messy stepped in. “Maybe you fucked up,” she said. “Maybe you didn’t. Tellak told us that she was getting surrounded until you fled, drawing some of the attackers off. For all we know, if you hadn’t run all three of you would be dead. Or perhaps you’d all be alive, or Tellak would have died instead of Med.”

“But I did,” Jancia said, drawing her knees up to her chest. “And Med died. And that’s on me.”

Messy nodded gravely. “It is. And you’ll have to learn to live with that, because she died to save your life. But for now, do you know what we’re doing? Do you know what the plan is?”

“Tellak told me. About the sorties and about leaving.”

“Good. Well, Ana here is our leader right now. Ana, what’s the one thing you need more than anything?”

“Fighters,” Ana said without missing a beat. “People who are willing and able to take the fight to the enemy. Who are willing to do whatever it takes to win. The stronger, the better. I’m told that you’re a damned strong mage, Jancia. Can you fight?”

Jancia pulled her knees closer to her chest. “Against those creatures?”

“Yeah. You ran once. Will you redeem yourself? Will you join us, and stand and fight the next time?”

“I—”

“Even if it means killing a hell of a lot more of the crazies than we can save?”

“We’re going to stop the ones who caused this?” Jancia asked, a spark lighting in her eyes.

Ana put her hand on Jancia’s shoulder. “We are.”

“Then I’ll kill every last one of them, if that’s what it takes.”

Touanne was badly shaken when they sat down at the front of the shop, leaving Jancia to her thoughts. The talk about killing was part of it, Ana knew, but it wasn’t the whole reason. “She’s different,” Touanne said, her voice trembling with emotion. “The short time I’ve known her, she was always such a bright, happy woman. Always looking for silver linings. Now, I can only pray that she finds a way to carry on.”

“She has a purpose until we win or fail, to start with,” Messy said, trying to sound reassuring. “After that, I think she’ll need her friends. How did it go with Tellak?”

“They each blame themselves, so they were both quick to forgive the other while insisting that there was nothing to forgive. It might have been comical if not for the cause.”

“Sounds like the best we could hope for, honestly,” Ana said. “They’ll each need the other. Tellak’s holding up well, but helping Jancia is what’s been keeping her together. I think she’s in the same boat now.”

Touanne and Messy both nodded somberly. Jisha just sat, her face showing that she was reading the mood.

As much as Ana would have liked to give Touanne time, they needed to move on. “So. Physically, is she ready to fight? Are the others?”

“I’d say Jancia and Suren can go home today, yes, and the others tomorrow morning if nothing changes. Jancia should probably have Tellak with her, just in case, but I doubt I even need to ask.”

Ana stood. “Good. Messy, let’s go. Jisha, allons-y.”

“What’s next?” Messy wondered.

“Administration. We’re going to see if we can find a language Jisha speaks.”


Chapter twenty-two


“Our best linguist?” Drisa said. Her apologetic smile softened her doubtful tone. “I don’t think we even have one of those, Marshal Cole.”

Ana suppressed a scowl. It couldn’t just have been easy, could it? “Whoever is familiar with the most languages, then?” she suggested.

“That would be Captain Pirta, but . . . well.”

Drisa gestured toward the stairs that would lead them up to Pirta’s office. Ana felt no desire to take them. “Right. Probably not the kind of issue she’ll want to be dealing with right now.”

Jisha stood between Ana and Messy, looking as resignedly confused as ever, and Messy was looking at the girl with concern. “I know this shouldn’t be a high priority,” Messy said, “but we can’t ask Ana to take care of her at every hour of the day. And leaving her without anyone she can even speak to just feels wrong.”

“I understand your concerns,” Drisa said kindly, looking at Jisha. “But she’s just one girl. A week or two . . . she’ll survive. Once everything calms down, we can make a real effort. Marshal Cole, are you absolutely sure no one else here would speak the language you share with her?”

“Can you even guess at what language I’m speaking now?” Ana asked in French, then repeated the same in English.

Drisa blinked at her. “Right. I see your point.”

“Here’s an idea,” Messy said. “Ana, didn’t you find some odd coins that you traded in here?”

“I did . . .” Ana said thoughtfully. “Mistress Drisa, do you still have them?”

“We don’t, but I see where Miss Mestendi is going with this. And we do have a record of which currency they were, for Captain Falk’s investigation. Let me just bring it up!”

“You think there’s a connection?” Ana asked Messy as Drisa retrieved a ledger.

“You found some weird coins on a Summoner, and you say Jisha understood the one who summoned her. Seems worth the effort, at least.”

“Here we are,” Drisa said, laying the ledger on her desk and flipping through it. “Two gold coins, twelve silver, and eight bronze, exchanged by weight. Later identified as Wanteul currency. And I do believe that we have several people in this outpost who speak Wanteul Common! One moment!”

Drisa went up the stairs, leaving them to wonder for a minute or two, before returning with Dilmik Ters.

Dilmik’s confused expression melted into a wide smile when she saw them. “Oh hello, Messy! And Ana too! And who’s this? Hi, I’m Dilmik!”

The large woman extended her hand toward Jisha, who looked at it, took it, shook it once, and gave her name.

“She’s why we’re here,” Ana said as Dilmik looked at her own hand. Right. Jisha gave the wrong handshake, palm to palm instead of clasping wrists “She’s the one Touanne healed, you know? She doesn’t speak the local language, and we were hoping she might understand, what was it? Wanteul?”

“Oh, I see! In that case—”

Dilmik turned to Jisha again and let off a stream of long vowels and nasal sounds, seemingly without breaks for separate words.

Jisha’s face lit up then broke into a wide smile as she answered in the same language. She stopped with a look of surprise, then continued, sounding confused.

Dilmik laughed, answered something, then turned to Ana. “Well, she speaks Wanteul better than I do. She doesn’t seem to know how that’s possible, but I’ll leave that to you officers.”

“Afraid not, Dil,” Ana said, and Dilmik’s face froze. “She’s in your care now.”

“What?”

“Jisha,” Ana said, switching to French as she turned to the girl, “You’ve already introduced yourselves, but this is Dilmik. She’s a friend. I’m asking her to get you settled in, alright? Get her to introduce you to her sister too.”

Jisha’s face fell. “I can’t go with you?”

“Sorry. I’ve got a lot of work to do, and you need to learn how things are around here. I simply don’t have time. I’ll try to find you tonight. And, Jisha?”

“Yes?”

“Don’t tell them about home. Pretend you don’t remember anything, and that you don’t know why you’re only Level 1 when you should be Level 5 or 6, at least. At least for the foreseeable future. I’ve been trying to be selective with who I tell what. Okay?”

“Alright, I guess.” Jisha turned to Dilmik and let off another incomprehensible stream of sounds, her expression apologetic. Dilmik answered, quickly finding a smile again and inviting Jisha to join her on the other side of the reception desk.

“I’ll show her around,” Dilmik said, all traces of apprehension gone. If anything, she shone with anticipation. “Don’t you worry!”
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The rest of the day was filled with planning and preparation, with a spontaneous afternoon training session thrown in to both help the volunteers and let Ana blow off some steam. The officers had been running regular sessions ever since the militia was organized, but the large-scale exercises had really paid off when they relieved the farms. Best that everyone got as many of those as possible.

After a few more hours of doing things she really didn’t have any business having a say in, Ana practically snuck off with Tellak for a combined Shaping and aura-suppression practice. Messy ran interference to cover for their departure, and Tellak was only too happy to oblige; she was as out of her depth as Ana was.

“I understand that you’ve been appointed martial commander in Captain Falk’s absence, and I understand Captain Pirta’s reasoning,” Tellak said as they made their way to Touanne’s, “but is discussing labor schedules while we move a good use of your time? Or mine, for that matter?”

“Thank you!” Ana said emphatically. “I think I said a dozen words that whole meeting.”

“Tomorrow, just leave it to the clerks and have them give you a report. They’ve done a fine job keeping this outpost running. Why should we interfere, when they’re the ones doing all the planning?”

“Yeah, I’ll definitely do that.”

At Touanne’s they were met with a pleasant surprise: the Healer was sitting with Jancia in the front room, drinking tea and having a conversation that Ana had been able to hear indistinctly from outside but which died when the door opened. Neither of them looked happy, exactly. Their auras were murky, for lack of a better word, and the way they looked up told Ana that she was intruding to some degree, but they were there. Jancia was up, and they didn’t object to Ana and Tellak coming in.

Jancia sitting there with a steaming mug in her hands was a relief; she was a mage, strong by all accounts, and they needed strong mages. Every edge would help, and Ana had been worried that Jancia wouldn’t be able to leave the bed, no matter how willing she’d claimed to be to fight. If she could channel her shame and grief into violent anger instead of despair, they'd all be better off for it.

Well. Short term, at least. But if the short term didn’t work out, the long term wouldn’t matter.

“Telly! Ana!” The cheer in Touanne’s voice was forced; she looked tired. “I wasn’t sure if you’d come around tonight.”

“Lots of meetings where we had little or nothing to add,” Tellak said. “We both needed a break. Is this a bad time?”

Touanne looked to Jancia, who was staring into her mug. “It’s fine,” the Lumimancer said weakly. “I don’t think I have it in me to continue anyway.”

“Are you sure, Jay?” Tellak said. “We can—”

“No, I’m sure. But I’d like to stay, if you don’t mind.”

“Ana?”

“It’s Touanne’s shop. But I don’t mind.”

So Jancia stayed. Occasionally she and Touanne would leave to tend whatever Touanne had bubbling in her lab—healing potions, Ana guessed. She spoke little, and then only to answer when Tellak or Touanne asked her a direct question. Ana left her alone, focusing on her exercises. She needed to be able to cover more of her skin at a time, in case she got mobbed again and couldn’t fall back, so that was what she focused on.

When she arrived, she’d been able to reliably toughen the skin of one arm and shoulder, halfway up the neck. By the time Tellak declared that it was time to stop and switch to aura suppression, Ana could do both her shoulders, her whole neck, and one arm. Real progress. She even got a Level of Shaping out of it, bringing the Skill to 2, and gaining her a Crystal.

“You’re talented.”

It was the first time Ana had heard Jancia speak before being spoken to. It came as Ana was sitting at the table with a mug of some cold herbal drink that was supposed to help with mana depletion.

“Thanks,” she replied. “Though I prefer to think of it as working hard.”

“Oh. Of course. That’s what I meant, no offense intended. You learn quickly, then. You practice well. You pay attention. And your visualization must be good.”

Jancia put a little extra emphasis on that last part. It might not even have been conscious, but Ana picked up on it. “Why do you say that? About the visualization.”

“Your constructs are very . . . stable, I suppose. Not just while you hold them, but between Shapings. They’re very regular.”

“You can see them?”

“Oh yes. It’s one of the less common Connection Enhancements.”

“Wish I could do that. It would help a lot.”

“I’d have preferred something like Mana Conduit, but I won’t deny that it’s useful for complex Shapings. And when we find the bastards who caused this whole disaster, it should help me see what they’re trying to do. Easier to kill them that way.”

The vitriol that crept into Jancia’s voice was the first real emotion except sadness and shame that Ana had heard or felt from the woman. And she was glad for it, messed up as that was.

“I’ve been meaning to ask you, Jancia, we’re going out the day after tomorrow. Leaving the settlement. We’ll be in combat almost immediately. Do you want to be in Tellak’s Party or mine?”

Jancia’s face went blank. Not in the careful way that Ana’s could, in order not to reveal anything, but in the slightly open-mouthed way of someone who wasn’t sure what was going on or what to say.

“Let me rephrase,” Ana said. “Tellak? Do you have anything against having Jancia in your Party?”

Tellak’s response was immediate and heartfelt. “No. Not at all. Of course not.”

“Jancia, do you have any objections to joining Tellak’s Party for the . . . campaign or whatever this is?”

Jancia’s jaw moved. Her lips parted soundlessly, and then she looked at Tellak with a desperate hope that Ana could feel through her Connection as a wild, unsteady warmth. “You’ll have me? You’ll still have me?”

“Without a doubt,” Tellak said solemnly.

“Then, I—I’d like to go with Tellak, please, Miss Anastasia.”

“Good. I’m glad that’s settled.” Ana gave a practiced smile and rose to her feet. “I want to see you in the practice yard tomorrow, an hour after sunrise. Can you do that?”

“I’ll be there.”

“I’ll see you in the morning, then. Tellak, Touanne, thanks, as always. G’night.”
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When Ana and Messy arrived at the practice yard the next morning, Jancia was already waiting. She was wearing appropriate clothing, too, even though Ana hadn’t said anything.

“Morning, Jancia,” Ana said when the woman herself failed to break the silence.

“Good morning, Marshal Cole. Miss Mestendi.”

“Just Anastasia, please. Anyway, it looks like you’ve got an idea of what we’re doing.”

Jancia smoothed her tunic self-consciously. “Telly warned me.”

“And what did she say?”

“That I might end up in the dust a couple dozen times.”

“True enough. Is Tellak having a regular training session today for her team?”

“She is. I’m to learn to hold a spear, for emergencies.”

“Good. I’m not going to cover weapons at all. We only have one day before we move out, so I want to focus on three things. First, where to aim to kill someone. Second, how to get away if you get grappled. Last, I want to know what you can do. I know you’re a Lumimancer, so I assume you do something with light, but that’s it.”

“I . . . do something with light, yes.” There was some annoyance there, but a faint hint of amusement too. Two more firsts from Jancia since her recovery.

Ana gave her the barest hint of a smile to mirror her tone. “You’ll have plenty of time to show me. For now, Messy has graciously agreed to help me demonstrate the most lethal targets on a person, along with the basics of grappling. Have a seat, and we’ll get started.”

It wasn’t long before Simt’s group arrived for a morning training session, followed by Halmer, then Wandak, and others. They kept their team members busy, though anyone resting tended to gawk at Ana and Jancia grappling in the dust, while Messy cheered from the sidelines. By the time they finished, Jancia could at least demonstrate how to get out of a few common grapples that the near-mindless crazies might use. As to whether that would translate into anything effective in a real situation, there was no way of knowing until it happened.

Then came time for Jancia’s demonstration.

Jancia was highly specialized. She did light. No color, no images or anything; she did bright white, and she did dark. She could use both to great effect, though her playbook was small, using areas of darkness to hide, bright, directional flashes to blind, and what were, as far as Ana was concerned, lasers to cripple and kill.

“My light rays’ biggest weakness is that they take time to work,” Jancia said as she maintained a beam aimed at a rock. The point where it hit was glowing bright yellow, hissing and spitting, and the beam itself was only visible when dust flared away into nothingness as it passed through. “If the target moves around a lot I can cut their skin up, but with a demon, that won’t kill them. It’ll barely slow them down. I’d generally only use the rays once Tellak disabled a target. Med—Med and I would take them out from a distance, so Tellak didn’t need to stay close for the kill.”

At about that time the beam of light came out the other side of the foot-thick rock, having melted a straight path through it. Red and orange slag dribbled out both ends of the passage, quickly cooling to matte black.

“What’s the range?” Ana asked. “What if you have a crazy bearing down on you from three hundred feet away?

“Range is a hundred and eighty feet for full effect. Then it drops off for another hundred and eighty,” Jancia answered immediately. “But the demons aren’t still enough when they charge to keep the ray on one point to drill into their head and drop them.”

“What about if you sweep slowly at knee height on a charging crowd? Could you cut the ligaments? Or at neck height, for that matter?” Messy asked.

Ana looked up. She’d been about to suggest the same thing; she just didn’t expect Messy to think of ways to cripple or kill large numbers of people.

“I . . . could,” Jancia said thoughtfully, though she clearly wasn’t comfortable with the idea. “I was thinking more along the lines of trying to blind most of them. Bright, strobing lights right in the eyes. That’s faster and a lot less strenuous, and what I’d usually do against a charging demon. It’s served well, until . . .”

“Use your judgment,” Ana decided. “Even if you only blind them, that could make a real difference. Discuss it with the other backliners in Tellak’s team. Try to find a plan where you don’t double up on too many targets. You should avoid blinding those who get stuck in mud; things like that. We can’t afford to be inefficient out there.”
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“Well,” Messy said casually as she and Ana were leaving, “that was enlightening.”

Ana huffed heavily through her nose. “You did not just say that.”

“I’m allowed a pun now and then. And it was! It really shed some light on what she can do, and I’ve been curious. I asked Tellak, but she left me in the dark.”

“I bet you’re satisfied with yourself,” Ana sighed as Messy grinned at her.

The sky was clear, the sun bright, but a cloud of hurried tension lay over the settlement. People moved quickly in the street, and most of those who were out were carrying things from stores, homes, and workshops to the square. There, Pirta’s clerks were organizing everything for transport by handcart, essentials spread out into multiple loads so that the loss of any single cart wouldn’t be too heavy of a blow. A multitude of individual packs sat in neat rows, as did weapons—mostly spears and other polearms—shields, and armor, ready to be picked up by those volunteers who didn’t have their own. Among the clerks was Dilmik with Jisha close on her heels, but both were too busy to notice Ana.

Directing everything was Drisa, moving with brisk schoolmarm efficiency, and the unmissable Pirta, who’d had a desk set up where she could work between the times she was approached for a decision. She looked up as Ana and Messy stepped onto the platform, spared them a single brisk nod, and went back to her work.

“Mistress Cole?”

A voice from Ana’s right caught her attention. She recognized it, vaguely, as she did the woman herself when she saw her. Her little floating label said:

Elfin Memorist (27)

Whatever that was. Not one of the conscripts, but a volunteer. She had a large cloth-covered bundle in her arms.

“You’re in Sira’s team, aren’t you?” Ana asked, and the woman nodded.

“I volunteered after your first speech, Mistress,” she said with a quick curtsey. Ana didn’t let her surprise show, but it was the first time she’d seen the gesture here. Hell, she was pretty sure she hadn’t had anyone curtsey to her since . . . what? Sunday school? “I’m Valena. I wanted to bring you this. For Kaira’s sake.”

Valena bounced the bundle in her arms demonstratively.

“Right, Valena! You’re Kaira’s landlady?”

“Yes, Mistress. I—”

“Please don’t. The whole Mistress thing. Anastasia’s fine, or Miss if you absolutely have to.”

“Or Marshal,” Messy suggested impishly.

“If you must,” Ana agreed tiredly.

Valena looked between the two and made her mind up. “As you say, Anastasia. Yes, I’m Kaira’s landlady, I suppose, though I prefer to think of her as a friend who rents a spare room. And I hope I know her well enough to be correct that she’d want you to have this. Everyone knows how strong you are, and she told me that she taught you how to shoot a crossbow, and that you took to it well, so . . .”

Instead of continuing, Valena trailed off, placed the bundle on the ground, and opened it. There lay Kaira’s prized arbalest. Four feet long, with metal arms and a windlass. There was also a long quiver, along with a bundle of twenty thick, two-foot broadhead bolts.

Ana picked the weapon up, turning it in her hands, then shouldered it. It was long and front-heavy enough that she probably shouldn’t have been able to handle it, but 36 Strength put her at powerlifter levels even out of combat. The arbalest sat stable in her hand, resting firmly against her shoulder.

The winch—windlass?—was easy to figure out, so Ana cocked the weapon, shouldered it, then dry-fired into the air with a deeply satisfying tchunk. The weapon tried to leap forward, but much less than Ana expected. Because of its mass maybe? Still, even without recoil Ana could imagine the energy one of those massive bolts would carry.

Looking back at her two companions, Ana couldn’t help but grin. They were both clearly happy about the demonstration but for different reasons: Valena had a pleased smile on her face; Messy was worrying her bottom lip with her teeth.

“Thank you, Valena,” Ana said, packing the bundle back up. “I’m sure you’re right. Kaira wouldn’t want this monster gathering dust.”

“I’m glad you think so. And, if I may be so bold, may I reproduce this memory?”

Ana blinked, once. Slowly. “I don't think I understand.”

“The—may I paint the scene just now? You with the arbalest. It’s what I do. I’ve been documenting the early cycles of this Splinter, you see, and—”

“Oh, paint! Yeah. Sure. Do you have time though? We're leaving tomorrow.”

“Oh yes! It won’t be perfect, of course, but between magic, Skills, and practice . . .”

“Right, right. Hey, step aside with me for a moment.” Ana held up a finger to Messy, silently asking her to stay where she was. “I have some questions.”

The rest of the day passed in a blur. More meetings, more decisions that Ana wasn’t qualified to make and deferred to others. Then it was evening, and there was one thing left to do. Something Ana had been planning in the back of her head. She’d been putting it off for too long, and this was her last chance before leaving. Possibly her last chance, full stop.

“Mess,” she said as they left the last meeting at the guardhouse. They’d been discussing watch schedules. “I want you to wait here while I go back to the apartment, okay? Follow me in ten minutes or so. There’ll be a note on the bed. Do what it says.”

“Okay?” Messy answered curiously. “What’s going on?”

“Just read the note,” Ana said. “You’ll like it. Trust me.”


Chapter twenty-three


Ana woke before sunrise in a pleasant tangle of limbs. She didn’t get up. This had become a ritual of hers, a kind of meditation where she woke an hour or more before Messy, then spent that time just lying there, enjoying the stillness and warmth, and the soft rhythm of Messy’s breathing.

Today, all four-hundred-something of them were leaving the outpost. They’d be living out of tents for the foreseeable future, until they won or died. For that reason, and because Messy deserved it, Ana had wanted their last night there to be special. So she’d snuck away from Messy throughout the day, left a note on the bed, and hoped and prayed that everything would go off without a hitch.

In the evening, Ana had waited in a roped off part of Petra’s common room. She would have liked something more private, but it wasn’t like there were any fancy restaurants in the outpost. Besides, Petra’s was where their relationship could be said to have begun, even if it was only a few weeks ago, and that had some value in itself.

When Messy showed up, she was a work of art, in her green dress and with her hair in a single, thick pull-through braid instead of the usual multitude. Ana had greeted her at the door and noted, with admittedly unreasonable satisfaction, that her three-inch heels versus Messy’s flat sandals made it so she could simply lean in to kiss her, instead of going up on her tiptoes.

When Ana led the way to their semiprivate table she made sure that Messy got a good look at her in her lavender dress, which a Laundress and a Seamstress together had somehow restored to practically brand new. She knew that she looked damn good in it. The heels only magnified that. And while all she had for makeup was her mini kit, even that was so far beyond what was available to anyone else that she might as well have had it done professionally by comparison.

Ana had always been vaguely uncomfortable with dressing to be noticed, but last night had been about Messy. And Messy liked to look at her, so Ana had given Messy something to look at.

Dinner had been simple, but Petra had borrowed a cook from another inn to make something other than stew. Conversation had been light and consisted mostly of Messy drinking Ana in like she was trying to commit every detail to memory. Afterward they’d met Valena, the Memorist, in the square. All she had needed was for them to pose, and she promised to present them with a finished painting in two hours.

They’d spent those two hours at the baths, open late into the night to let everyone who wanted have a chance to go. Ana had reserved a private room, with fancy soaps and oils, and they spent far longer than necessary washing each other, then simply soaking and lazily kissing and touching each other in the relaxing water.

When they passed through the square on their way home, Valena had been waiting as promised. Her painting now stood on their small table, leaning against the wall. It wasn’t photorealistic, but the colors were vivid, the figures sharp, and the gesture and expression captured Messy’s adoration for Ana perfectly. As much as Messy had loved it, though, it almost didn’t survive their return to the apartment. Ana had only barely managed to set it down where it now stood as Messy picked her up and carried her the last few steps to the bed.

It was far from what Messy deserved. But Ana had almost no experience with dating, and her resources were limited. Still, she must have done something right, because Messy had expressed her approval enthusiastically. All in all, Ana was quite pleased with herself.

There had been one small hitch when they lay together afterward, relaxed and happy, and Messy slowly broke into tears.

“Swear to me, Angel,” she’d sobbed. “Swear to me that this all wasn’t because tonight is our last night.”

Ana hadn’t understood where that had come from. Not in the moment. She’d just held Messy and promised that it wasn’t their last anything together, not by a long shot, that everything was going to be okay, and that seemed to be what Messy needed.

In the morning, with the benefit of a night’s sleep and a clear mind, Ana thought she understood. She’d been too focused on everything in front of her to see how much strain the woman beside her was under. Ever since Touanne got Ana off bed rest, she’d relied on Messy. For moral support, to run interference with people she didn’t want to talk to, to remind her of the names of those she did, to drag her to meals and to the bath, and probably a dozen other little things that Ana couldn’t remember now because she just hadn’t paid attention. She’d looked at Messy and only seen her confidence and competence, not how much fear and stress and anxiety was bubbling under the surface. She leaned on Messy so much, and while she appreciated the support more than she could possibly express in one evening, she hadn’t seen her slowly cracking.

Maybe that was because Messy was really good at hiding it, but Ana still felt like she should have noticed.

When Messy woke, the first thing Ana did was to kiss her and whisper, “Thank you. And I’m sorry.”

“Mmm? Wha’ for?”

“For not being a better person.”

Messy hadn’t even bothered trying to respond to that in words. She’d kissed Ana right back, then again, and then those kisses started going places, and before Ana knew it . . . well. She happily obliged. It felt like absolution, and it made Messy happy. And it felt incredibly good, so there was that too.

Once they managed to leave the bed, they packed up everything they wanted to take with them, then went to Petra’s for breakfast. Probably the least optimal choice, since they’d be eating a lot of Petra’s cooking in the coming however many days, but it was a question of loyalty to a friend more than anything. And there was something to be said for cooking the same thing for breakfast every day for months and years on end. The woman had her weird porridge down to an art.

Then they went to help Touanne with her stuff, but the Healer already had a small crowd volunteering, so they left with a good morning and went to make sure that Jisha was all set. She was, mostly. She was together with the two Ters sisters—she’d stayed with them, apparently. Having two other women closer to her own age to talk to had done her some good. She was a little brighter than she had been, a little more lively, and she’d especially latched onto Sendra. Jisha liked to talk, and Sendra liked to listen, and the two were getting along just fine.

The girl was missing two important things, though: a good set of shoes or boots and a knife. They spent some time taking care of that. Then the crowd in and around the square started getting thick, and it was time.

The militia, volunteers included, was now over two hundred strong. A hundred more had reported as willing and able to fight, and Ana wished she could have armed them; they just didn’t have the right weapons.

Three hours after sunrise, every person with a weapon, and every mage with anything resembling a Shaping that might help in combat, were ready and formed up on the square. They were grouped by Party, with some higher-Level nonofficers having been given their own Parties of volunteers or armed civilians, just to make sure that there was someone who knew what they were doing.

Off to one side stood Pirta, with Marra Falk, Drisa, and several others gathered around her. The elf was wearing chain mail and had a . . . Ana wasn’t sure what it was. A long-bladed spear? A sword-staff? A polearm that must have been twelve feet long, with the last two feet being a straight, double-edged blade. She held it with a comfortable ease that spoke of years upon years of familiarity.

They were all looking at Ana. Some with awe, some with apprehension, others with adoration. A very few, like Pirta, with curiosity. Ana stood before the Waystone wearing her armor, the cream-white leather spotless inside and out thanks to Sendra, and without a scratch thanks to whatever magic lay on it. Someone had found a pair of matching shin guards and passed them her way via Messy. Add in the platinum-white of all but the last half inch of her hair, and she figured she had to be pretty eye-catching.

Everybody was waiting for her to speak.

Ana took a deep breath, and the crowd fell silent.

God, she hated this.

“It’s time,” she said.

“We’re as ready as we can be in the time we have. I would have preferred another month to prepare. I would have preferred that this never happened. But it did, and we can't wait. The Tarlons, still holding out in their farm, can't wait. Our friends, trapped in a Delve somewhere to the south, can't wait.

“It’s time.

“In a few minutes, half of us in this outpost will go outside the wall. The plan is simple, but it will not be easy. We will move quickly. We will secure the Tarlons, then fall back to the wall. There we will make our stand. We will let our enemies crash against us, and they will break. And when the final wave has broken, we will push back. We will drive them back to the forest, if they have any sense of self-preservation left, or we will annihilate them.

“Simple. But not easy.

“We’ve not lost anyone yet, but I cannot promise that the same will hold true today. I would be surprised if it did. I want you to be prepared for that. And while it's a cold comfort, I want you to remember that we are, all of us, living on borrowed time. Unless we win today, we will all die.

“Look around you.” Ana paused, waiting until the assembled crowd actually turned their heads to look at the people beside them.

“Friends. Neighbors. Colleagues. Lovers. Family. If you fall today, it is for them. If they fall today, it is for you. And when we win, it will be thanks to the sacrifice of the fallen.

“Cold comfort, I know. But I hope that it will bring some comfort nonetheless.

“We can do this. We will do this. We have proven that on no less than four occasions, every one an unconditional victory. Today will be the fifth. A little bigger in scale, sure, but in the end it will be a victory in a line of victories.

“Some of you fought in all of those victories. Does anyone remember what I told you before we went to relieve the Servemels? What to focus on?”

“Don’t lose!” someone called, and a ripple of nervous laughter spread through the crowd.

“Right! Don’t focus on winning! Focus on not losing! They have no Classes. They have no Multipliers. We are stronger than them. We have Skills and Abilities. Enhancements and Perks. We have strategy and tactics and courage. We have ranged support. We have gods-damn magic! This is our fight to lose, so what will we do?”

“Don’t lose!” the crowd chorused.

“Right!”

“Of course, right!” a few scattered voices shouted back to more laughter.

“Of course, right!” Ana echoed. “Now let’s do this! Anyone who’s assigned to the wall, move out and to your posts! You know what to do!”

With a dispersed yes, Marshal, a small portion of the crowd, mostly less experienced support mages and ranged fighters, filtered out of the crowd and south down Main Street.

“Alright. We’re forming up in front of the south gate, Party-wise, in a column. Party leaders, you should know your Party’s position in the formation. From left to right, move out and form up. Once all the Parties are on their way, ready the platforms. Go!”

This time the yes, Marshal was considerably louder. One by one, the Parties left the square, forming up along Main Street. Ana herself ran down the street past her soldiers, leaping up to take her place above the gate as they assembled. Beside her on the wall, people who’d never seen her in action before gaped at the feat.

Finally everyone was assembled. Ana gave the command to open the gates and vaulted over the edge to the outside. Behind her, the sixteen Parties into which they’d organized everyone not on the walls filed out, taking their places in the formation. On the left, Wandak and his people, strong enough to hold that flank. Simt had the right flank; between her kinetic blasts and the melee fighters in her Party, they should hold. Behind the more experienced fighters of the conscript Parties were the new Parties of inexperienced noncombatants, people with spears and other polearms and the raw Attributes to make a difference.

As they all formed up, unarmed laborers and craftsmen hurriedly carried out and assembled tiered platforms, setting them up only a few feet behind the frontliners. That had been Simt’s idea, and Ana had supported it enthusiastically. Ranged firepower was one of their advantages, and Ana wanted her backliners to be active for as much of the battle as possible. This would allow them to fire over the heads of the frontliners, softening up the incoming enemy before they hit and reducing their numbers.

“Relief force!” Ana shouted once they were all formed up. “Form up!”

Eight full Parties, her own included, stepped out of formation and closed ranks in front of the others.

“You know what to do! The Tarlons are waiting! Quick, now, before those bastards get here! With me!”

With that, Ana jogged toward the Tarlon farm, the last one still holding out against the crazies surrounding it. And at the edge of the forest the horde of crazies slowly reached critical mass, and began moving toward the outpost.

The rescue was as undramatic as a clash with one side being smashed to pieces could be. Move up, let the crazies come. Wear them down, repel, repeat. Break them, bring the Tarlons out, escort them back to the outpost. Almost routine at this point, except that their overwhelming numbers let them move faster than before. And this time, once the Tarlons were safe, the gates closed behind them as their rescuers went back in formation, the backliners taking their places on the platforms. And from the forest, from every side of the outpost, the crazies kept coming.

How many? Ana asked, half to herself, and half to the Wayfarer. Hundreds? No. At least a thousand that I can see. More. Two thousand, total? Three?

Enough to be a problem, the Wayfarer whispered. Not enough to break you.

Not enough to break us, Ana agreed, then raised her voice so that it would carry over the wall, to the unarmed civilians inside. “Here they come! Not enough! They won’t break us! We’ll break them! Support mages, prepare the ground!”

At Ana’s command, mages began to Shape, and in a deep semicircle extending from the wall around the defenders the ground changed. Pits and trenches appeared. The ground in and around them turned to churned earth, bog, mud, and quicksand, all overgrown with thick, thorny brambles and snatching, creeping vines.

They’d done the same on all of their farm rescues, and it had worked well against dozens of enemies at a time. Facing thousands, Ana hoped that it would be enough to slow them, and for the stuck and the fallen to create a new obstacle for the ones that followed.

It was a mile to the forest. A quarter mile to the Tarlon farm. The crazies and the demons among them had reacted when the relief force was almost done, and now they were passing that same farm. A minute at most before the first of them hit the defensive line. A minute and a half before the horde truly arrived.

God, there were a lot of them. Objectively, Ana had seen larger groups of people on uncountable occasions. Of course she had. In London or New York you didn’t even need to try all that hard to find a few thousand people in the same place. This was different. The oncoming crazies had a different weight to them. It was different when they wanted your blood.

Their feet were thunder, growing louder by the second.

“There are demons among them!” Ana shouted. “Possessed and revenants. Backliners, if you’re most effective against single targets, focus on them! Once they reach your range, fire at will!”

Looking along the line, Ana was distracted by how few helmets she saw. Where were all the helmets? She’d never noticed before how nobody wore helmets here! Even Ana didn’t have one, she—

She was nervous, and she’d been letting her mind wander to try to ignore the stress. She did that sometimes, and it never worked. Much less now, when Split Focus let her have two thought processes at once. Helmets. Fine. Later. For now, she used that line of thinking to draw mana from the earth and Shape it so it covered her head and neck. Then she sent mana into her shield and her weapon, and the Engravings pulsed with a soft light. Ana marveled at how she could feel the mana in there, waiting to be used whenever either item took damage. Then she went back to what she should be doing: checking on her troops.

Ana had Messy to her left, then Tellak, holding a longsword rather than the shield and axe or hammer Ana had seen her with before. Beside her were her frontliners, and beyond them, Halmer’s people. To Ana’s right was Petra with her shield and hammer, then Waller with a shield and axe and, past him, Pirta’s Party, the captain with her long, bladed staff standing three feet taller than anyone else in the line. Behind Ana were Sadie and Braggie, and four new conscripts with spears; the rest of her Party were all on the nearest platform.

Along the line and on the wall, people talked in hushed voices. Armor creaked and clinked as they shifted nervously. “Oh gods,” Messy whispered beside her, her voice choked with fear. “Oh, gods beyond!”

Ana had promised herself to pay better attention. Messy had been so badly shaken the first time she’d gone out, but here she was, her sword in her hand and already bloody. She’d come to rescue Ana, she’d been in the relief force just now, and she stood in the line. But from the moment they’d gathered at the square, she’d been distant, quiet, fidgety. Now, it was obvious that she wished she could be anywhere else than in this thin line of defenders.

“Hey,” Ana said softly, looking up at Messy. Messy didn’t react, her eyes locked on the incoming horde. “Hey,” Ana said again, transferring her hammer-axe to her shield hand and running her hand up the back of Messy’s head. “Mess, babe, look at me.”

This time Messy looked, but she was still half out of it. “What did I promise you last night?”

Messy blinked, then mumbled, “Not our last night.”

“Right. I promised. Tonight you’ll see that I take my promises seriously. Alright? And I wish you didn’t need to be here, to do this, but I need you, okay? One blade could make all the difference. We need you. Just keep it together and stay with me.”

The horde was almost on them. The first shots passed above their heads, then turned into a storm of arrows, crossbow bolts, and magical projectiles. Ana wished she could have justified just one shot with Kaira’s arbalest to see how it felt and what effect it had. Later.

“Alright,” Messy whispered, then shook her head to clear it. “Alright!”

Ana nodded, took her weapon in her hand, and turned to face the enemy. The crazies hit the prepared ground, sticking, stumbling, and falling as shorter-ranged backliners opened up with spells to further break up the charge. Crazies died by the dozens, people of all ages and ethnicities shot down or just trampled. The horde lost none of its momentum. The pressure was still there.

It was only ten feet between the last trench and the defenders. Spears lowered past Ana’s head. The first of the enemy left the prepared ground, and from Ana’s right Pirta’s whatever it was licked out. A head sailed through the air as the body continued forward.

The crazies crashed into them.


Chapter twenty-four


In the moments before the crazies hit, as they used the ten feet of solid footing they had to build their speed up again, the short-range support mages let loose. Wide blasts of force, earth, and water didn’t necessarily kill, but they felled and slowed. Strobing flashes of light burned out retinas, and arcing lightning made muscles seize. Bursts of fire—those weren’t great. Now Ana had flaming crazies to worry about. Her first order would have to be to only use fire at longer range unless absolutely necessary.

The support mages didn’t kill. They weren’t trying to. They did exactly what they were supposed to, and thanks to them, the crazies didn’t hit like a landslide but as a ragged wave, a pressure that, though it pushed the defenders back a step or a half, was manageable.

A man a foot taller than Ana lunged for her. A spear took him in the throat the moment before Ana push-kicked him hard enough that her back foot skidded in the grass, and he flew back to knock over the two behind him. The third, a woman, stepped on and over the fallen and kept coming. Ana caved her skull in, then shoved her back.

The crazies kept coming. Hammers and axes rose and fell, spears stabbed, swords cut and sliced, and the fallen carpeted the ground. Shoving the dead away became a problem. Ana could only see a few feet in front of and around her. Messy, eyes wild, stabbed at eyes and cut at throats, relying on Ana and the man to her left to push the dead back. Petra was grim but determined, her hammer working mechanically, and Waller was an asshole, but he knew what he was doing and held his own. Pirta was a point of calm in the chaos; nothing came within ten feet of her that wasn’t already dead.

Projectiles, mundane and magical, tore through the air above them, close enough that Ana could feel it. More experienced Delvers called targets to their nearest companions. Sometimes they were terse bursts of single words like Bear! Left! Sometimes they were more emotional. One man wailed “Oh gods, that’s Pellar! Bastards! Bastards!” It was followed by outraged shouts and a visible increase in the amount of fire toward whatever revenant the bereaved man had spotted.

And the noise. God, the noise! The snaps and tchunks of bows and crossbows, whooshes and roars of magic, those were the least of it. People cried and screamed and shouted, in fear and rage and in pain. Ana had no idea what their own losses looked like; she knew she’d felt some blows and scratches she herself hadn’t taken, but everyone around her was up and fighting. The sound of steel striking flesh was constant and nauseating. A spear broke with a crack that was almost drowned out, and the man holding it kept using it as though he hadn’t even noticed.

Above all, there were the enraged, feral howls of the crazies, raw and wild, sounds no human throat should ever make as they threw themselves at the defenders with no fear of pain, injury, or death. It was like there was nothing human left in them. Animals would have been more wary. If not for her Death Dealer Achievements, and if not for having spoken to Jisha, Ana would have been tempted to think that they were entirely gone. But they weren’t, and Ana was killing them, a seemingly endless tide of them, and she thanked whoever might be listening that guilt, empathy, and sympathy were not emotions available to her.

Beside her, Messy fought mechanically. Her amber eyes, normally so bright, were dull. Empty. That shook Ana far more than the noise or the bloodshed.

After thirty seconds or an eternity of carnage, the first demon made it through the press. Ana almost welcomed the change. It died under a barrage of projectiles before it could charge, staggering, stumbling, and finally coming apart as a plasma bolt and a spray of sharp slivers of something—stone maybe?—hit it simultaneously. But others followed it, too many to be focused down, and they quickly came too close for the backliners to target at all.

Everyone in the front line was a demon slayer, and the demons died, just like the crazies. They just took longer, and every time a section of the line had to spend extra seconds slaying a demon it meant a few crazies who weren’t killed, who weren’t cleared out and pushed back to the extended pile that was growing between them and the prepared ground, like a dike to keep the flood somewhat at bay. Every time, the pressure increased. Soon, the defenders were falling back, inches at a time. Inches they could ill afford; they only had a few feet between the spearmen and the platforms.

Ana became aware of pained screaming that didn’t stop. Of the gates creaking open, running feet approaching and taking the injured away.

They were taking casualties.

Ana told herself not to worry. Inside the gates, Touanne and her three assistants would be ready with magic, potions, and plain, if primitive, medical know-how. Rituals had been prepared ahead of time, and mages who could do little to help in the fight stood ready to power them, to purge any infection before it could take root. There was no reason to worry about who’d been hurt, because until proven otherwise, they’d be fine. And to be perfectly honest, the kind of brutal honesty that Ana couldn’t share with anyone, unless a select few people got hurt, it wouldn’t matter to her in the long run anyway. It was a question of numbers, of having enough fighting strength to keep the ones that mattered alive and well.

Messy’s dull, empty eyes haunted her. What if this broke her? What would Ana do then?

She didn’t have time to worry.

She kicked away the man she’d just killed, and he didn’t clear the pile of corpses behind him; not because Ana was losing steam, but because the pile just kept getting higher as the backliners killed or maimed those who were climbing over it. There was a second’s lull in the fighting right in front of her. Then someone in the back line shouted a name, followed by, “What’s she—?”

A body, flailing and snarling, flew over the defensive line and smashed into the backliners on one of the platforms toward the left end of the line. Over the heap of bodies came a woman—or the possessed remains of one. She crossed the short distance to the defenders in a heartbeat, and a gurgling scream and a cry of dismay told Ana that things were going terribly wrong.

In the next second, a few things passed through Ana’s mind. There was a revenant in their line. One of the crazies was behind them. Someone may have just died. Another bunch of crazies were coming right for the center, toward her and Messy. Could she leave her position? Could she move down the line to help with the revenant? Would that put Messy and Petra—and fucking Waller—outside of the range where she could absorb any hits they took?

That whole train of thought was rendered moot as the revenant was flung back, stumbling among the corpses and hitting the blood-soaked ground. She scrambled to her feet but was quickly brought to her knees by a shard of ice that nailed itself into her hip and a streak of purple afterimage that must have been one of Deni’s plasma bolts. It blasted into the revenant’s left shoulder, leaving the arm to dangle grotesquely as the remaining charred flesh folded outward. Together with the magical attacks came two arrows to the chest, and close behind those came Tarkan, who took advantage of the revenant’s stumbling to land a terrific blow to her head with a long-handled war hammer. The revenant went down for good, and as the crazies closed in on Tarkan, his nearest companions came forward, the line bulging slightly to defend Tarkan as he retreated.

In the next short lull, Ana took a quick moment to look around. Tellak was swinging a large axe now instead of the sword she’d started with, focused and steady, targeting any demon that made it to her part of the line. Messy looked as absent as ever, but there was no time to do anything about that. Her sword still cut and stabbed, and that was what mattered in the moment. Petra looked grim and gave Ana a curt nod when she saw her looking. But beyond those closest to her . . .

The platforms were all populated, the people on them still fighting. Less intensely now; the mages were running out of steam, mana depletion taking its toll, and some of the archers were out of arrows, but they were fighting. The line had fallen back almost all the way to the platforms, and it had grown shorter as they took casualties, but they were fighting, dammit. And they were supporting each other. They were holding. What had she told Messy? “When it’s your friend at risk, you’ll fight?” Something like that. And they were fighting for each other, no doubt about it.

Ana should have known that. She’d seen her soldiers fight when they went out. But for some reason she’d taken the whole responsibility on herself, as though the whole fight revolved around her. And she was an important part, sure, for morale and for her Command Enhancement, but she was doing a very small part of the total work.

How long had passed? A minute and a half? An hour? It was impossible to say. Ana’s mind was working so quickly that she had no concept of time, only of keeping her section clear and decreasing Messy’s burden as much as she could.

Someone cried, “Last ones are twenty, twenty-five feet back!” In response, someone else called, “Round the wall! Still coming round the wall!”

The initial horde was almost worn down. That sounded reasonable. The ground before them was littered with bodies, two or three deep in places, some moaning and clawing, most still. And that was the ten feet between the line and the heap, which was taller than Ana, twelve or fifteen bodies deep at least. At the same time, the crazies from around the north of the outpost would have taken longer to react, longer to cross the clearing, and would have bunched along the walls. Ana couldn’t see a thing, but she could imagine the press was higher at the sides.

Dammit, she needed to see!

Good thing she had a nine-foot elf only a few feet away.

“Captain!” she called. “Captain Pirta! Situation along the wall?”

To her right, Pirta’s sword-staff licked out, cutting the throat of one attacker before coming down to neatly separate the head, neck, and one shoulder of another from his torso. “Both sides pushed back to the platforms, Marshal,” Pirta called back, voice strong and steady. Ana couldn’t tell if the elf sounded focused or bored.

Ana took a second to visualize the battlefield, and she didn’t like what she saw. The sides had nowhere to fall back, and if the very edges buckled they wouldn’t be able to pull back their casualties through the gate. Not to say that they’d be surrounded.

But the pressure from the south was dropping steadily.

Ana was going to have to work harder.

She raised her voice, and with her Attributes, when Ana wanted to get loud, she got loud. “Spearmen, Parties three and four, on my order, to the dawnward flank! Parties five and six, to the duskward! Core Parties Halmer, Petra, Pirta, Sira, we’re pushing to give the spearmen room to move! To the pile! We only need to hold a little longer. Their center is almost broken. Stand strong! Now, Core Parties, push!”

Ana didn’t wait for acknowledgments. She pushed. She threw herself forward, her weapon flashing, and made herself into a magnet for the incoming crazies. Not to be outdone, Pirta did the same, followed closely by Marra Falk and then, in a ragged line, the rest of the four Parties Ana had called out. They fought their way across the ten feet between them and the pile, stacked steep with the dead. Ana gave the command, “Spearmen, move!” and they climbed that damned pile, striking down the crazies, the demons, and the single revenant that came over the top and throwing them behind themselves.

There was a madness to it unlike anything Ana had seen. The people beside her were fighting with almost the same feral fury as the crazies, seemingly heedless of the danger. Perhaps it was the simple act of pushing forward, the change from reactive to proactive. Ana herself felt the rush of impending victory as she climbed the heap of bodies, Agility making the shifting, blood-slick surface no harder to balance on than the muddy surface of the road she’d just left.

What she saw, with the heap no longer restricting her world to a ten-foot bubble around herself, made her grin. There was only a handful of crazies making their way through the difficult terrain beyond, and a few more still trickling in from the surrounding forest, with nearly a mile of open terrain to cross.

She booted some poor bastard back into a trench, then raised her voice. “Party Halmer, go support the duskward flank! Party Sira, the dawnward. Parties Petra and Pirta, spread out and hold. Backliners, with your respective Parties. If you have a shot, take it. Let’s finish these bastards off!”
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The aftermath was anything but quiet; it was just a different kind of noise. Instead of snarling and screaming and the sounds of a dozen kinds of killing, now the air was filled with a mad mix of laughter, cheers, and weeping.

Four dead. They’d only lost four, with dozens more wounded. It was a goddamn miracle, as far as Ana was concerned.

Some of the tears were for the dead and wounded, but only some. Most were like Messy, who’d gone back to the position she’d held during most of the battle. There she’d stared silently at the dead, with their tiny, precise cuts and punctures, before collapsing to her knees, wailing in Ana’s arms.

I killed them was the gist of what she managed to get out between the sobs. And she had. Not as many as Ana, or the man to Messy’s left, but Messy had seen to a fair share of the crazies. It was hard to say how many, with how many different wounds most of the dead had.

Of the ones that Messy was responsible for beyond any doubt, two of them were Jisha’s age or younger.

Messy was broken, and Ana could only hope that she’d pull herself together. That Touanne or someone else knew what to tell her to help her. Ana had no idea.

“I can’t,” Messy sniffled into Ana’s shoulder after exhausting her tears. “I can’t do this again. I can’t. Demons . . . demons maybe. But poor, sick people like this, I . . . I can’t.”

“I can’t promise that you won’t have to,” Ana whispered, stroking her sweat- and blood-soaked braids. “But this should be the worst. I’ll try to keep you out of the rest.”

“Thank you,” Messy sobbed, almost breathless. “I . . . I wish I could. But I can’t. I just can’t.”

“Okay. That’s okay.” Ana held her a little longer, then said, “Let’s get cleaned up. We need to get everything moving, alright? I’m going to turn you around, toward the gate. Try not to look around.”

“Okay,” Messy sniffled and let herself be lifted to her feet.

Ana didn’t know how long they’d sat there. She’d been aware of people moving around them, giving them some respectful distance. Looking around, there were some hardened souls moving the bodies away from the road, including getting to work on the heap. Others were further out in the field, working together with some of the support mages to make long trenches. Mass graves, Ana realized. Right. They couldn’t just leave all these bodies here, like they had before. She hadn’t even thought of that.

The platforms had already been dismantled, and the gates stood wide open. The open space just inside was filled with resting fighters. Touanne, her three subordinate Life-mages, and several assistants had worked hard through the battle and beyond to get the wounded healed and to make them comfortable.

Along the wall lay the four they’d lost, draped in sheets. The bodies would have to be burned before everyone left.

“Bring her back here after you get cleaned up,” Touanne told Ana as she passed with Messy. That was it. The Healer had taken one look at her fellow elfin woman and hadn’t even tried speaking to her, and there was no hello, no anything. Touanne just looked tired, and sad.

No wonder. They’d promised to save as many of the crazies as they could. Ana intended to hold to that, but in the aftermath of the battle, they hadn’t left a single downed enemy alive. They couldn’t afford to take prisoners; that would have to wait until the real enemy, whoever was summoning and infecting those poor bastards, was dealt with.

“I will,” Ana said, matching Touanne’s tone.

She took Messy to look for Sendra, but on their way up Main Street a man who Ana recognized as one of the attendants from the baths led them aside into the same small yard with the fruit trees where Ana had first met Waller. Three Water-mages were hard at work doing just what Ana had been hoping, cleaning up those of the fighters who hadn’t gotten around to it yet. Messy didn’t quite need to be posed, but she did need to be directed to stand straight, arms out, turn around. It hurt Ana more than she ever could have imagined.

When they were as clean as they’d get without taking their clothes off, Ana left Messy with Touanne, with a kiss and a promise that she’d be back. Messy mumbled, “Alright,” and nodded, but Ana had to wait for a little while before Messy actually let go of her hand.

Leaving her there was possibly the hardest thing Ana had ever done, and she’d driven a dagger through the heart of a boy she’d sworn to protect. She had to duck into a narrow alley to fight down the tears and steady her breathing before moving on, telling herself that her anxiety about Messy possibly not bouncing back was about she herself losing that foundation and comfort. That it wasn’t about Messy’s pain itself, and Ana being partially responsible for it.

She couldn’t quite make herself believe it.


Chapter twenty-five


Congratulations! Your Skill Command has improved to Level 7! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Medium).
Congratulations! Your Skill Blunt Weapons has improved to Level 5! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Minor). You have gained the Perk Bone Breaker.
Bone Breaker: When you strike, you strike to kill. When using the Blunt Weapons Skill, your Strength Multiplier is treated as though it were 1 Step higher for the purpose of penetrating armor and breaking bone. Value increases with Blunt Weapons Skill Level.
Congratulations! Your Skill Shields has improved to Level 5! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Minor). You have gained the Perk Repel.
Repel: Where some may use their shields to deflect or redirect blows, you prefer to stop them with brute strength. When using the Shields Skill to reflect the power of a blow back into your attacker, your Strength Multiplier is treated as though it were 1 Step higher. Value increases with Shields Skill Level.
Congratulations! Your Skill Shaping has improved to Level 3! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Minor).
Congratulations! You have completed the Achievement Commander III! 5 Advancement Points awarded.
Commander III: Command at least 200 individuals at one time in battle.


Ana forced herself to appreciate her gains. Her new Perks that would let her defend the people in her charge that much more efficiently. The Advancement Points she got for the Achievements were always great, and the Crystals that got her closer to the next Level. They were good. They were objectively a good thing. It didn’t matter how she got them.

The list of possessed and revenants that she’d gotten partial credit for thanks to her Party was just a block of text that she skipped, focusing on the end. They were worth surprisingly little. The rewards were greatly diluted by the number of people involved in each kill and her relatively minor contribution to most of them, and she ended up with a Medium, three Minor, five Lesser, and a Least Crystal, and a host of Shards.

That left her with nearly 5,000 Points worth of Crystals in her Storage; more than halfway to Level 13. A better person might have considered how she could help someone get from Level 9 to within spitting distance of Level 10, but she needed that Level. Another Level meant higher Attributes, it meant stronger Abilities, and it meant more Endurance and Vitality for her Party. Specifically, for Messy.

And that thought brought with it not the knowledge that a higher Vitality would help Messy stay alive, but the hope that it might make her smile again.

God, Ana thought. What’s wrong with me?

Goddess, the Wayfarer corrected, unbidden. And you seem to have found one person you genuinely care about. I don’t know if I should offer my congratulations or condolences.

Final preparations were quick. The spearmen were released for the time being to return to their friends and loved ones, or simply to help where they could. A handful of the casualties, exhausted from being healed, had to be carried on stretchers, but most were well enough to arm themselves again.

Almost the entirety of the outpost’s remaining population marched out the southern gate, bringing all necessary baggage with them. There was only one thing left to do.

“These four,” Ana said, facing the assembled population of the Splinter with the bodies of the four dead between them, “died for us. They died for their friends, their loved ones, and their neighbors. Halvar. Sarp Techlan. Verity Saliasdaughter. Almila. Remember their names. They died to give us a fighting chance.

“But I did not know them, except as students during my training sessions. If anyone would like to say a few words, please step up, and keep it brief.”

With that she stepped aside, returning to where the rest of her Party was gathered. I did not know them, she thought. Hell, I struggled to remember their names.

They deserved better, but it was all there was time for. At least each of them had someone to step up and speak and weep for them before the bodies were burned, Fire-mages ensuring that the process took only minutes.

When the bones and ashes had been buried and the site marked with a mound, it was finally time to go. With the extra spearmen disbanded, the ten original militia Parties, including volunteers, were reformed—except for Petra’s Party, to which Ana belonged. That didn’t change, in large part because of the dual shocks of gaining 12 Points of Vitality, and losing them when the Party disbanded. They’d learned that the hard way after the farm rescues.

Ana positioned the Parties along the assembled train of nervous people. Pirta, still carrying her sword-staff, said her farewells and her well-wishes to Thair the Summoner and the small handful of brave souls remaining behind to tend the Waystone, and who then passed through the gate into the outpost, closing and barring it behind them. Then the captain gave the order to move out, and they were on their way.

They started as a fairly tight column, but despite everyone’s best efforts, the train soon stretched until it was almost seven hundred feet long. With Pirta’s Party having disbanded, Marra was with Tellak’s Party in the front, where she insisted that her Vanguard Abilities would do the most good. Petra’s Party, less Messy and Ana, were not far behind, with Messy walking with Touanne and Ana moving around constantly.

As the hours stretched, Ana fell into a routine. She’d start from Tellak at the front then move slowly back, checking on the Parties that were spread out evenly along the train. On the way, she’d check in with Touanne, her assistants, and Messy and Jisha. When she reached Sira the Peacekeeper, and her Party at the rear, she’d turn, move quickly up the line until she reached Tellak again, and repeat.

This routine was frequently broken up by calls of contact or demon or similar. In singles or in small groups, enemies threw themselves at the train several times an hour. Every time the call went out Ana would hurry there, but with each Party having two others no more than a hundred feet away, Ana rarely even had a chance to fire Kaira’s arbalest. It was rare for the melee specialists to engage at all, with most threats being brought down by volleys of ranged attacks. But despite the relatively minor danger they were in, nerves frayed as everyone had to remain alert for hours on end. That led to mages overusing their magic. The attacks continued even during their short stops, and between having no real rest since the battle and the march, fatigue was setting in.

It was still light when Ana, together with Pirta and Marra, decided that it was time to camp. They put out a general call for anyone with a high Camping Skill Level, then set them to finding a good campsite for around five hundred people with not nearly enough tents. No hunting or gathering Parties were organized; everyone was too wrung out, and they still had enough stores to feed everyone well enough.

Thank the gods that it’s always summer here, Ana thought. At least we don’t have to worry about the cold.

The attacks continued. They slowed for a time once the train stopped, the Camping experts having found a wide hill where the trees were sparser, but then they picked up again. They’d been prepared for that, at least theoretically. It was known that concentrations of people drew demons, and the crazies seemed no different in that regard, coming running and snarling out of the trees every so often only to be shot or blasted down by some archer or mage.

The reality of it was as bad as on the road. Not only did they need people on watch, but those people were constantly active. Apprehension made it hard to rest, and for those who managed to relax, the screams and noise several times every hour made it hard to stay relaxed. There was a constant tension over the camp. They cooked, and people were tense. They made fires, and people sat with their backs to them, looking out into the forest surrounding them. No one knew from which direction the next attack might come; no one wanted to be taken by surprise.

That night, in their tent, Messy barely spoke. Finally alone and together, she clung to Ana like a drowning woman to a piece of flotsam, and when their Party’s turn came to patrol around the camp, Messy didn’t want to fight. Nor did she want to be left alone. First she begged Ana to stay; when that didn’t work, she demanded to come along, preferring to follow Ana unarmed into the darkness over staying on her own.

The first time, Ana forced her to stay in the tent despite her pleas. The second time she let her come along. It was stupid. Ana knew that. But she couldn’t stomach the idea of coming back to the tent and finding Messy awake and shaking with tears, like after the first time. As long as Messy stayed close, Ana told herself, she wouldn’t get hurt. And Ana would gladly take a few hits if it meant sparing Messy the tears.

The next morning found the camp on edge. Ana led some few souls, Messy among them, in some morning exercise, but mostly she got the politest dirty looks imaginable. Most of the camp were sleepless, many of them in terribly foul moods; except for Messy, who only seemed to care if she had Ana close, only those with a high Willpower or certain Enhancements or Abilities got anything resembling enough sleep, with the frequent thunder.

One particularly lucky woman had an Enhancement that completely eliminated her need for sleep. It would have been great if she had any kind of combat Ability or a high Perception. She didn’t. She was a Baker.

The day passed much like the previous one, only with everyone in a worse mood. On top of that, some of the injured who hadn’t healed completely now had crystals erupting through the skin where their wounds had been. “It’s not an emergency,” Touanne said in a low voice when she told Ana about it, “but they won’t recover until we can perform the ritual. And for that we need time, and a hard, smooth area, at least seven feet wide, for the ritual circle. Our Earth-mages can prepare one, but that will take more time.”

Ana just nodded and left the wounded and their supervision to Touanne, trusting the Healer to let her know if the situation ever became more urgent.

They passed the place where Ana had killed Rankan the Ranger and Larry the Rogue. Ana marveled for a moment at how far she’d gone with that pack and her busted ribs, how slowly they’d been moving now with the train, and how utterly unremarkable the place was. It was an empty stretch of road like any other, and it felt wrong, somehow, that there was no sign of their fight. It had been over a month since then, so of course there wasn’t. But she’d killed two men there. It felt like there should have been blood or bodies or some sign of the things she’d discarded.

She shook it from her mind. The train moved on without pause, and she was too busy to worry about the banality of the place.

Every hour either Ana or Pirta called a halt. People sat down along the road as Touanne and the other Life-mages tended to blistered feet, and Water-mages refilled canteens. People tried to nap where they could, helped by simple earplugs that the tailors and seamstresses had come together to make on the march. The attacks kept coming, but it seemed to Ana that they were getting further apart. It was a hopeful sign.

At noon they stopped for lunch. As Ana sat with Messy and Touanne, everyone finishing their meals, Mamtass the priest approached them.

“Marshal Cole. Chosen. It’s time, I think, to pray,” he said. “I would like to gather the faithful.”

Ana looked at Messy, who nodded and shrugged. “As long as you don’t bother anyone, I won’t stop you. I’ll even join you, if you want. But why now? Why not last night?”

Mamtass gave her a tired smile. “It’s not for hope I want to pray, but for direction. I dare say those who need it will have prayed on their own, but if we march past where we need to go . . . The Wayfarer teaches that there is value in getting lost, but there is a time and a place, yes? And not to place any doubt on your Abilities, I hope that a hundred or two can point the way better than a single woman.”

Ana snorted and rose, offering her hand to Messy, who took it. “Fine. Let’s gather your flock, padre.”

“Padre?” Mamtass muttered.

“Ana knows all kinds of strange languages,” Messy said fondly, and Ana looked at her, a smile tugging at her lips. It was the most positive emotion she’d heard from her girlfriend since the battle the previous day. There was a faint light back in her eyes, and it made Ana’s heart skip in an entirely unfamiliar way, like a clenching fist had relaxed just a fraction.

Organizing a group prayer was both easier and harder than it might have been in the outpost. Since no one was farther than a few yards from the road, getting the word out was easy. But then they needed to move off a bit so they wouldn’t bother those who wanted no part of it, and they needed to redistribute some of the Parties so that everyone could be kept safe. Not that Ana couldn’t have dealt with a handful of crazies or a demon on her own, but it wouldn’t surprise her if this was the moment the universe decided to punish her hubris and send a whole wave of the bastards at them.

When everything was arranged, over two hundred people were gathered in a small clearing. Before them stood Mamtass, and they were surrounded by a loose cordon of fighters, Ana included, close enough to participate but facing outward and scanning the trees for any threat.

“Thank you for coming,” Mamtass began. “You all know I like to talk, but let us make this fast. Please, join me in prayer.” He raised his hands, palms up to the sunlight filtering through the canopy.

“Wayfarer! Beloved goddess, ascended lady of the roads, and the hidden paths, and the Splinters! Silent companion to those who wander! Watcher over the lost! We need your guidance now, more than ever. Time is short, and we cannot indulge in taking the long way around. We cannot afford to search fruitlessly and go astray. Your Chosen has told us your will, and we have set everything aside to carry it out. We know the consequences of failure. We know that not even your kindness and mercy can protect us from the malice of the unrighteous, and we are willing to risk everything for life and freedom to prevail. But our friends and allies are in danger, and we need their strength! We must rescue them, but we do not know where we must go! We beg you, for our sakes and for the sake of the Splinters themselves, guide our steps! Show us the path to our friends, that we may walk it and carry out your will.”

“Show us the path!” the congregation intoned.

He’s not nearly this formal when he’s alone, the goddess whispered. Or long winded, for that matter.

Ana had to suppress a smile.

Go on now. I need you to ask before I can provide.

“Show me the path to the Delve. Help me save my friends,” Ana whispered, and the Wayfarer obliged. Sort of.

“I’d expected something more,” Ana said. Not complaining, as such, just . . . voicing some slight disappointment. What she’d received was nothing much more specific than to follow the road south and turn off dawnward late the next day.

I know, and I wish I could just place the location in your mind, but this is all I can do. Keep the prayers coming, and I’ll keep pointing. And use the others. I can only send them impressions, like I did with you just now, and everyone interprets it a little differently. Between you all, I have no doubt you’ll find the right place.

Behind Ana the congregation was returning to the road. She and the other sentries were screening them as they moved, making sure nothing leaped out of the underbrush to claw someone in the back. Those whose faces Ana saw, though, had a new determination to them, a light that spoke of purpose and direction.

I may have added some reassurance for them, as well, the goddess added, her voice slowly fading away.

“Thanks,” Ana whispered into the wind. “They need it.”

As they moved south the attacks came further apart, but the demons grew stronger. Ana saw several with a Threat Level of Extreme, and one that was labeled Catastrophic. Not that it mattered much. The demons had no coordination, and when they were spotted, the Parties converged on them. They went down in a storm of sometimes literal fire, the frontliners only closing in to finish them off when they were thoroughly worn down. If not for the fact that a single slipup could be disastrous, it might have been boring. The rewards weren’t even good. Going by what Ana knew, a solo kill on that Catastrophic-rated demon would have netted her a Supreme Growth Crystal, worth 3,200 Experience Points. Killed by the combined efforts of four Parties, totaling just over forty people, she got a Minor. Sure, 200 Points for practically free wasn’t nothing, but at least some kind of excitement might have alleviated the stress of being responsible for so many people.

When they stopped to set up their second camp, they again did so early. This time they sent out small hunting and foraging Parties, hoping to supplement their dwindling stores. Each Party had two hunters or two foragers, accompanied by two dedicated fighters who could be trusted not to get in the experts’ way, and who ideally had the skills to help. And everyone had strict, so-help-me-Gods orders to flee any attackers if at all possible.

Ana had been worried about sending anyone out, but no one got hurt, and it did some good; the hunters brought in some fresh meat, and the foragers a great deal of mushrooms, roots, wild herbs, and eggs. Not enough to feed everyone, but enough to add a bit of cheer to their evening meal and stretch their supplies.

But as much as a bit of fresh food did for morale, the efforts of the Seamstresses and the Tailors went further. The bursts of thunder slowly grew more frequent, but by the time night fell they’d finished enough simple earplugs that there was a pair for anyone that wanted them.

That night, almost everyone could sleep.


Chapter twenty-six


Ana was asleep when the camp descended into chaos. That didn’t mean it took her completely unawares; a high Perception and her Keen Hearing woke her, and she was already armed, her protective Shaping active, and looking out from the tent when the first cries of alarm went up, quickly followed by Pirta’s magnified voice calling, “To arms! To arms! Stand and fight!”

Messy, who’d slept wrapped around Ana, had woken when Ana did and was already crouched behind her. She didn’t have that lost, sickly look now; she was closer to the flat, unexpressive state she’d been in during the battle before the gate. “Stay low, and stay close,” Ana told her, and Messy nodded silently. She took her own weapons—a hopeful sign to Ana—and they stalked out into the chaos.

Only feet away, the others in Petra’s Party were getting out of their own tents. So was everyone else. Almost all of those who used armor, which was most of the militia, were wearing it; nobody wanted to bother with donning and doffing their armor twice every night for their turns on watch. It was a good thing, too; many of them were fighting the moment they got out of their tents, as crazies streamed into the camp from every direction.

They were being attacked. It was plain as day. This was no ones and twos or small handfuls. This was no coincidence, with several crazies stumbling onto them. This was an organized nighttime assault.

Ana strained her ears, pushing 44 Perception worth of superhuman hearing with an Enhancement on top to the absolute limit. People were shouting, crazies were howling, and a few feet away from her Jisha was screaming bloody murder in French. She ignored them all.

In the distance, outside the camp where no one should be, she heard human voices.

They’d been looking for the enemy. Now, the enemy had found them.

Ana struck down two crazies as they lurched out of the darkness, and a third went down with a smoking hole in its torso, courtesy of Deni. As her Party gathered around and behind her, Ana roared at the top of her lungs. “Noncombatants, to the center. Spearmen, circle around them. Core Parties, in front of the spearmen. Move! Move!”

More quietly, so that only those closest to her could hear, she added, “Ladies’ Night—and friends, I suppose—you’re with me.”

“What are we doing?” Petra asked.

“Taking the fight to the sick fucks who set these poor bastards on us.” Ana turned to Jisha. The girl’s utility knife was only barely better than nothing. She considered giving Jisha her gun but decided against it. Instead, Ana drew one of her daggers and pressed it into Jisha’s hands, closing her fingers around the handle. “Jisha, listen to me,” she said. “Listen! See where everyone is gathering?”

The girl turned her terrified eyes to the center of the camp and nodded stiffly.

“You need to go there. Now. Run!”

There wasn’t room in the Party, or Ana would have taken her. But with the original seven members of Kaira’s group of casual Delvers Ladies’ Night—counting Ana—and the addition of Sadie, Bragg, Trig, Sylt, and Waller, they were at the twelve member limit. All Ana could do was to arm the girl, give her a shove in the right direction, and hope for the best.

As she led her Party into the trees, staying low, a bright light flared all around the camp. Ana threw a quick look over her shoulder and saw a blinding sphere, like a miniature sun, hanging still in the air directly above Jancia. It lit up the camp almost as bright as day, trees casting long, sharp shadows into the forest and what must have been hundreds of crazies stumbling as they were suddenly blinded.

“Well done, Jay,” Ana muttered under her breath.

Doing her best to focus on her hearing, with Rayni as an extra set of eyes by her side, Ana led her Party in a long circuitous route around the camp. They weren’t the stealthiest, but with how loud and bright the group at the center was, they didn’t need to be. Every so often they had to strike down one of the crazies, but most of them simply passed the Party by, as close as a dozen feet or less in some cases either focused or somehow targeted at the people inside the camp.

When the Party started out, the voices Ana heard had been coming from almost, but not quite, directly across the camp. After a quarter turn around the circumference of the large glade where they’d set up, Ana directed them deeper in among the trees. Ray took point, leading them behind windfalls, logs, and small bumps in the terrain and through ditches to keep them hidden.

The voices were louder now—much clearer. Ana still didn’t understand a word they said; by the sound of it, they were speaking that Wanteul language that Jisha had gotten beamed into her head instead of something useful. Dilmik and Sendra both spoke it, but when asked, neither could hear anything above the fighting.

It would have been nice to go in knowing what the enemy was saying, but no such luck.

It didn’t matter. Either way they weren’t going to be approaching from where their targets were no doubt facing. The voices slowly shifted from being mostly ahead, to being diagonally in front, to being to the side. With the enemy between her and the camp, Ana stopped her Party.

“Alright,” she whispered. “These are people. Evil bastards who know exactly what they’re doing. We’re going to take them from behind, and we’re going to kill or capture these fuckers, okay? Are you all comfortable with that?”

“No,” Sendra hissed without hesitation. “I’m not comfortable with any of this. But it’s necessary, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” Ana said when no one else spoke. “It is. Come on. Let’s get this over with. Don’t hold back.”

They broke into a jog, Ana, Petra, and Waller’s crew at the front, Messy and the two volunteer women just behind, and the back line a few steps after them. A handful of figures, arms raised to the sky, became visible, silhouetted against the light of Jancia’s ersatz sun. Ana held back, trying to keep as much of the Party as possible within the twelve-foot range of Guardian Angel and Champion, but that went out the window when one of the figures turned, a woman, alerted by some sound or Ability, and shouted in alarm.

The moment the woman turned, Ana broke into a sprint.

Themion Summoner (24)
Human Binder (28)


—those were probably casters, Ana guessed—

Human Cultist (15)
Revenant of Pneron (Threat: Lethal)


That was all she had time to see before the woman who warned the others, the human Cultist, died with the bit of Ana’s axe in her skull. There were a few others she hadn’t had time to focus on before things became chaotic, to say the least.

Ana turned to attack the Binder, going by highest Level, meaning greatest threat. She hoped to be able to surprise them and take them down before that revenant reacted, but as she moved, she heard movement from the side and was unable to react quickly enough. An unseen figure emerged from the darkness, blindingly quick, and tackled Ana to the ground between two steps.

Old, practiced reflexes took over, and Ana began to grapple with the . . .

Revenant of Stretia (Threat: Lethal)


Awesome. Beautiful. Amazing. Two revenants, both of them Lethal. Ana could take one. She had no concerns there. It had even been stupid enough to get into a grapple with her, which was where Ana truly shone. The problem was that there were two fairly high-Level bastards and their minions to deal with, plus the second revenant.

With one half of her Split Focus on the melee developing around her, Ana bent the rest of her concentration toward destroying this revenant as quickly as she could.

One of the nearby enemies screamed furiously, in what was quickly confirmed to be Wanteul when Dilmik screamed right back in the same language. Ana’s fellow frontliners piled on with swords, axes, and hammer, Sadie and Braggie stabbing with their spears, as arrows, blasts of water, and Deni’s plasma bolts started streaking in sporadically. No doubt the backliners were worried about hitting their friends in the dark.

Revenants were stronger than the creature or person whose corpse they were created from. Stretia’s revenant was currently straddling Ana, who was pressing her left forearm to its throat as it tried to get close enough to tear her face off. Stretia had been a fairly bulky woman, no doubt a Fighter of some kind, though what remained of her face looked like it might have been soft and girlish in life. But whoever Stretia had been, she’d been nowhere near as strong as Ana was, and demonic possession wasn’t enough to make up for the difference. A snapping elbow cracked the revenant's cheekbone, and a second broke it and the jaw. The force was enough to push the revenant off balance, and with a pull, a shove, and a push with her hips, Ana was on top, kneeling above it.

Ana brought her hammer down. The revenant threw its arms up, to deflect or block or attack; it didn’t matter. The hammer continued through, breaking the bones of both forearms before bouncing off the corpse’s forehead. A second strike resulted in a dull grunck. A third, and the head of the hammer lodged two inches into the revenant's skull, just moments before one of the two casters unleashed a bolt of . . . it wasn’t lightning, but a sickly greenish light that arced and flickered. Ana couldn’t tell whom it struck, but she was the one who spasmed, her whole body locking up, making her jerk upright and collapse on her side as her soul tried to escape through her eyeballs.

The pain couldn’t touch Ana thanks to Fight Through, but the effect must have done something to her nervous system. From her new position on the ground, as she forced her muscles to relax, Ana did her best to take in the situation. The other caster, the one who hadn’t just fired off a bolt of lightning, had turned to flee. They already had an arrow in their back when Ana saw them and was stumbling forward. As she looked, another arrow took the caster between the spine and shoulder blade, and they fell on their face. Stupid, she thought. Getting away from the melee just made them easier to shoot.

Meanwhile, the noise of combat was all around her—snarls, grunts, steel on steel or cutting flesh, the snapping of bowstrings and of Sendra’s water whip, and the tearing, howling noise that accompanied the streaking light of Deni’s bolts. Every so often a sharp stabbing pain or a deep dull ache would blossom somewhere on Ana’s body, making her stiff muscles twitch reflexively, trying to escape the damage she was absorbing from her Party members.

The remaining caster was screaming again, high and feminine and utterly mad, hands up in a way that unmistakably suggested Shaping. There was an indefinable thickness in the air, the smell of ozone and a prickling on Ana’s skin that radiated from the woman, and Ana knew that she couldn’t let the Binder unleash whatever she was preparing. She tried to warn the others, but all she managed was a guttural drooling moan.

The Binder raised her hands higher, and in the momentary light of one of Deni’s bolts, her eyes bulged, her mouth locked in a triumphant grin.

By sheer stubborn will Ana got her feet unsteadily under herself and shot forward like a rabid animal, barely above the ground, limp-fingered hands slapping down to keep herself from crashing into the dirt. The Binder’s screaming twisted into a surprised shriek as Ana tackled her at knee height, taking them both to the ground.

The Binder reacted as well as she could have. Despite her rage and surprise at her ruined Shaping, she managed to draw a dagger, and Ana felt it slide against her armor, between two of the skirt plates, and into the flesh of her left hip.

Ana’s hands were too numb to make a fist. She barely trusted her arms and shoulders to let her elbow the woman under her. So instead she used her head—quite literally, and as hard as she could. First to the sternum, forcing the air out of the Binder in an explosive gasp. Then, pushing herself higher with her scrabbling feet, to the clavicle, which broke with an audible snap. And then to the face. On the first strike of Ana’s forehead, the Binder’s lips split. On the second, her nose flattened against her face, blood spurting as her eyes rolled back.

Ana smashed her head down one more time for good measure. If the Binder lived to be interrogated, good. If she died, so be it.

Ana was moving before she knew it. The sound of familiar voices howling in pain had made her push off backward, spinning on her heel mid-stride. She’d let herself get too far from the others, and they were facing off against a revenant and an unknown number of living opponents. Or, they had been. Only the revenant still stood, a shadowy shape that spun and struck against her friends that surrounded it. Those four that still stood.

Petra, Waller, Syltfer, and for some reason Rayni had the thing contained in a loose square. On the ground, a short distance away, Braggie was tending to Sadie, who lay in a heap. Trilgayeri was slowly crawling away. For them to be down despite enjoying the benefits of Ana’s Fight Through, their injuries had to be bad, but as long as she was fighting she could buy them time.

Just behind Rayni, Messy writhed on her back.

Ana took this all in during the split second it took to cross the distance and wrap her numb arms around the revenant’s waist, after which it was pretty much over. The revenant managed to get a few good hits in on Ana’s back before Rayni and Petra smashed its head to pieces. They hurt like hell, even through the armor, but that was it.

Dilmik and Sendra rushed in to help the wounded as the noise from the camp diminished, the screams of the wounded drowning out the sounds of fighting. “Go!” Ana snapped as she knelt by Messy, who was staring blankly, her breathing fast and shallow as she cradled an arm that was bent below the elbow, the broken bone distending the skin. “Help mop up! We need potions, and healing. Sylt, help Trig! Braggie, stay with Sadie! Ray, I’m trusting—” Ana’s voice broke. She didn’t want to go. “I’m trusting you with Messy. Weapons ready! There could be more of the bastards. The rest of you, with me!”

“I’ll be right back,” she whispered, bending down and kissing Messy’s forehead. It was cold and clammy. Shock, she thought. “Right back. Be strong!”

Mopping up went quickly. Either the casters and their Cultists had been drawing the crazies and demons in and were no longer doing so, or all the hostiles in a large area had simply been wiped out; whatever the reason, the flood of attackers turned into a trickle. It finally petered out entirely, and the sounds of fighting vanished, leaving only the screams and moans of the wounded and the frantic shouting of those trying to help and restore some semblance of order. Bodies littered the ground. Piles of supplies had been scattered, and tents had been knocked down and trampled, some of them burned when fires were disturbed in the chaos. And among all this, they had to deal with their losses.

In the battle at the gate, where they’d controlled almost every factor, they had lost four. Dozens more were wounded. When the butcher’s bill came in for the night’s assault, it stood at over thirty dead and nearly a hundred wounded. Most of the casualties had come before the organized defense at the center of the camp, and it would likely have been far worse without it.

The knowledge was cold comfort to Ana. She’d led them out here. They’d trusted her, and she’d failed them. The dead didn’t affect her as such. Some had been her students, but none had been her friends. But the failure? That stung.

No. It didn’t sting. She felt like shit warmed over—though part of that might be because her bonuses had all fallen with the last of the crazies.

“There you are, Marshal!” Captain Pirta’s voice cut through the noise, and Ana turned sluggishly to see the towering elf approach. “Miss Petra told me what you all did. You have a prisoner?”

“We did when I last saw her,” Ana replied. She was tired in a way that had nothing to do with lack of sleep or the night’s exertions and pain catching up with her. Gods only knew how many of the wounded would be infected.

“Good, at least we might learn something from this mess. Gods’ grace that none of the Life-mages got hurt, and that Touanne prepared such a large stock of potions before we left.”

“Thirty dead,” Ana said flatly. She didn’t elaborate. The pain was really cranking up.

The Captain seemed to understand. “Could be worse,” she said. There was a kindness in Pirta’s voice that Ana couldn’t remember ever hearing before. “And that number shouldn’t go up. Potions are going out, and Touanne and her helpers are working hard. Speaking of, did you get looked at?”

“Others worse off,” Ana mumbled. Her eyes were getting heavy. Why was she so tired? “Messy. Sadie. Trig. They need . . .”

She leaned back heavily against a fallen log and waved in the general direction of where Touanne had set up. When had she sat down?

“They need you alive,” the captain said tersely, bending down to lift her to her feet. Ana didn’t have the energy to do more than mutter an incoherent protest.

“Gods, woman, don’t be an idiot!” Pirta said, her voice low. She had a solid grip on the neck of Ana’s armor and was doing more than Ana’s own legs to keep her upright at the moment. “What do you think it’ll do to morale if you fall over dead in the next ten minutes? You’re going to Touanne immediately. It’ll look better if you walk in with a friendly hand on your back than if I have to carry you, but I will if I must. So walk. That’s an order from your captain.”

For some reason, Touanne became very upset when she arrived, and it only got worse when they got her armor off and saw all the blood. Ana wasn’t sure why. She was just glad that Pirta had finally let her sit down again.

As Touanne talked to her, saying lots of words that didn’t mean anything, Ana took a little nap.


Chapter twenty-seven


When Ana came to, the sun was up. The pain and exhaustion were gone, as was the confusion. The camp was less chaotic, though no calmer.

She was, she saw as she looked down at herself, wearing a new set of clothes.

None of that mattered at that moment, because Messy was singing and stroking Ana’s hair, and when Ana twisted to look up at her, some of the light was back in Messy’s eyes.

Messy finished the song before saying, “You were an absolute mess.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. Bruises, punctures, and cuts all over. Had to get Sendra to wash out your armor again. Were those all from us?”

“Most of them. The revenants got some hits on me too.”

“You must have saved our lives ten times over, then. Touanne said that you should be dead, but that she’s not surprised you aren’t.”

“I still screwed up.” She put her hand below Messy’s elbow, where the break had been. Gently, since there was quite a bit of bruising. “Got too far from you. Is your arm alright?”

“A little sore, but everything should be completely healed tomorrow. Not allowed to do anything strenuous until then.”

“And Sadie? Trig?”

“Both are going to be fine,” Messy said, then, after a pause, “She got between me and the revenant, you know. Sadie, I mean. After I went down, I saw her step between us. Got the bastard with her spear, too, before it slapped her down.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. I can’t decide if that was brave or stupid, but I need to thank her.”

“You probably should,” Ana agreed neutrally.

“I, uh . . . I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but we kind of know each other from before.”

“I guessed, yeah,” Ana confirmed. “So they’re both recovering well?”

“Yes.” Messy’s relief was palpable. “Touanne says that they’re not to leave the range of your Ability until they’re recovered, and that you’re not to leave them either.”

Ana snorted, happy that Messy let the subject of her earlier acquaintance with Sadie drop. Messy was embarrassed enough already. “I can’t stay in this tent all day. Hell, we need to keep moving, all of us. They’ll just have to stay close.”

Messy’s good arm tightened over Ana’s chest, as though she could keep her in place if Ana pressed the issue. “I know. That’s what I told Touanne. But you can rest for another few minutes, can’t you?”

“Yeah, sure.” Ana relaxed back into Messy’s lap, looking up so they could see each other. “You’re better.”

“Am I?”

“More . . . alive.”

“Maybe I am.” Messy swallowed. She spoke slowly, a little haltingly, but Ana stayed silent, letting her take her time. “Or maybe I hate myself less. Talking to Touanne as we walked helped, but tonight—I guess tonight put things in perspective. Fighting those people . . . it didn’t feel good, but it felt right. And seeing them, I don’t know, directing the crazies? It feels a little less like my fault now. I feel less guilty about the crazies I killed. All I could think about before was how they’re victims, right? Innocent. And I killed them. But now, I guess I remembered that someone did that to them, deliberately, and sent them at us, and we’re doing what we have to, to survive. It’s still—I hate it. I don’t want to hurt any more of them. But I think I can live with myself.”

Ana squeezed Messy’s hand. “I wish I didn’t have to ask you to fight.”

“I know. We all wish that.”

“But at the same time I want to always keep you so close to me that you can never get hurt, as long as I live.”

“I know that too.”

“I’m going to be doing a lot of fighting, Mess. Now. In the future. Wherever I go. And I want you with me. I can’t tell you how relieved I am that you’ve—I don’t know if made peace with it is right, but I’m glad I’m not hurting you as bad as I feared. Does that make me horrible?”

“No, Angel. At worst, it makes you selfish. Dragging me into battle against my will, that would make you horrible. But you wouldn’t do that, would you?”

“No,” Ana said. “Not you.”

“The others?”

“If I thought our survival depended on it. But at this point, anger, desperation, and peer pressure should keep people fighting. If enough give up for that to fail, we’re probably fucked anyway.”

“And if that happened? What would you do?”

“Then I’d take you and anyone else who’ll follow me, and I’d try to stop whoever these assholes are anyway.”

“And that’s why you’ll never have to worry about being abandoned. Because everyone here knows that you’ll do whatever it takes to save us.”

“I’d sacrifice them all to save the two of us,” Ana whispered, and Messy kissed the top of her head.

“I know you think that. I’m not so sure. But either way, they don’t need to know. Now, come on. We need to help break camp and burn our dead.”

“I didn’t see Jisha. Is she . . .?”

“You did. She was with Touanne, but you were barely conscious when you got there so it’s no wonder you don’t remember. She’s alive and unharmed. Badly shaken, but that’s no surprise. And . . . I think she killed one of the crazies. Last I saw her, she wouldn’t let go of that dagger you gave her.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah. Dil and Sendra are looking after her, but I think she could use some time with you. Which”—Messy gently pushed Ana into sitting up, then stood and offered her good hand—“is another reason for you to get up.”

As she took Messy’s hand, Ana split her focus, using one of her thought processes to check on the notifications that had been screaming for her attention ever since the battle that night.

Skimming them, Stealth had hit Level 4; Unarmed Combat, Level 9; and Blunt Weapons, Level 6. That, together with killing the Level 24 Summoner, four Cultists ranging from Level 12 to 17, and the two revenants, which had both been Lethal, netted her a total of 2 Major, 6 Medium, 4 Minor, 3 Lesser, and 2 Least Growth Crystals—bonus Crystals included.

That left her with over 10,000 Points worth of Crystals in Storage, more than enough to get to Level 13. Which she would, once she decided what she wanted to spend her Advancements Points on.

The Binder wasn’t in the list of killed foes, so Ana could only assume that the woman had survived getting her face smashed in. Ana wasn’t sure how she felt about that. If she hadn’t received enough Crystals to Level, she probably would have been annoyed, but as it was . . . She wasn’t an interrogator, and she didn’t believe in torture. Keeping a prisoner, especially a mage of such a high Level, could be a problem. She’d have to talk to Pirta about it.

Ana didn’t exactly get any friendly waves once they exited the tent. Too many people had died, and the mood was somber. Still, the most common emotion that she saw on people’s faces and heard in their voices at seeing her was relief, so most of them probably didn’t hate her yet.

“Keep moving, Marshal,” Messy whispered. “Let’s grab Jisha, Sadie, and Trilgayeri and take a round of the camp. Let people see you.”

So they did. Two out of three, at least. Jisha was sleeping in the Ters sisters’ tent, but Sadie and Trig were both well enough to walk around and came along without argument.

There was an uncomfortable moment when Messy thanked Sadie for stepping in between her and the revenant, as they both seemed about to go in for a hug, then both stopped themselves. It turned into the most awkward handshake Ana had ever seen, and as they both just stood there, witnessing Messy’s embarrassment became truly unbearable.

“Oh, go on,” Ana finally said, pushing Messy forward with a gentle hand on her back. “You both want to.”

The tension snapped. “Are you insane?” Messy said gratefully as she took a long step forward, wrapping her arms around Sadie’s shoulders. “You could’ve been killed!”

“Well, I couldn’t let it kill you, could I?” Sadie’s normally bright voice was a little choked as she returned the hug. After a long moment she added, in a voice low enough that Ana suspected she wasn’t supposed to hear, “I’ve been worried about you. You doing okay?”

“It’s been bad,” Messy whispered back. “Really bad. It’s getting better, but without Ana I don’t know what I’d do.”

“I’m glad,” Sadie said, and from the tears in her voice, Ana thought she meant it. “I’m so glad you found someone.” Then she added in a teasing tone, “Come on, let’s not make her jealous.”

After the hug ended, Messy looked almost apologetic as she went back to Ana’s side. She must have known that Ana would have heard anything they said, and Ana stroked her arm reassuringly. Sadie for her part joined Trig a little further back. The two spoke in low, friendly tones as Ana took the longest way around possible to Touanne, talking to people, doing her best to reassure them, offering her condolences and promising that she wouldn’t let anyone’s death or suffering be in vain. In a few places she helped with whatever laborious tasks they were performing, putting her Strength to full use; everyone already knew by now that she was far more than she seemed, and there was no point in hiding it. She still didn’t reveal her real Class, though—anything she could reasonably keep secret, she would.

The whole time she kept one line of thinking on what she could do with 18 Advancement Points, 5 from her Achievements, and 13 from the Level she was about to gain. With her highest Multiplier being at the sixth Step, she didn’t exactly want for options. She had to ask herself three questions: What did she want, what did she need, and which was more important?

Spreading her Points out was a nonstarter, for two reasons which were really just one reason through two different lenses. If she spread her Points out, the effect would be less noticeable than if she concentrated them into a single Attribute. This applied to both the actual effect and, less important but not a nonfactor, to how good it would feel. Outside of combat she only got to experience the euphoria of a greatly increased Attribute once in a while, and when she was fighting she was usually too focused on keeping herself and those around her safe to fully appreciate the sensation. Now she had a chance, and she didn’t want to squander it.

Remembering all her Attribute values was easy enough, thanks to her high Acuity. She’d always considered herself of average intelligence, and she’d been comfortable in that knowledge, but she couldn’t deny that she enjoyed how quick and agile her mind had become in the weeks since the System forcibly turned her into some kind of superhuman. And, she absolutely loved Split Focus, the very Enhancement that let her pay full attention to Messy and the people surrounding her even as she pondered this.

Her Acuity Multiplier was at the fourth Step; If she spent all of her Points there, she could take it to the seventh. That would make her, as the man said, wicked smaht. But was that the smartest choice? Ironically, probably not.

Some Attributes she discarded out of hand. Her Endurance had never held her back, though overdoing it and collapsing after any major engagement was annoying. And perhaps it might help with the adrenaline crash, but that simply wasn’t important enough at the moment. She also had more than enough Charisma for now, and the same went for Dexterity, Connection, and Willpower. They simply didn’t have enough short-term benefit.

Her high Perception had always been useful. It was thanks to that she’d heard Rayni coming, after they’d rescued the Servemels, and it was thanks to that she’d heard the casters skulking among the trees this past night. A higher Strength might be not only useful, but invaluable, if they faced stronger demons and revenants as they went south. And Vitality was literally life. Even stalwartly ignoring the devil on her shoulder telling her how amazing another 5 Points of Vitality would feel the moment she got them, the Attribute was health, toughness, and youth in one convenient package. What was there not to like?

All serious options to consider.

Spending 15 of her Points to take her Agility from the sixth to the eighth Step, though, that was the frontrunner, and the more she thought about it the more certain she became that it would come out ahead of her other options. Not only because speed, mobility and evasion were all powerful in battle and convenient in daily life, but because with her extra Point of Base Agility from gaining a Level, she could hit 50 in the Attribute, which would get her a new Enhancement. There was no way of knowing what that might be, but it would be good almost by definition. And since all her Attributes were now above 25, this was the only option that would get her an Enhancement. Everything else would need her to invest all her current Points, as well as most or all of the Points from her next Level, which felt like an unacceptable delay.

It would even leave her with 3 Points to sink into one of her lower Multipliers, which were all in the low priority group. Realistically, she’d put them into Willpower for the decreased sleep requirements.

Her mind made up, she told Messy, Trig, and Sadie what she intended to do, and that they’d all need to step aside for a moment. Her girlfriend gave her a wry smile, but didn’t argue, sitting Ana down on a log and waving off a few people who approached them.

With a grateful nod, Ana took Messy’s hands, then ate 8,450 Experience Points worth of Crystals. The rush of her Attributes increasing with her Level was small now, but still noticeable, and she shivered slightly with the pleasant sensation. Once it passed, she pulled up her Individual Summary and spent her Points.

Congratulations! You have reached Guardian Angel, Level 13. 13 Advancement Points awarded.
Willpower Multiplier increased to 1.2 for 2 Advancement Points. New Effective Willpower: 30.
Agility Multiplier increased to 1.8 for a total of 15 Advancement Points. New Effective Agility: 50.4.
Congratulations! Your Effective Agility now equals or exceeds 50. You have gained the Enhancement Perfect Balance.
Perfect Balance: Stumbling and falling over are for people without perfect awareness of their own body. No matter your position or posture, unless you choose to or are acted upon by a significant outside force, you will always unconsciously find and maintain your balance.


The System, it seemed, was determined to turn Ana into an acrobat. Snark aside, she couldn’t possibly be unhappy with her new Enhancement—it should help her with both mobility and defense. And she wasn’t too proud to admit that the idea of being able to pull off some impressive stunts was appealing too.

The moment she closed her Summary, Ana’s awareness of her body improved noticeably. As high as her Agility had been, there had been minute imperfections in her balance, which she now corrected unconsciously. The effect was a sense of stability so profound that for a moment, it took her breath away. In comparison to how perfectly in tune with herself she felt, even just sitting there next to Messy, she might as well have spent her entire life up to that point drunk.

Messy gave her a moment to ride it out before saying, “Thanks, Angel. I enjoyed that. Though I wonder what the others will make of it.”

“Right,” Ana chuckled just a tad sheepishly. “I forgot about the bonus from Bastion increasing. Fun surprise, I guess?”

“Best part of my day so far,” Trig said from behind Ana, with an awkward chuckle.

Sadie, standing next to them, gave a pleased little mm-hmm and stretched luxuriously.

Messy’s smile turned into a full-on smirk. “Why do you think I was so ready to let you sit down and Level? Now, are we ready to move on?”

“Yeah,” Ana said, rising with preternatural grace and offering a hand to Messy. “Let’s go.”

They went back to their slow, circuitous approach toward Touanne. Having spent her Advancement Points, Ana’s second line of thinking stayed on self-improvement, and something occurred to her: She hadn’t been at all deliberate with her Skill use. Her Unarmed Combat was at Level 9 now, and she suspected that was due to her using it almost exclusively in desperate situations. If she could push it to Level 10, not only did she suspect that her Iron Body Perk would give her better bonuses, but she’d get another Perk too.

She had plenty of other Skills that would benefit from some more deliberate training. She never bothered to Inspect everyone, but she really should. With the Skill at 4, she was only one Level away from a Perk, and those seemed to be the only benefit of improving the Skill. She resolved to use the Skill on anyone she hadn’t, and everyone she met, from now on.

Defense and Stealth were also both at 4, and having higher Levels and Perks in those would definitely help her, but they weren’t really candidates for deliberate training. The problem with those Skills was that trying to train them in the situations she usually found herself would delay or draw out the fight in a way that put everyone else in danger. Once the current crisis was resolved, she would be able to work on them, but until then she’d just have to hope that they’d improve on their own.

One Skill she absolutely should work on, though, was Shaping. Magic was a tool that she’d neglected, and she needed to fix that. She used her one Shaping whenever she went into a fight, and she was sure that it had saved her a bite here and a scratch there, but she could still only cover a small part of herself, and then only weakly. It was nothing like what she’d seen other mages do, firing shards of stone or metal and opening trenches or pits in the earth, and those were only the obvious effects. She’d seen Tellak wielding various weapons—she could apparently reshape them at will with the Craft of Metal—and while her swings weren’t as fast as Ana’s, they seemed to hit with far more force. That might be from her Skill or some Perk or Ability, but Ana had a sneaking suspicion that her friend and teacher was somehow messing with the mass of her weapon, besides its shape. If she could learn to do that herself, with her Strength . . .

At that point they reached Touanne’s improvised infirmary, and Ana stopped dividing her attention. The Healer—still an elfin Healer, Level 23, which they’d have to do something about—looked sleepless and haggard, but when Ana and Messy approached, the smile she gave them was real. Her body language exuded relief at seeing them. “Ana! Good to see you on your feet so quickly, and that you took my instructions to stay close to your Party members seriously. But, please, you need to come to me immediately after a battle, alright? No arguing. That, or we’ll need to have you drink a small healing potion after every fight as a matter of course. Really, you should do that anyway. Gods, you scared us!”

“If it’ll make you feel better,” Ana said, and Touanne nodded.

“It will! What if the captain hadn’t gone to talk to you? She said she found you slumped against a log or something, barely conscious. You could have bled out!”

“I said I’ll do it,” Ana said, a little more harshly.

“Angel, be kind,” Messy murmured in her ear. “Nobody wants to lose you, least of all your friends.”

Ana snorted softly. “Yeah. Sorry. Don’t like being told what to do, but . . . yeah. So how are we? Can we pack up and move, in your opinion as our primary and only Healer?”

Touanne’s face scrunched unhappily. “We still have some with remaining injuries, who would need to be carried—we stabilized everyone we could but simply didn’t have enough stamina to heal everyone fully. And those we did heal”—Touanne’s eyes flicked between the four of them—“shouldn’t exert themselves too much, so we’ll need to go slowly. And I’d prefer to perform the curing rituals on anyone who got scratched or bitten. But, yes, we can move. If we must. And only after everyone’s had a chance to say their farewells to the fallen.”

“Of course.” Ana looked to the long row of pyres that had been set up along one side of the glade. She’d need to do another heartfelt speech about people who meant nothing to her, beyond the fact that losing them made it less likely that those she did care about would make it. But the ceremony was necessary. If not for morale, then to make sure that they didn’t have two dozen revenants descend on them from behind.

Fucking revenants. They were a pain to fight, and absolutely lethal to anyone who wasn’t her. One of them had taken out three of her Party, and might have killed them all if Ana hadn’t stepped in. And that had been with brute force. Which made her wonder why, if revenants could use the Skills of the bodies they possessed, she hadn’t seen a single one use magic yet.

She’d have to think on that. There were more immediately pressing issues. They needed to keep moving.

“Right,” Ana said. “Let’s hold a funeral.”
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Chapter twenty-eight


Despite her recent success, Ana had never considered herself a speaker. Nor had she ever enjoyed being the center of attention. But she had a distinct advantage in that she didn’t give much of a damn about most people’s opinion of her, and between Charm, Command, Intimidation, and 34 Effective Charisma she simply cheated her way to making people listen to her. Sure, there were a few people there with higher Attributes than her or with a high enough Willpower or Sense Motive to not be affected. Maybe her actual words swayed them. Maybe not. It probably helped that Acting and Inscrutable helped her play the fearless leader, and that she truly believed that keeping them motivated was their best chance of survival, so she got the bonus from Motivational Speaker. At any rate, no one spoke up against her as she praised the fallen and injured for their sacrifice and swore bloody vengeance against those responsible.

As she spoke, she used Split Focus to Inspect anyone who stood out. It wasn’t enough to get her to Level 5—she’d just have to keep at it. She did notice that many of the combat Classers and volunteers had gained a Level or two, though, which was satisfying in a grim way.

When Ana finished, and her followers congregated in small groups to give their own private eulogies for each of their dead, she’d successfully turned their sorrow and nascent despair into anger and a strengthened sense of purpose and determination. At that point she slipped away. Touanne will have to forgive me for abandoning Messy, Sylt, and Trig, she thought as she collected Captain Pirta and Marra Falk. They don’t need to be part of this.

Nor, for that matter, did she—at least in her own opinion. What the hell did she know about interrogations? She would have stayed away and left it to Pirta and Marra, if not for two things: she’d made herself a—perhaps the—leader of these people, at least temporarily, so talking to the prisoner that she herself had taken was her responsibility; and the Wayfarer had told her in no uncertain terms that she looked forward to the prisoner answering their questions. Questions that she, the goddess, apparently knew most of the answers to already, but wasn’t allowed to tell them because of divine politics, System restrictions, or some similar bullshit.

So there she was, leaving the camp for a smaller clearing just outside the glade. They wouldn’t need a translator; Pirta assured Ana that the Binder spoke Inter-guild, which was apparently the name of the language that Ana herself had been speaking for over a month.

The captured Binder was a human woman. Ana would have guessed that she was in her early thirties, but it was hard to be certain with the way that Vitality slowed aging. It didn’t matter. Unless the Binder had some excellent arguments to give them, she wasn’t getting any older.

The prisoner sat on a round platform of stone, raised and smoothed by an Earth-mage, presumably the Level 19 elfin Stoneshaper who sat guard. Ana recognized him as one of the conscripts, though for all her Acuity, she couldn’t remember his name. He was constantly feeding a slow trickle of mana into a ritual circle carved, not drawn, around the platform’s circumference, on the outside rather than the surface. Ana couldn’t read the runes, but she had a good guess as to what the circle did. While the Stoneshaper’s aura held anger, loss, and patience, she couldn’t feel anything at all from the prisoner, and the air and ground nearby both felt, for lack of a better word, dead.

“Something to keep her from Shaping?” Ana asked, gesturing to the runes on the outside of the platform.

“No, but effectively, yes,” Pirta said. “I know of no way of preventing that. The circle does the next best thing. There is only the faintest trace of mana inside that circle. Just barely enough to keep her alive. She could try to Shape, but she wouldn’t have enough to work with to even begin a construct. She can’t even kill herself by burning herself out. Standard procedure for imprisoning a mage, though there would usually be a cell or cage inside the circle.”

In the case of their prisoner, they’d made do with rope. Lots of rope. The woman had her arms bound behind her, her legs bound together, bent, underneath her, and her wrists bound to her ankles. The whole mess of ropes was itself attached to several stone rings set into the platform around her. She wasn’t going anywhere. Hell, she could barely move an inch—Ana would have been surprised if she could even fall over. On top of that, she was gagged and blindfolded, globs of coagulated blood sticking to the gag where she’d snorted them out of her livid, swollen nose. She couldn’t even glare at them. Not that she tried. The woman sat so still that, if not for Ana’s superhuman hearing picking up her strained, whistling breaths and the beating of her heart, Ana might have thought that she was looking at a propped-up corpse. It was to the point where just looking at the woman filled Ana with an undefined discomfort.

“Do we really need all those ropes?” she asked, getting two hard looks in return.

“Death-mage,” Marra said, and spat on the ground. “We’re not taking any chances. At her Level, if she manages to get any part of herself—her head, even a finger—outside of the circle, she might be able to start draining the mana out of anything or anyone nearby. Beginning with Ari here.” She nodded to the Stoneshaper, who nodded back.

“So we can’t afford to let her out of that circle.”

“Not unless she gives us some compelling reasons to trust that she’ll behave, no,” Pirta said. “But that doesn’t mean we have to execute her. We could simply feed enough mana into that circle to keep it active for a week, then walk away.”

That got a reaction. A minute shudder ran through the prisoner at the mention of being left there to die from thirst or the predators that might find her. Ana wouldn’t want that for herself—it would be a nasty way to go, and even without Kinesics Ana would have been able to read the fear in the prisoner’s reaction. She filed it away for the coming conversation.

“Shall I?” Marra asked, gesturing to the prisoner’s gag. At a nod from Pirta, she circled around so that she stepped onto the platform from behind, then quickly untied the gag and pulled it away along with a large wad of cloth that had been shoved into the Binder’s mouth. She then quickly stepped back down from the platform, muttering, “Gods beyond, that’s a nasty feeling.”

The Binder coughed, took her first deep breath in hours, and croaked, “Do your worst!” in accented Inter-guild.

Pirta shrugged. In one long stride she was in reach of the prisoner, whom she grabbed by her broken nose. Then she twisted, hard enough that Ana heard cartilage pop. “Mistress Falk? The gag, please. Nose too,” she said, as the Binder howled and thrashed against the ropes.

Marra stepped back up, shoved the wad of cloth back as the prisoner stopped screaming to breathe, and tied the gag back into place, pulling the cloth up so it covered her nose as well.

“Take it off,” Ana said after a minute. Then, when nothing happened, she repeated herself. “Take it off!”

The Binder was thrashing, her chest straining to pull in air, but by the wet sounds coming from her she was getting more blood than oxygen in her lungs, like some kind of extra fucked up waterboarding. Soon enough she’d pass out, and then what? They’d ask some questions and do it again? Maybe break some fingers? Worse? Ana knew that Pirta had a brace of healing potions with her—what possibilities did that open up? Traumatic amputations, acid, high-coverage burns . . . as long as you could keep them alive through the shock, there was so much you could do to a person without killing them. And that was without the psychological aspects of dangling healing in front of someone—removing scars, restoring mutilations, and fixing other permanent injuries.

Ana forced herself to stop. They’d barely started, and she already hated this. She hated where her mind went, and how easily it went there. It made her feel like the monster she’d been accused of being, and she just didn’t see the point.

Marra looked questioningly at Pirta. Ana snapped, “Do it!” putting everything she had behind the command, and Marra hopped to it, getting the gag out in seconds. The Binder immediately started coughing violently, blood dribbling down her chin and speckling and spattering the stone all the way to the edge as she hacked and retched, only the ropes keeping her from falling forward.

Ana snatched her canteen from her belt and approached the prisoner with a few quick steps. Stepping inside the ritual circle was absolutely awful, like a really bad fever—fatigue, nausea, pain, everything. Ana grit her teeth. It wasn’t worse than she could handle, and on the bright side she couldn’t feel anything from Ari anymore. Deadening yourself to the auras of others was apparently not really a thing you could learn to do, and with how high Ana’s Connection was getting, it was a welcome break.

She squatted in front of the prisoner and rinsed the woman’s face quickly, then put the opening of the canteen to her lips, only pouring some in her mouth once she closed her lips around it.

“Rinse,” Ana said, “and I’ll give you some more.” Goddammit, she thought, as the prisoner spat and then accepted some more water, which she swallowed. How did I end up being the good cop?

She pulled the blindfold off, so she could look her prisoner in the eyes. “Listen,” she said once the woman had stopped coughing. “Things don’t look good for you. I’m not going to stand here and tell you that we’ll let you go if you tell us what we want to know. I’m not even going to tell you that we’ll let you live. But there’s dying, and there’s dying, right? These three”—she gestured around her—“they’ve all lost people they cared for, and if I let them, they’re going to hurt you. Not kill you. Not intentionally. They’ll ask you a question, and then they’ll hurt you until you tell them what they want to hear. Then they’ll ask you another question and hurt you again. And another question, and so on. We’ve got plenty of healing potions too. You understand?”

The prisoner stared back, silent and defiant, until Ana looked at Marra and said, “Marra. The gag, please.”

Marra had only taken a single step when the prisoner spat out, “Wait! I understand.”

“Good,” Ana said, stopping Marra with a gesture. “Now, I’m also pissed about all the deaths your side is responsible for, but I’m detached. I don’t particularly care either way if you suffer before you die. A friend of mine told me that I’d probably make a good Death-mage. You understand?”

Fear, Ana’s Kinesics Perk told her as the prisoner shifted, her eyes widening, pupils dilating as she said, “Yes, dammit. I understand.” This time she answered without the threat of the gag and what might come after.

“Good. So here’s what I’m willing to offer you: answer our questions, completely and honestly, and I’ll choke you out, quick and clean. You won’t even feel it. Hell, I’ll even give you an opportunity to try to convince us to keep you as a prisoner instead of executing you. But refuse to answer, lie to us, or do something stupid, and I’ll walk away. I’ll leave you to the woman whose Splinter is falling apart, and the one whose husband may be dead. You don’t want that.”

The Binder, whoever she was, looked Ana in the eyes, and to Ana it looked like the woman shrank. She may be a higher Level than almost everyone Ana knew; she may be a Death-mage with everything Touanne had told Ana that meant regarding empathy and how she saw other people. But in the end she was human, a frightened woman who probably had an impressively high Sense Motive, and who saw in Ana’s eyes a promise of terrible suffering—suffering which she could do absolutely nothing about.

The woman blinked. She glanced at Pirta and Marra, who stood behind Ana, before looking back and licking her lips. From the way her face shifted, the little changes in her posture, Ana could see her weighing her options, anger and hope warring with her fear. Then the defiance melted away, and the fire in her eyes died.

“I’ll—” she started, but her voice failed her. She swallowed thickly, and Ana gave her another sip of water. After wetting her throat, she tried again, and managed to say, “I’ll answer your questions.”

Ana turned to look at her companions. Marra gave her a frown and a shrug. Pirta nodded. That would do.

“Good,” she told the prisoner. “Now, stay honest with me, alright? What’s your name?”

“Saareng,” the prisoner sighed.

“Just Saareng?”

“Yes.”

“And who are you with, here on this Splinter? Which guild, which group?”

“It’s not a guild effort.”

“But you must have a leader.”

“Karti. A Grand Summoner,” the prisoner volunteered. Ana looked to the others. Marra shook her head; Pirta frowned, considered, then followed suit. “He brought us together,” Saareng continued. “Brought us here through a portal.”

“And you’re the ones who have been stealing people from somewhere else, and infecting them with this void plague or whatever it’s called?”

“I am not a Summoner. I’m— I have nothing to do with the changelings.”

Saareng’s words faltered as Ana pushed hard on Intimidate, trusting Arresting Gaze and Predator to help her defeat the woman’s resistance. “What do you do, then?” Ana asked, her voice hard.

“I’m a Binder,” Saareng said when she got her voice back, as though that should explain everything. When Ana kept looking at her expectantly, she continued, “I control demons. Bind them into the bodies we wish to use, and then bind them to my will to protect the others.”

“That’s how you could keep Pneron and Stretia by your side, without them attacking you.”

“Yes.”

“How?”

“What?”

“How do you control them?”

“With magic. Death-magic,” Saareng added, with not a hint of shame at the admission. “I have Abilities that let me overcome their resistance.”

“So the Summoner with you, was he the one controlling the crazies? The changelings, I mean?”

“No,” Saareng said dismissively. Ana hardened her eyes again, and the prisoner quickly added, “They cannot be controlled, not truly. Herded, perhaps. Kamov and his underlings only drew them in and kept them from attacking us.”

“Is that how you sent them at the outpost?”

“No, that’s—it wasn’t necessary.” Some of the fire came back into the woman as she spoke, building to something like a religious fervor. “They’re drawn to the cursed Waystone and anything that perverts the natural flow of mana. They exist to restore the balance of the planes, to—”

“Do we need the gag again?”

The prisoner’s jaw clicked shut, and she uttered a terse, “No.”

“So that’s why you want to kill half a thousand people and gods knows how many others if the collapse of this Splinter destabilizes others? The natural flow of mana? The balance of the planes?”

Ana stared her prisoner in the eyes until the fire died again, and Saareng looked away and muttered, “It is necessary. Yes.”

“And disabling the Waystone is how you’ll do that?”

“Yes. In time.”

Saareng’s eyes flickered, and Ana suspected that she wasn’t being entirely honest. Pirta clearly agreed, saying, “She’s holding something back.”

Ana nodded and stood. “I’m done here. She’s all yours,” she said, turning to leave.

“No!” the prisoner cried behind her. “Don’t! I’ll tell you. There’s an obelisk. When Karti brought us, he did so with an obelisk, and it came with us. It competes with the Waystone, draws in mana and uses it to destabilize the Splinter instead of stabilizing it. That’s all I know, I swear. I’m just security.”

Ana nodded thoughtfully. “Captain, Marra, take over for a moment, would you? Get some numbers, things like that. I need to think.”

As her two companions started asking questions, Marra opening with one about what happened to the expedition, Ana stepped to the side. The obelisk matched what Jisha had told her. Ana had thought it was just some kind of focus for their rituals, but clearly it did more. What the prisoner had said about the Splinters destroying everything though . . .

Is that anywhere close to the truth? she asked into the part of her own mind that she thought of as her hotline to the Wayfarer. About the Splinters causing problems with the balance of the planes or whatever?

No! The reply was immediate, like the goddess had been waiting for a question, barely able to stay silent. That’s absolute madness, a centuries old lie used by the unscrupulous to deceive the lost and weak minded. But never mind that. You’ve missed the most important question. Ask her who is behind this. Ask her which treacherous, murdering, shitbag of a deity is pushing their buttons. Make her admit it, so it’s out there, and I can slip at least one of these cursed restrictions!

Alright. When the goddess was so worked up, how could Ana refuse? She’d been keeping one of her focuses on the interrogation, and as it wound down she strode back, asking, “Do we have what we need?”

“More or less,” the Captain answered.

Saareng claimed not to know anything about the expedition, other than having heard that their own scouts had seen a group of Delvers follow some revenant sapients into a large Delve. Not sharing information freely was apparently the norm in her group—almost everything was on a need-to-know basis. She insisted that she herself hadn’t been involved, and Pirta reluctantly admitted to believing her.

The enemies were fewer than she’d expected. Only two dozen or so high-Level casters, the strongest being their leader, Karti, an elf Grand Summoner at Level 37. With them were twice their number of Cultists and other support staff, taking care of everything from hunting and cooking to helping power rituals.

The number of crazies, or changelings, as Saareng called them, was more concerning. “Almost a hundred,” she’d said. That was how many people they had taken and infected on their most productive day. The Bluesky Guild had killed thousands; there could be thousands more out there.

Ana put that out of her mind for now. “Good,” she said as she went back inside the ritual circle, squatting in front of the prisoner again. “Who do you serve,” Ana said quietly. “Which deity?”

“I”—the woman looked away, then back, and her eyes filled with hope—"The Sentinel. I serve the Sentinel.”

The Sentinel! The Wayfarer crowed triumphantly. The void take his treacherous heart! Oh, it feels good to have that out in the open!

Marra, Pirta, even Ari all gaped at the prisoner’s words. Clearly, this was a shocking revelation, something that put even the Captain off balance, and Ana had only one question. “Who the hell is the Sentinel?”


Chapter twenty-nine


Ana barely managed to speak her question, and the prisoner had no chance to answer before they were interrupted.

While Marra was content with a blurted What?, the captain’s reaction was more violent. Even as Ana was asking Saareng who the Sentinel was, Pirta growled, “She’s lying!” A long arm shot past Ana, slender fingers wrapping around Saareng’s throat with a grip so strong that the Binder’s eyes bulged. “Don’t you dare!” the captain said. “Don’t you dare insinuate that the Lord of Order is involved in this, you filthy—”

“Captain. Captain!” Ana put her hand on Pirta’s arm, and when that garnered no reaction, she instead gripped the elf’s thumb and bent it, and the grip around the prisoner’s throat loosened and released as Pirta stumbled one step sideways, snatching her hand away.

“Captain!” Ana repeated herself, meeting Pirta’s look of fury and betrayal with confident calm. “The Wayfarer herself confirms it. Whoever this Sentinel is, they’ve been our enemy from the beginning.”

“No,” Pirta said, but she couldn’t match Ana’s conviction. Instead she turned back toward the coughing prisoner. “Why? Why would the Sentinel do this? It makes no sense! Why the Bluesky Guild? Why this Splinter? The idea is ludicrous!”

“Answer her,” Ana said, when no answer was forthcoming. “You don’t want us to be done here.”

“The Splinters—” Saareng hacked. There were angry, red bruises forming on her throat already. “The Splinters are disorder made manifest. Draining the vital energies of the planes, allowing demons to more easily take flesh and grow stronger—” Her impassioned speech devolved into another fit of coughing. “They must be destroyed, for the good of all creation. As for why here? I was not part of that decision, but I can tell you why: because your guild is weak!”

“Now, that can’t be right,” Marra said, her controlled voice contrasting with the Captain’s outraged noises. “If what Ana says is true . . . I don’t know how you deceived the Wayfarer, but the Sentinel would never condone attacking someone because they’re weak.”

“He would!” their prisoner insisted. She still had a glimmer of hope in her eyes, as though being associated with this Sentinel would save her. Never mind that every time she mentioned him, Pirta got angrier, and Marra’s voice, no matter how even it was, was harder than Ana had ever heard it. “It had to be a new Splinter and a small guild. Can you not see? If the Bluesky Guild is destabilized by losing a Splinter, even should the guild collapse, the repercussions will be small. Nothing compared to even a wave of discontent in the Enduring Valor Guild or the Ardent Heart Guild, who also have young or unstable Splinters. It wasn’t personal.”

“Leave it to a Death-mage to think that makes any difference,” Pirta spat.

“There is no one in the guild that you’re targeting?” Ana asked, ignoring the captain’s comment. “No ideological differences?”

“Not that I know. You’re a safe target. That’s all.”

“So it’s entirely religious? How do you know that? How do you know that it’s the will of your god, and not just of the leaders of your cult?”

The answer came to Ana even before Saareng replied. Of course the Binder would know. She must be able to pray to her god for direction as much as anyone who followed the Wayfarer could. If it had just been the leaders of the church, or sect, or cult, or temple, or whatever, surely Sentinel would simply tell his followers not to listen?

Even if Ana had reached a conclusion on her own, Saareng didn’t hesitate to answer. “There was an Ascender,” she said. “I have seen him myself. One of the Lord’s messengers came to speak with Karti directly. The faith is mobilizing. We may be the first, or we may not, but we are not the only ones. Do you not see? The Lord of Order would not do this if it were not necessary!”

Ana waited for either Pirta or Marra to speak, but neither did. Pirta looked sick, and Marra had a hollow look to her eyes. When there were no more questions forthcoming, Ana said, “Alright, Saareng, I think we’re done here.”

“Wait! Wait, dammit,” the prisoner croaked. She pulled at the ropes binding her, her voice rising in volume and pitch as Ana walked around to kneel behind her. “You said you’d give me a chance.”

“I did, and this is it,” Ana said, placing her hands on Saareng’s shoulders. “Have you thought of any reason why we should go through the trouble of keeping you fed and under guard? Why we should take the risk that you might try to escape, attack us, or call your friends down on us?”

“I—I can lead you to the camp!”

“We can find it anyway,” Ana said, hooking her arm around Saareng’s throat. “We have the Wayfarer leading us.”

“But I—if you take me there, I can put them off guard! Or send some away! I could tell them that there was an attack at one of the summoning circles, to draw some of them away!”

“And risk you betraying us the moment you’re out of our hands?” Ana locked her arms into a loose rear naked choke. “No.”

“Stop! Gods, please, just stop!” Saareng cried desperately, her voice already strangled despite Ana not putting on any real pressure. “Your friend said you’d make a good Death-mage? I can test you! I can teach you! I—”

“Your revenants broke my girlfriend’s arm,” Ana whispered into Saareng’s ear and closed the choke.

Goddess, she should have expected the offer, but it pissed her off anyway. Saareng shook and struggled, but the ropes held her tight, and even if they hadn’t, Ana would have. Teach her Death-magic? Fuck her!

It took fifteen seconds before Saareng stopped struggling. Ana gave it another ten to make sure that she was well and truly out. Then, as Marra and Pirta watched, the first in shocked silence, the second with grim patience, Ana shifted her grip and made sure that there wouldn’t be any last-minute System-related shenanigans.

“I didn’t think you’d actually do it with your bare hands,” Marra said as they left the clearing, having tasked Ari with making sure that the body was burned. Once the poor man had stopped throwing up in the bushes, that was—the dull crunch of Saareng’s neck breaking hadn’t sat well with him. “I’ve seen people die, and I’ve seen a man executed, but . . .” The older woman shuddered. “Could she have said anything to convince you?”

“Sure,” Ana said tersely. She was still angry—at the woman for her offer, at herself for being tempted to accept it, and a little bit at Marra, for her horrified reaction. “She could have said I’m sorry.”
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The Sentinel. The Lord of Order. There were numerous small shrines to the deity in the outpost. Captain Pirta herself venerated him, and more than one of the guild members carried his effigy with them on the road, praying and making small offerings at night as they asked for protection and guidance.

Ana wondered if they’d ever received an answer, praying to a deity who apparently considered their home anathema.

Captain Pirta and Mamtass, the priest, described the Sentinel as a tireless defender of all sapient life, standing eternal vigil between the chaos from which demons and other spirits sprang, and the planes and Splinters that were ordered enough for mortals to live and thrive.

The Wayfarer’s portrayal was less charitable.

A sanctimonious prick. A worthless layabout who only puts his mirror-polished ass in motion to arrange the permanent deaths of some poor, mostly innocent Ascenders that offend his delicate sensibilities. To think, I used to respect the bastard! I learned better once I achieved apotheosis, believe you me—he’s been pissy about mortals not being contained to the Primes anymore ever since I created the Splinters. He made a lot of noise about it. But he agreed, dammit! I couldn’t even have done it if he hadn’t agreed. And now the fucking twat’s gone back on his word and is trying to undermine everything I’ve built, and the others refuse to get involved. They all insist that it’s a matter for us to solve between ourselves, which means having our followers fight it out. Calcified, senile cowards, the lot of them!

Ana could barely hear the goddess by the end. She could feel the exhaustion through her words, but the deity forged on until she’d said her piece, falling silent with a gasp, very much like a deep breath after a long, angry rant.

It was oddly endearing, in a way. This was, she thought, the kind of deity she could get behind. If she had to be bound to one at all, she could at least draw some satisfaction from the fact that it was one who’d call other gods fucking twats and calcified, senile cowards. In a way it reminded her of Daniela, her former colleague. She’d had a tendency to go on long, angry rants too, usually about politics and peppered with Portuguese curses.

The interrogation of the Binder, Saareng, had been profitable, and not just when it came to information. Ana had gained Skill Levels, with Deception, Intimidation, and Sense Motive reaching 3, 7, and 6 respectively, and picked up a Minor and two Medium Growth Crystals in the process. Those were in addition to the Major she’d received for executing the woman—the System didn’t seem to care if you were in combat or not when you killed someone, or if your victim was helpless, which had some disturbing implications regarding the strong growing stronger that Ana didn’t want to waste mental energy on.

The Skill Level in Deception rankled. Ana had meant what she said—she’d fully intended to give Saareng a real chance to plead her case for why she should be allowed to live. At least she thought she did. She didn’t even feel that she set the bar all that high; some genuine regret would have been enough. But once Saareng confirmed that she’d been controlling the revenants . . . maybe Ana wouldn’t have listened, no matter what. She wasn’t sure. She liked to think that she would have, if the woman had shown the slightest trace of remorse. But at the end it had been all she could do to go for a proper blood choke instead of slowly suffocating the bitch, so maybe not.

Nobody in her Party commented on the notification they’d gotten just before Ana returned.

When Ana and the officers met, none of them had a good answer to the question of how to handle the news that a major deity wanted them dead. Pirta hadn’t taken it well and had retreated into a bitter silence. For now, they agreed to keep it to themselves as much as they could. There was some discussion about whether continued prayers would somehow reveal their position or otherwise tip the enemy off, but with how large their band was, they decided that it wasn’t worth dealing with. The possible benefit just didn’t outweigh the risks of trying to convince everyone to stop.

It took them the rest of the morning before they got away from the glade where they’d been attacked. Several of the wounded already showed signs of the void plague, but with so many mages available, they managed to cure the worst cases before moving. They left the bones of their dead beneath a series of hastily raised cairns, and those of their attackers among the ashes of their pyres. There had been a strong sentiment among some of the guild members that they should just decapitate the attackers and leave them to rot, but the majority opinion was that some semblance of decorum should be observed, even toward their enemies.

Their scouts found the Delve late that evening, and they set up camp as close as was deemed safe. There were few attacks that night; even the demons and changelings—Ana and the other officers had decided to start using the somewhat more respectful term for the crazies—were thin on the ground here. Ana’s guess was that they’d been mostly wiped out the previous night. But it was cold. For the first time since Ana got there the temperature dropped into what might have been the low fifties, and people huddled together, sharing warmth around the fires and talking in low, worried voices.

It was a Splinter with eternal summer. It was never supposed to get cold.
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The entrance to the Delve was massive. A rent in space fifteen feet high and two wide—best anyone could tell without looking directly at it—it hung in a part of the forest that would have looked normal if not for the massive optical anomaly, and the way the trees were stripped of bark, and the ground had been churned to dried mud around it. Adding to the ominous atmosphere was the thunder that rolled across the sky every few minutes, along with waves of force in every direction that tore at the clouds until it looked like a pillow factory had exploded across the sky.

“Something’s wrong here,” Tellak said as the officers gathered in front of the Delve. There was a murmured wave of agreement from the others, and from the four dozen fighters accompanying them. “There should be guards, ready to kill our friends if they come out. But there’s no one. Not even a hint of a camp. Are you sure that they’re still alive?”

The last was directed at Ana. “I am,” she said. “At least the Wayfarer says that they are. She can’t give any numbers, but Kaira is still praying, along with a few others, and she thinks that most of those that stopped simply lost hope. But you’re right. Something’s obviously wrong. Karti and his band of bastards clearly aren’t worried about it, and for good reason. The goddess says that no one’s come out, and she can’t tell me why. No way of telling what it looks like in there.”

“What about collapsing it?” Tellak asked. “Has she said anything about that?”

Ana didn’t even need to ask the question. Always possible, the Wayfarer whispered. Her voice was still weak from her rant, but confident. Most basic laws of Delves. Peak Crystal holds it together. Keystone.

The others had gone silent, waiting for Ana to reply. “She says yes,” she told them. “She sounds certain of it. Calls the Peak Crystal a keystone. Like in a stone arch, I guess.”

“Then,” Simt said, “the question is, do we go in?”

“Or do we ask our friends to hold on a little longer and try to defeat this Karti without them,” Wandak continued for her, and most of them turned to look at Marra. Most of them had friends in there, but for Marra it was her husband, a man she’d retired from Delving to be near and support.

“If you expect me to be selfless, you’ll be sorely disappointed,” Marra said, smiling grimly. “You all know what Tober would say. He’d tell us to move on and not risk it. But I’m not Tober. If you leave it to me, I’ll take the whole guild inside, and damn the consequences.”

The gathered officers fell silent for a while. Sira, Tor’s Peacekeeper friend, was first to speak. “What Tier do you think that Delve is?” she asked the group. “Look at it! What kind of Factor would it have?” When she didn’t get anything in reply except for some silent looks, she continued, a little defensively, “Oh, come on! I’m the only one here who isn’t a Delver. Well, me and Marshal Cole maybe. Don’t act like you weren’t thinking it.”

“Ascendant,” Tellak said speculatively. “This far south, and . . . just look at the rift. Factor five, maybe higher. Or Supreme, with at least a factor of ten. It’s hard to say.”

“That’s a lot of Experience,” Halmer the Hammerer murmured. “Probably plenty of demons in there too.”

“We’re not seriously considering this, are we?” Tarkan, the other Hammerer, said, looking around incredulously at the thoughtful faces of the group. “Ana, you keep talking about not losing. Going in there while Karti and his obelisk are still destroying the Splinter sounds like spitting in the face of fate. Look at the sky! How long do we have?”

“Rescuing the survivors of the expedition was half the reason we came out here,” Ana said. “But I’m with Tarkan. Something’s preventing them from coming out, and there must be a reason they haven’t collapsed the Delve. We can’t risk getting stuck in there with the world disintegrating around us.”

“Well, what if we split our forces?” Halmer suggested. “We could—”

“I’m not abandoning Tober.” Marra’s words were soft, but they were enough to quiet Halmer, and for everyone else to wait and listen. “I won’t try to guilt anyone into coming with me, but I’m going in. I will come back out immediately if I can, to tell you what I see, but I’m going in. Do what you must, but don’t try to stop me.”

“Mistress Falk,” Wandak said. “Are you sure?”

“We don’t know why they can’t come out. Not even the Wayfarer knows, according to our Accidental Chosen. If I walk away from here without at least seeing what the situation is inside for myself, and if something happens . . . if I fall, or if we win and return, and find everyone recently dead . . . I could never forgive myself. Yes, Mister Wandak. I’m sure. Someone needs to do this, and it should be me.”

Ana looked at the older woman. She liked Marra. Marra had been unfailingly kind and considerate, but she had a carefully concealed edge to her that could come out when necessary. She’d rather not risk losing her. But what could she do? She was sure that she could physically prevent Marra from going into the Delve, but the woman was determined. It would drive a wedge between them. She was just as sure that she could convince someone else to go in Marra’s stead, but if that person didn’t return, Ana couldn’t see Marra taking it well.

For a moment, Ana considered going inside herself, but she discarded that idea. She’d have to either bring Messy with her, risking her life as well as her own, or leave Messy outside, where she couldn’t protect her if something happened. Neither was acceptable.

“Alright, Marra,” she said. “We’ll need to make sure that everyone’s ready, in case you entering triggers something, but alright. Do you need anything?”

Marra relaxed, nodding her thanks. “Extra food and water,” she said. “And some potions, if we can spare them. I hope to be back outside in a minute, but best to be prepared.”

“Does anyone oppose Mistress Falk going inside to scout the entrance?” Ana asked the other officers. And while she got some unhappy looks back, from Wandak and Tellak in particular, no one spoke up. “Good. Wandak, Tellak, your Parties can watch the civilians. Everyone else, I want you and your Parties surrounding the Delve when she goes in. We’re doing this as carefully as possible. Right?”

“Right!” the assembled officers answered by rote.

“Of course, right! Come on, let’s get everything ready.”


Chapter thirty


When Marra Falk waved what might be a final goodbye before turning and walking into the massive Delve, every one of the seventy or so—some had died, and many were still out after being injured—fighters surrounding the entrance tensed. They had no idea what might happen, and they were prepared for the worst.

She’s in, the Wayfarer whispered, but I could only see her enter. Now . . . we’ll have to see.

What’s with all the uncertainty anyway? Aren’t gods supposed to be omniscient? Ana asked. She looked at Drisa, who was only there because Marra was in the same Party as her. If Marra died, Drisa would know.

Wherever did you get that idea? I’ve never known a mortal who was half the ignorant fool that some of my fellow gods and goddesses are. A big part of why I made the Splinters was to get some mortals to match my achievement and reach apotheosis! You have no idea how—Oh! She’s back!

Ana blinked and realized that the goddess was right. There, standing before the entrance to the Delve, was Marra Falk, looking bemused but no worse for wear.

“Well, that was uneventful!” Marra sounded almost offended as she reported to Captain Pirta, Ana, and the gathered officers. “It’s a Delve entrance like any other. It’s big, with lots of passages, and it looks like an abattoir and stinks to the void, but otherwise there’s nothing remarkable about it. I don’t know what to make of it, but I say we send in a proper scouting team.”

After some discussion they decided to do as Marra suggested, provided the scouts retreat the moment they faced any opposition. Sira volunteered her team, and an hour later they’d finished their short mission.

“It’s like Marra said,” the Peacekeeper reported. “Lots of dead demons. Some dead crazies—or changelings, rather. One dead sapient, male, human or elfin, too badly rotted to identify. We saw some live demons down one turn, strong bastards, 20s to 30s, so we took a different passage, and it led us back to the entrance. You want my guess?”

“Speak,” Pirta said. Marra had finally coaxed the elf out of her tent, where she’d apparently been staring blankly at an effigy of the Sentinel.

“I think the expedition faced more than they could handle, took a bad turn retreating, and ended up cut off. Considering how many of them there were to start, maybe they split up searching for the Chamber and got picked off. And now, they’re too weak to fight their way out and are hoping for rescue. They’ve got all kinds of mages with them, so as long as they don’t get attacked, they may be able to stay alive forever. Nobody wants to crap in a corner and use Life-magic to grow food in it, but it’ll keep you from starving, you know?”

There were some snickers at that, and some of the tension in the air bled away. What Sira said was plausible, from what Ana knew. Water-mages to keep them hydrated, Life-mages to keep them fed and healthy. Sounded awful, but she knew how much you could put up with if your life was on the line.

“I say we go in, full force. I mean everyone, civilians too,” Sira continued. “There’s almost a hundred of us fighting fit, not counting the extras who know how to hold a spear. We roll the rotting bastards, get our friends and family out, and use the Crystals to get some people to milestone Levels. We’ve got too many Level 8s and 14s and whatever. Mistress Touanne’s been 23 since she got here; doesn’t seem right. What do you say, Marshal?”

Ana kept her face carefully neutral. She knew what she wanted to do. Sira’s report had tipped the scales—if they had a chance to rescue Kaira, Tor, Omda, and the others, bolstering their numbers for the fight against Karti, Ana thought it worth the time. That, however, assumed that it would be quick, and that they didn’t lose more than they gained.

There were times for decisive action, and there were times to step back and admit that you didn’t know enough to make a decision. And Ana had been inside a grand total of one Delve.

“I think,” she said carefully, “that we’ll have to put it to a vote. Is there anyone here besides me who has never been a regular Delver?”

“Me,” Sira said with a shrug.

“And me,” Petra said.

“And I,” the Captain added, making Ana’s eyebrows rise in surprise. The woman was Level 41 for Gods’ sake! But then, killing sapients gave crystals too. The captain was terribly comfortable with killing changelings, and she hadn’t raised an eyebrow when Ana executed their prisoner.

Ana’s first impression of this woman had been that she was dangerous. It seemed like everything she learned about Pirta only reinforced that.

“If I may?” Tarkan said, and Ana nodded. “Miss Petra probably has more Delves under her belt than I do. Lower Tier ones sure, but more of them. I’d call her a Delver, no matter her Class or profession.”

“Alright, I can see that,” Ana said. “Then, if there are no objections, Sira, Captain Pirta, and myself will sit the vote out. For the record, I’m for going in. The rest of you are our most experienced Delvers. Take five, think it through, and we’ll decide by simple majority. Agreed?”

There was a mix of yeahs and sures and the like, and the group drifted apart for a short while. When they came back together, it was unanimous—they were going in. It wasn’t exactly a perfect vote; some of them clearly delayed to see how many others would raise their hands in support, before raising their own. But they were few enough that it wouldn’t have made any difference.

“The ayes have it,” Ana said. “But we’re doing this right. Marra, Sira, can the entrance hold four hundred people?”

“Easily,” Sira said, and Marra agreed.

“Alright. Let’s talk this through.”

Over an hour later, Ana clapped her hands. The discussion had reached the point where they were discussing pointless minutiae, and it was time for action.

“Right, here’s the plan! We’re taking everyone in, and we’re leaving guards at the entrance. We’ll move deeper in overwhelming force, and we’ll send scouts down every passage to pull any hostiles back to the main group. Saving the expedition is the primary objective. We can’t just get to the Crystal Chamber and collapse the Delve—we have too many civilians around to risk dropping any remaining demons on their heads, and we don’t know if the expedition members are combat ready. That means we search and destroy, and then we close the thing. Am I missing anything?”

“Rewards,” Halmer said.

“Thanks. Afterward, everyone has the right to keep any Crystals they’re awarded, but we encourage helping people gain milestones. And the Crystals in the Chamber will be distributed based on that principle.” Ana lowered her voice and looked around. People had been listening, and the officers hadn’t tried to keep any secrets, but this part she wanted to be a surprise. “We’re all agreed that we’re getting Touanne to 25, right?”

“Of course, right,” a few of them replied, to grins all around.

“Good,” Ana said, affecting a smile back. “Just wanted that out there.”

It was criminal that Touanne wasn’t a higher Level. She barely made any Crystals of her own from healing, and she constantly undercharged for her products and services. Sure, she’d only been in the Splinter a little longer than Ana, but she was one of only a handful of Life-mages, and the only Healer. Frankly, there should have been a tax or something that was funneled straight to her. It was only fair, with how much Touanne did for the outpost.

But that, Ana knew, wasn’t why she’d argued for Touanne to get a significant cut of whatever they recovered. Fairness meant nothing. Making Touanne happy mattered only so far as it would bind them closer to each other—and maybe get some of those awful dark emotions out of the Healer’s aura. No, her reason was that Ana needed Touanne to be stronger. It was as simple as that. People were getting hurt. People were dying. And Touanne was two Levels away from the milestone at 25, where she’d get some powerful Ability or other, and the people and officers of this guild hadn’t seen fit to get Touanne there.

Ana needed Touanne to keep people alive.

When the word went out about their decision, a wave of fear swept across the camp. It was understandable; the majority of the people there had never been in a Delve, and they knew that the expedition was trapped. It would have been strange if there weren’t any doubtful mutterings.

Ana hid any doubts she may have harbored and quashed all dissent ruthlessly, using reason, shame, and nonverbal Intimidation as necessary. Was it not their friends, she asked, who were trapped inside that Delve? Would not the addition of dozens—goddess, she hoped it was still dozens—of their best fighters give them the best chance of success? Had they come this far, only to turn tail now? Would they rather remain outside, while all the remaining fighters risked everything for them?

This was becoming routine by now. She was Stasia almost full time, with Ana relegated to short conversations with Touanne or Jisha or others who considered her a friend, not a commander. Angel, with all her honesty and vulnerability, was reserved for quiet moments with Messy. Ninety percent of the time, she needed to be the marshal. There had been fear and doubt since they left the outpost, and Ana had been putting out little fires day and night. And while she never convinced everyone, she always convinced enough of them that herd instinct, peer pressure, or whatever it was did the rest.

She both was and wasn’t surprised when she got a notification as she played at commissar, and it wasn’t her Charm, Command, or even Intimidation that had gained a Level.

Congratulations! Your Skill Acting has improved to Level 6! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Medium).

It made sense—she playing the part of Marshal Stasia. Stasia was useful, and people listened to her without arguing, but Stasia was a role. She wasn’t her.

Preparations took some time. They had to strike the camp, get the spears organized again, and then get everyone lined up in front of the Delve. Once inside, the spearmen would be guarding the entrance, in case anything or anyone came in behind them; with mass of numbers and the element of surprise, even untrained conscripts should be able to deal with most demons. They’d be supported by Part’s Party, to which Rill, the themion Horde Breaker, belonged. Part was a surly large bald man, but he was damned reliable, a Bulwark like Tellak, and he didn’t mind holding down the fort.

The rest of them would be going in hot—prepared to fight the moment they stepped inside. Sira and her Party were already inside and hadn’t reported anything, but there was enough strangeness going on that a little more wouldn’t surprise anyone. For all they knew, bringing so many people inside would trigger every demon there to rush the entrance—if that happened, they’d be prepared.

When they were all ready, Ana stood in front of the rift or portal or whatever the entrance to the Delve actually was. “Alright, listen up!” she called, her voice carrying easily over the murmur of the assembled crowd. “You should all know the plan, but one last time: we’re going in two abreast, Party by Party. Captain Pirta has offered to be our vanguard—appropriate, I guess, with Mistress Falk in her Party.”

There was a scattering of polite laughter at her play on Marra’s highest-Level Class.

“After them, Tellak’s Party, then Petra’s—that includes me—and so on in the order you’re lined up. Once through, clear the entrance! If you don’t face any resistance, line up in a wide semicircle in the order you came in, left to right. Sira’s Party scouted the damn thing, so they’re going just before the noncombatants. Noncombat officers, Sira will come back out and tell you if it’s safe to enter. If you bring a single person through without her say-so, you’d better have a damned good reason for it.”

Ana didn’t make any explicit threats, but she pushed hard on her Intimidation, locking eyes with any of the civilian leaders she could see, and to a person, their body language told her that they understood her perfectly—if they risked any of the noncombatants, there would be consequences.

“Spearmen, you’ll follow Part in behind the noncombatants. As soon as you’re through, line up and about-face, weapons ready. And finally, to our brave volunteers who are staying out here to watch for approaching enemies, thank you. Don’t hesitate to come through. If you see a single demon, changeling, or person you don’t recognize, don’t wait for them to attack. Come through and warn us. Better ten times too many than one too few.

“Now, are you ready?”

There was an enthusiastic chorus of “Yes, Marshal!”

Ana said, “We’re the Bluesky Guild! We take care of our own! Right?”

The crowd answered, “Right!”

Ana said, “And we’re going to win, right?”

The crowd answered, louder this time, “Right!”

Ana cried, “Of course right! And how are we going to win?”

The crowd roared, “Don’t lose!”

“Damn right!” Ana stepped to the side, clearing the way for the first Party. “Captain Pirta, Mistress Falk, and every brave one of you, see you on the other side. Move out!”

As the captain and Marra nodded to each other and jogged the short distance to the Delve, Ana was struck by a sense of unreality. It had been a while now since that happened. Standing there, though, watching over four hundred people ready to run through a rift in space to kill demons, rescue their trapped friends, and collect strange crystals with substance but no noticeable mass which made you magically stronger, she found it hard to believe that any of it was real.

Tellak passed her, an armored man carrying a shield by her side. Close behind her was Jancia, paired with another mage. They each had a good grip on their auras, their emotions mostly under control, but as they passed close by, Ana could feel them. That itself was almost vertigo-inducing if she thought about it too much. She’d long ago learned to identify emotions based on people’s tone of voice, facial expressions, and body language, but to actually experience those emotions vicariously was a whole other thing, one that she couldn’t do anything about. And the things she felt from them worried her. Not because of the feelings themselves, but because of what they represented. Tellak was terrified, but you’d never know it, because above that she was as stable as the earth and stone beneath their feet. Jancia, meanwhile, was excited, carefree, and cheerful, but those feelings lay like oil on a deep layer of shame. It felt wrong.

From what Ana had been told, it was likely due to their dedication to their respective Crafts of magic. Sure, she could feel determination and vengefulness and more nebulous things from both of them, too, but those feelings that aligned with their respective Crafts were strongest. For just a brief moment, it made her entirely reconsider learning magic herself. She didn’t have a Craft yet, so she shouldn’t be affected. But if she kept practicing her Shaping, it was only a matter of time, and the thought of her personality changing to fit whatever magic she might wield was disconcerting.

Then Petra approached, and it was time to focus on the now and the immediate future. Ana fell in beside the Custodian with a nod, the Delve only seconds ahead. Behind her was Messy, who quickly squeezed Ana’s shoulder—Messy’s Connection was low, but with direct contact Ana could feel her anxiety. Beside Messy was Waller. He remained distant and unfriendly, and Ana didn’t give half a damn as long as he did what he was told and didn’t cause any trouble. Then came the Ters sisters, Dilmik and Sendra—the Water-mage was patient and determined. Behind them were Rayni and Denikla—who was excited and spoiling for a fight—then Sylt and Trig, and finally Braggie and a recovered Sadie bringing up the rear with their spears.

This time, when Ana ran through the distorted void that was the entry point to the Delve, Ana didn’t lose any time. Probably because the Wayfarer didn’t mess with my Abilities this time, she thought as loudly and pointedly as she could. Instead the world became a blur, impossibly out of focus, and when things became sharp again she was on the other side, right on the heels of Tellak’s Party. She stood again in a place that looked like a large cavern made of glass, hanging in the void of space, illuminated by a light that cast no shadows and seemed to come from the floor, walls, and ceiling, or from the air itself.

Their entry hadn’t been entirely uncontested—that much was immediately obvious. But it was nowhere close to as serious as it might have been—barely worth mentioning, really. Some unfortunate demon had wandered near to the entrance, gods knew why, and in the few seconds that had passed since Pirta and Marra had come through they’d closed with and disabled the thing. They were now standing by as their less experienced Party members did their best to dispatch the thing. It was messy.

It also wasn’t Ana’s problem. The insignificant resistance was well in hand, so Ana and Petra followed Tellak’s Party, taking their place at a distance from the rift. The rest of the Party followed, and then the next Party, and the next, and so on.

When the Wayfarer spoke it took Ana by surprise. Ana, can you hear me? the goddess said.

Loud and clear, Ana answered.

Good. Ana, I can’t see you or anything around you. I can still sense our Connection, but otherwise it’s as though you’ve fallen between the planes. Something is extremely strange about this Sink—sorry, Delve—and I’d bet my divinity it’s the Sentinel’s doing. Be careful.

Right, Ana thought as flatly as she could. Because I’d planned to just sprint down the first passage I saw.

I’m serious, Ana, the goddess said gravely. This whole situation makes me uneasy.

Should we abort?

No. The goddess sounded thoughtful. No, I don’t think so. But move slowly.

As Ana conversed with the deity in her head, Pirta’s Party had taken their place in the semicircle. The rest of the Parties had come through, and now civilians were flooding in, some stopping and gawking at their unreal surroundings. Those who came behind stumbled into them, leading to people pushing and shoving each other, some falling and at risk of being trampled as those still outside moved in. Thankfully, a few quick-thinking individuals stepped up to pull people out of the way, and things cleared up before anyone got seriously hurt.

Finally Part and the spearmen came through and took their position. Everything was ready. Everyone was as prepared as they were likely to get.

“Bluesky!” Ana called out, and the unreal space swallowed her words without echo. “We look after our own! Right?”

“Right!” the assembled fighters called back.

“Of course, right! Let’s go get our friends!”


Chapter thirty-one


Ana quickly discovered that while the air inside the Delve was thick with mana, there was no earth to connect to. She couldn’t draw Earth-aligned mana, and with no skill at Channeling she couldn’t Shape.

She could still draw ambient mana into her weapon and shield, so that was something. Still, not being able to Shape was terribly annoying; she’d put a lot of effort into learning to protect what her armor didn’t cover, and now she couldn’t do that. The first new Skill she was learning once she had a moment, Ana decided, was Channeling.

The cavern at the entrance of this Delve was far larger than the first one Ana had seen. That had been fairly tight—a dome no more than sixty feet across. This one was four, maybe five times that size, with multiple passages leading off into gods knew where; or maybe not, since the Wayfarer was apparently blind in here. “All of these passages,” Sira said, waving expansively, “lead to dead ends or back to here. But these two lead deeper. We went down one, and it only split at one point, where we saw the demons. That’s the only way we saw to go deeper. Then we followed the side of the split without any demons and came back here.”

“Then we go down that same passage and wipe those demons out,” Pirta said. “Does anyone think otherwise?” When no one protested, she continued. “Good. Shall we?”

“One thing,” Ana said, turning to her two most junior Party members. “Sadie, Braggie, I want you to remain at the entrance.”

“Sure, yeah,” Braggie said, almost too fast.

Sadie, though, wasn’t one to just back down. She always did what was needed of her, but she usually tried to make some kind of quip to mask her nerves. This time was no different. She tried to look indifferent, giving Ana a cocky smile as she said, “What, are you worried about us bringing down your participation?”

Her obvious joke got some snorts and chuckles from the assembled Delvers, but no matter how good of a front she put up, she couldn’t fool Ana. Each of the two was just as anxious as the other. Even if Ana hadn’t been able to read their body language, she would have known through Devotion—their general condition right now was healthy, but deeply unsettled.

“No,” Ana said, rolling her eyes good naturedly. Sadie responded well when you played along, and there was no reason not to. “Though now that you’ve brought it up, since your contribution will be whatever the minimum is, we’ll have to compensate you for the Crystals you’re missing out on. I’ll figure something out. But, no, I’ve got an Ability that lets me know how my Party members are doing. No maximum range that I know of either. Basically, if you get scared, I’ll know, and I want you with the civilians so that I’ll know if anything happens back here while we’re away. I need you to keep your eyes and ears open, so that we can pull back to support you if needed. Alright?”

She didn’t add the obvious—that they were the most expendable of her Party, being both the least experienced, and the least Skilled when it came to combat. Nor did she think it was necessary to point out that if either of them died, she would have known anyway, Ability or no.

“Yeah,” Sadie said. “You can count on us.”

Her slight smile and the arc of her eyebrow told Ana that she knew what Ana was doing in choosing the two of them. But the marshal needs someone she trusts to keep an eye on things was a much more flattering reason to be held back than this is too dangerous for you and you’ll just be in the way, so Sadie took the out graciously.

“We won’t let you down,” Braggie agreed, and her relief at not having to go down those winding passages was open and palpable. Anybody could see it; unlike Sadie, Braggie wore her heart on her sleeve.

“I know,” Ana said, locking eyes with each of them to convey that not only did she trust them, but they had better show that they deserved that trust. “And one more thing. Do you remember the changeling girl we cured? Jisha?”

“Sure, yeah,” Sadie said. “The sad, lonely girl.”

“That’s her. Do either of you speak any Wanteul?”

Sadie shook her head. “Not a word. But you do, Braggie, don’t you?”

“Not well,” an embarrassed Braggie said. “Barely enough to get by.”

Ana clapped her on the arm. “That’ll do. Keep an eye on Jisha, would you? You don’t have to keep her company all the time. It’s a lot more important to stay vigilant. But let her know that she’s got more people to talk to besides the Ters sisters. Maybe check around, see if anyone else is fluent? Like you said, Sadie, she’s lonely, and she’s scared. She can only talk to a tiny handful of people, and we can’t always be around.”

“I’ll look after her,” Braggie promised.

The assembled Delvers had waited with various levels of patience, from everything in its time to I’d rather not do this, so any delay is welcome and I’m only standing still so the marshal doesn’t give me a look. Once the two volunteers had walked off to find Jisha and their friends, that patience evaporated. By silent agreement and without a word from either Ana or Pirta, everyone drifted into formation, a few scouts pulling ahead as the rest moved slowly down the chosen passage.

Ana fell in with her Party, wishing she were a higher Level so that it would be easier to get everyone within range of the protective component of Devotion. It was barely a conscious thought—they were actively seeking danger, expecting a fight, so she wanted her Party close. Not that thirteen feet in any direction was bad. She had Petra and then Waller to her left, Messy and Sylt to her right, and the remaining five in two rows behind her. Everyone fit within her bubble of protection without crowding. But once the fighting started, things might get confusing. Frontliners moved up, while backliners hung back. Parties drifted apart, supporting each other or people in other Parties as needed. Ana herself might be needed on short notice farther away than she could currently cover. She’d made the mistake of leaving her Party behind only a couple of nights ago, and three of them had paid for it, taking disabling hits that she could have weathered. Ana was determined to do better in the future.

It was a good reason to want to Level up.

The moment she became conscious of that thought, she wondered what the hell was wrong with her. The ideas made sense—of course she wanted to keep her Party alive. She considered most of them friends, or at least friendly acquaintances. Messy, of course, was in a higher class of her own. And Ana might not have even reflected on the thought if it was restricted to the people she liked, but she felt the same about Trig and Sylt, who inspired indifference at best, and Waller, whom she suffered mostly because she wanted to keep an eye on him.

But improving her ability to protect just anyone was not and had never been her motivation for wanting to get to a higher Level. She had one reason for that, and one only: to get strong enough that no one could push her around or otherwise impinge on her freedom. Wanting to protect others wasn’t wrong, but it was a role or a job—it wasn’t her, and it never had been. She wouldn’t even entertain the idea that just over a month in this place had changed her on such a fundamental level, if eight years of working for Mr. Stamper hadn’t.

No, there was fuckery afoot. Something was messing with her head, and the list of suspects was very short: the goddess who’d made herself a semipermanent presence in her mind, or her Class—which she only had because of, or thanks to, said goddess.

And since there was no reason not to, since they were currently moving slowly down a featureless passage, waiting for the scouts to come back with anything interesting, Ana simply asked.

Hey, Wayfarer?

Yes? the goddess answered after a few moments. Is anything happening?

No. Are you messing with my head?

Not beyond what’s necessary to make you hear me.

Then is my Class messing with my head? Changing my priorities?

Oh, most likely. The goddess’s tone was blasé, like there was nothing at all noteworthy about that. Why?

Did you know it would do that, when you chose it for me?

Not specifically, no. But it’s nothing unusual. Most high-Tier Classes encourage certain behaviors.

It’s changing how I fucking think? Ana snarled into her own mind.

Beside her, Messy gave her a worried look. “I’m fine,” Ana whispered, pissed that she’d let herself get upset enough that it showed.

“Later?” Messy asked softly, clearly not believing her.

“Later,” Ana agreed.

The Wayfarer, meanwhile, continued her side of the conversation, her voice getting more strained and distant with every word. Ana, if it disturbs you so much, you can change Classes. I ask that you don’t—I have high hopes for you. But I can’t stop you. Just please see this crisis out first.

Goddammit, you know that I won’t, Ana said.

The Wayfarer did not respond.

[image: Scene Change]


The first fight went smoothly. It was completely unremarkable, really, except for how comically one sided it was. The three possessed animals were strong, great big hulking things covered in spikes, horns, eyes and extra limbs that rated [Threat: Extreme] to Ana. Under the massed fire of thirty-odd mages and the same number of bows and crossbows, though, they went down so hard that there was barely anything to harvest—not that they had the time for that. Ana’s reward was minor, with her Party’s only contribution being one bolt from Deni and an arrow from Rayni—she hadn’t even had time to load Kaira’s arbalest. But it was free Crystals, so she wasn’t complaining.

They were marching deeper, and spirits were high, people chatting excitedly in low voices, when the first signs of real trouble appeared.

“Hey, did you feel that?” Ana heard one of the mages ask.

“No, what?” someone replied.

“Like a strange tingle, all over my skin. Came and went so fast I thought I might have imagined it, but I don’t think I did.”

Ana’s skin prickled.

“Shit, I thought it was just me,” said a third voice, close to the first two. The third voice rose so everyone would be able to hear. “Hey, did—”

“Halt!” Ana called out. “Listen up!” She turned in the general direction of the third voice and racked her mind for a name. “You. Stera, right?”

“Right, Marshal,” said the woman called Stera, a Level 15 Flamecaller.

“Ask whatever you were about to. And everyone, listen!”

“Yeah, uh . . .” Stera looked uncomfortable now that she had everyone’s attention. “Did anyone else feel a tingle all over their skin just a few moments ago?”

There were a number of scattered confirmations, including one from Simt. All of them, Ana noted, were from mages of some kind, with Levels in the mid-teens or better. People likely to have a high Connection.

“I felt it too,” Ana said, silently cursing herself. She hadn’t even thought about it. “Sixty, seventy feet back maybe?”

“Sounds about right, Marshal,” Stera said, and the others agreed.

“Alright. Simt, with me. Let’s go back and see if we feel anything. The rest of you, stay here.”

“Right you are, Marshal,” the diminutive Kineticist said, joining Ana in walking cautiously back through the passage.

They walked fifty feet. They didn’t see anything. They didn’t feel anything. They walked twenty-odd more, and it was the same thing. Then they tried to walk another foot, and they couldn’t.

There was nothing to see, nothing to smell, nothing to touch. But when Ana tried to walk forward, she might as well have been walking into a glass wall. “Shit,” she hissed. She tried to tap the air with her weapon, and it passed through just fine. Then she tried with a finger, and the air felt as solid as the floor she stood on. “Shit, shit, shit! Simt, you try!”

“Way ahead of you, Marshal!” The tiny woman was pushing against empty air, legs straining. Then she fell back, Shaped for half a moment, and flicked out a small distortion in the air, like a tiny pressure wave. It dissipated against the invisible barrier.

Behind them, the watching Delvers began to talk among themselves. A few more mages stepped up and tried various magics. No one could affect anything beyond the barrier. A piece of summoned stone or orb of water could pass, but lost whatever force drove it. Flames or one of Deni’s plasma balls simply dissipated. An Engraved weapon could pass as normal as long as it was inert, but once if was fed a bit of mana, it stopped at the barrier.

Someone threw a nut. It bounced down the passage. But no one could move any part of themselves so much as a fraction of an inch past the invisible plane in the air.

The conclusion that more educated people than Ana came to was this: everything could pass, except mana. And since every person with a Class had mana inside them, they couldn’t pass either.

Morale plummeted. They were trapped. Just like the expedition.

A cold lump of fear settled in Ana’s gut, but she refused to let it show. “Alright. That makes things simple,” she said. She walked past the crowd, stopping a dozen feet past the back line. “Are you coming or what? Only way out now is to collapse the Delve, and we don’t have time to mope around.”

“You heard the marshal,” Pirta’s voice boomed before being swallowed by the quasi-real walls surrounding them. “This changes nothing. Form up and move out! We’ve got a job to do.”
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Ana had reported what happened to the Wayfarer, hoping she might have some insight. The goddess had cursed enthusiastically, eloquently, and without giving a single useful piece of information, until her voice faded from Ana’s mind entirely. All Ana got out of the exchange was that the goddess thought the Sentinel had exploited some loophole in the rules to trap the expedition once they entered.

At least now they knew what to look for. The scouts went nowhere without at least one mage, who would probe every twist, bend, and side passage with magic before they moved ahead. The already slow going had gotten slower, but that was just how it had to be.

When the scouts located another invisible barrier, they avoided that passage. Once they’d explored every other option, though, the situation became clearer. No passage that wasn’t blocked off led deeper. They’d stop suddenly, or they’d lead to some small chamber, with or without long-dead demons in it. Sometimes they’d circle around and end up back the way they’d come, but never further back than the latest barrier. The pattern was clear: their only option if they wanted to keep going was to pass the next barrier, then the next, and the next. And so that was what they did.

Sometimes they found a lonely demon or two that had wandered in and gotten lost, and if she was quick enough Ana got to play with her borrowed arbalest. And play was the right word. The demons were less a danger than they were stress relief for the increasingly frustrated Delvers.

Perhaps three hours in, Ana felt Sadie and Braggie break into a bone-deep terror. Every fiber of Ana’s being screamed at her to sprint, not run, back to protect them from whatever was happening, but with several barriers between her and them, it was impossible. Ana gritted her teeth until the women’s terror gave way to mere fear, and then vanished. They were both alive. Ana could only hope that any casualties had been light.

Ana didn’t say a word about this to anyone. Morale kept dropping as it was, but they kept going.

What was the point of stopping?

We’re being forced along a path, Ana told the Wayfarer after a few hours. Any open passage is a dead end. Every way we can go traps us deeper.

Must be a path to Crystal Chamber, the goddess replied. Her voice was weak and distant after her tantrum. Can’t trap you entirely. Can’t stop you from going closer.

That’s the rule where the Sentinel found a loophole? Anywhere we go, there must always be a way for us to reach the Chamber? Ana asked. She needed this to be clear.

Bastard! Yes!

So the barriers can’t seal off a dead end, right? Because that could trap someone and keep them from reaching the Chamber. If we keep following the barriers, we’ll get to the Crystal Chamber, and then we can close the Delve and get out? Does that sound right?

Yes! Well . . . hope so.

Yeah. Me too, Ana said.

Goddess, but she wanted so badly to fiddle with the pistol she kept in her belt pouch. With how strong she was, it probably did her more good as a talisman than as a weapon, but it had saved her life no less than three times in the last forty days, and it was a comfort. A very different kind of comfort than Messy could provide—one that reminded her that if worse came to worst, she had a trump card.

With one line of thoughts, she singsonged to herself.

Whatever happens

I have got

a nine-mill hollow-point

and they have not.

With the other she raised her voice, projecting all the confidence and courage that Marshal Stasia would feel in this situation. “Listen up, everybody!” she said, and there was only the soft sound of feet on the strange ground. “According to the Wayfarer, there are rules. There has to be a path to the Crystal Chamber, so no trapping us behind a barrier in a blind passage. We’re going to change tack. From now on, every group of scouts will have a mage at the head of the group. If they feel a tingle and get stuck, the others report back, and that’s the way we’re all going. No more wasting time. Let’s finish this!”
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It was hard to track the hours. Sometimes they rested. They ate what they had, drank conjured water to preserve what they’d brought, then kept moving. At least there were no more attacks at the entrance. All Ana felt from Sadie and Braggie was the normal all’s well that meant that nothing terrible was happening.

By Ana’s best guess, ten to twelve hours had passed since they’d entered the Delve when the scouts returned to report that they’d found another barrier. But that wasn’t all.

“The expedition!” Rayni shouted the moment she came into view of the main group. “We found the expedition!”

Without a word—or rather, without waiting for a command—the Delvers surged forward. The passage filled with excited questions, to the point that not a single one had a hope of being answered.

Pirta handled that in what had become her usual manner. “Silence!” she bellowed, loud enough for some of those nearest her to cover their ears. “Thank you! Miss Rayni, are you sure?”

“Hells yes, I’m sure, Captain!” Rayni came to a panting stop. “We turned a corner, took a couple of steps, and Omda—he’s a Ranger in the same Party as the Barlos’ kid—he was just right there!”

The talking started up again, but Pirta didn’t silence them. Nor did she stop. Rayni was swept along in her wake, breaking into a jog to catch up with her at a gesture from the captain.

Ana ran to join them. “Did he say anything?” she asked as she arrived at the front of the group. “What about the others?”

“Yeah! Yeah, he said, ‘Finally!’ when he saw us. Then when we approached, he said, ‘Don’t come! It’s a trap!’ They’re all stuck behind one of these gods-damn barriers.”

Dammit, that wasn’t supposed to be possible! Ana cursed inwardly. Outwardly she remained calm, confident, and pleased. “I’m sure there’s a good reason they haven’t been able to get out,” she said. “Omda, huh? It’ll be good to see him again.”

“Yeah, he went to get the others. I’d think we’ll get to see all of them when we get there.”

All of them who are left, and who knows how many that is? Ana thought. How many revenants had they killed? Nine or ten, at least. More? The expedition had lost at least that many. Although . . . that might not be true. Ana didn’t know if all the killed revenants had been identified. If they were lucky, some of those revenants would have been people Ana had killed or some of Karti’s people who’d died in some way.

They could only hope, and she didn’t mention that out loud. They’d know the truth soon enough.


Chapter thirty-two


“Gods beyond, Ana, but I’m happy to see you. All of you!”

Kaira looked rough. Her face was drawn, her head covered in black stubble, and her clothes were frayed and filthy, stained with goddess knew—well, no. Goddess didn’t know. But Ana could guess easily enough, and it was nothing she’d want to drag around for nearly a month. But Kaira was still Kaira, and she’d ignored anything resembling decorum or a chain of command to shout and wave excitedly at Ana as soon as she and Captain Pirta came around the bend and into view.

She’d completely outshined Captain Falk and the others who stood beside them. Not that it mattered. Any annoyance on Captain Falk’s face vanished when his wife appeared behind Ana and Pirta. With a joyous cry of “Tober!” Marra immediately sprinted ahead, moving with deceptive speed for her age and shape and stopping only a foot from her husband.

As the two devolved into emotional whispers—the captain pressing himself into the barrier, his wife struggling to hold back from joining him—Kaira drew Ana’s attention again. “Level 13!? Damn, woman, you’ve been busy!”

“You haven’t been cooling your heels either,” Ana observed. Kaira was now Level 16. “I thought I saw a lot of charred demons back there.”

“Hah! Yeah. Benefit of long range and good single-target damage: I get a good contribution in almost any fight. Not that it’s done me much good the last . . . how long has it been? There aren’t exactly days and nights in here.”

“About four weeks since you left the outpost,” Ana said.

Kaira’s mask of cheer fell for just a fraction of a second before her smile came back. “So just over three weeks in here. Alright. Could be worse.”

Ana was about to reply when Kaira’s eyes moved to a point far above Ana’s head.

“While I understand the desire to catch up, Marshal, I believe that you were the one who said not to waste any time,” Captain Pirta said as she appeared beside Ana.

“Sorry, Captain Pirta,” Kaira said with a quick nod. Then she blinked and looked at Ana. “Excuse me? Marshal?”

“Yeah, we’ve got a lot of catching up to do,” Ana said. She turned and looked up so she could speak to Pirta. “Captain, would you fill in Captain Falk so we can find out what the hell happened here?”

With a nod, the Captain took three long steps over to her martial counterpart, striding past the others crowding near the barrier to speak with their long lost friends.

“What the fuck?” Kaira whispered, then looked from Pirta to Ana. “Hey, is that my arbalest?”

“That it is. Hope you don’t mind. Your housemate, landlady, whatever—Valena? She thought you wouldn’t mind. And I decided to agree with her. I mean . . .” Ana hefted the weapon appreciatively.

Kaira grinned, reminding Ana just how many teeth the themion woman had, and how pointy they were. “Yeah, not at all! It’s not like you’re just fucking around in the woods with it.”

“That’s a relief,” Ana said politely. “I wish I would’ve had more opportunity to use it, honestly. It’s damned satisfying. The first time I tried shooting it in the square I just about fell in love with it.”

Kaira’s eyes popped wide open. “Ana! Gods, you can’t shoot an arbalest in the square! What if you—”

“Calm down, Kaira. I’m not an idiot. It didn’t have a bolt in it.”

Kaira’s voice went up an octave, drawing looks from all around. “You fired it unloaded!? No, no, no, Ana, you can’t do that! Why’d you—oh, just give it here, I have to—”

Ana was not at all ready for that reaction. She handed the arbalest through the barrier somewhat sheepishly; she’d clearly not taken as good care of her friend’s weapon as she’d thought. Worn though she was, Kaira immediately started fussing over it, and Ana waited patiently until her themion friend calmed down and declared that she couldn’t see any damage.

“Listen, Ana, you can’t shoot a crossbow with no bolt in it,” Kaira said with some annoyance, but mostly relief. “Most of the force goes into the bolt, right, and that’s pretty heavy. Without the bolt—”

“No, no, I get it,” she said, hands raised in surrender. “No more dry-firing the crossbows. I promise.”

As she spoke Ana felt Messy approaching, a hand settling on her shoulder as her girlfriend joined her and Kaira. “Hello, Kaira,” she said. “It’s such a relief to see you again. Angel, the officers have gathered. Pirta asked me to tell you. It’s time.”

“Thanks, babe,” Ana said. “Sorry, Kaira. Duty calls.”

“Angel? Babe?” Kaira whispered behind Ana as she walked away, before her voice turned pleading. “Messy? Please?”

The sound of Messy laughing was just what Ana needed.

Captain Falk was the only officer on the expedition, but he was joined by two Party leaders. The first was Brosden, whom Ana knew from the training yard. The other was a serene-faced woman, an elfin Hydromancer, Level 24, whom Ana thought she vaguely recognized from the baths. Not much taller than Ana, of average build for the Splinter and with straight, shoulder-length hair, the Hydromancer’s most distinguishing feature was that she was one of the darkest-skinned people Ana had ever seen. It was also interesting to see a specialized Water-mage who was a fulltime Delver. Ana had seen how effective Sendra could be with bursts of high-pressure water, but Ana’s impression was that most Water-mages were like her Party member, casual Delvers at best. She was curious to see what a Water-based combat mage could do.

“Marshal Cole,” Pirta said as Ana approached, and the militia officers moved aside for her. “You already know Captain Falk, of course, and I’m told you’re acquainted with Mister Brosden, as well?”

“He gave me some pointers on shield use once, yeah. They’ve come in handy,” Ana said, nodding to Brosden. The compact man smiled and nodded back.

“Good,” Pirta said. “That leaves only Miss Spira.” She nodded to the Hydromancer, who took it as an invitation to speak.

“A pleasure, Marshal Cole,” Spira said, her voice a smooth—one might say liquid—alto. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you properly. You’ve been the subject of quite a lot of gossip, I’m afraid.”

“I guess you haven’t had much to do but talk,” Ana replied. The idea of being gossiped about made her back prickle, but it was inevitable even before she was thrust into the spotlight. Despite her feelings on the matter, she kept her voice carefully amused; there was no point in poisoning the mood further. “So Miss Spira. Can I assume that you’re one of the people who’ve kept the others alive?”

Spira gave a facetious bow. “I’m not so humble as to deny it. There are nearly three dozen of us, and only one other Water-mage. And I’m sure he’ll forgive me if I say that he only dabbles. Yes, I’ve been the one keeping us hydrated.”

“And we’re damned lucky for it,” Captain Falk interjected. “Not many Water-mages could conjure over thirty pints of water several times per day—not in separate portions and kept suspended so we can drink the stuff instead of taking an accidental bath. No, indeed! We owe Miss Spira our lives, make no mistake. Her and everyone else who kept us fed and healthy.”

Pirta cleared her throat loudly. “As important as it is to give credit where credit is due, Tober, we do still have an existential threat to deal with. We’ve been told that these barriers cannot prevent us from reaching the Crystal Chamber. Yet we’ve found no other route there. Please tell us how you came to be trapped here. Why have you not collapsed the Delve?”

“Ah, that,” Captain Falk said, his mustache drooping. “This passage does indeed lead to the Chamber. But, well, there’s a problem.” He paused for effect. “We can’t get to it.”

“Why?”

“It’s up a hundred foot wall,” Captain Falk said curtly. “We can’t climb it, and Rasker, our only Air-mage, can’t take himself or anyone else high enough. He was a wreck for the first week until we convinced him that it’s not his fault. I—” Captain Falk seemed about to expound on that, but Marra gave him a gentle get on with it gesture. He did. “Yes, well. I doubt there are even any demons up there, with the horde we had to slaughter once we passed this barrier. Lost three good people in that fight,” he added sadly. “That makes ten in total now. Haven’t heard a sound since then.”

“So the only way out is up a hundred feet of sheer, nearly frictionless wall?” Ana asked. “What have you tried? What kinds of mages do you have?”

Spira spoke up. “Myself and the second Water-mage, one Air-mage, one dual Fire- and Lightning-mage, four dedicated Fire-mages, two dedicated Lightning-mages, three Earth-mages, one of which is specialized in Stone, and two Life-mages who are not yet deep enough into their Craft to abhor violence entirely. We had a Kineticist, but he was sadly killed before we entered the Delve. We have tried various combinations of Shapings, and even a few rituals, but to no avail.”

When Spira said that their Kineticist had been killed, Simt gasped and put her hand to her mouth, turning her face away.

Another friend, confirmed dead, Ana thought. Another blow to morale, or another spur to determination and vengeance? She tried not to dwell on it and nodded, storing Spira’s words away. “And this is the only way to the Chamber?” she asked.

“The one and only,” Captain Falk confirmed.

“Then we may as well join you on the other side of this barrier. We’re stuck between two barriers as it is. We may as well have company and get a first-hand look at the problem.”

Falk nodded. “Captain Pirta and I came to the same conclusion. But she insisted on you and the officers having your say, and no harm in that. So are we agreed, then?”

Captain Falk looked around the assembled officers, who nodded one by one.

“Good,” Ana said. “Simt, Tellak, Spira, I want you to gather everyone with a caster Class and brainstorm ideas. We’re adding some specializations and Classes to the mix. We can do this. Right?”

“Of course, right!” the militia officers chorused automatically, to Captain Falk and Brosden’s bemusement. Spira only raised her eyebrows curiously.

Ana offered her a smile. “There’s a lot more to gossip about these days,” she said by way of explanation, then turned to the elf. “Captain Pirta, I think this needs to come from you.”

“Very well,” Pirta said before turning to face the assembled Delvers and raising her voice. “Everybody, at your own pace, join your friends. We’re going through the barrier. The only way out is forward!” Then, lowering her voice again, she said to the gathered officers, “If we have to build a sapient ladder to do it.”

When Ana rejoined Messy and Kaira, the former looked thoroughly interrogated, while the latter grinned at Ana like a damned lunatic. They’d been joined by Tor and Omda, and as Ana arrived, so did Petra and the rest of the Party—minus Deni and Sendra, who’d been called away with the rest of the mages.

“Gods, I’m glad to see you ladies!” Tor said with a warm smile, which faded in stages as he realized that the three extras following Petra were, indeed, part of the group. “Trig. Sylt. Waller.”

“Barlo,” Waller said, with an expression somewhere between distaste and resignation. That done, the two men seemed to erase each other from their respective perceptions.

Tor’s smile came back as he focused on Ana, though a little perplexed this time. “So Ana, would you kindly tell me why Irry’s grinning like a rabid weasel? She and Miss Mestendi refuse to tell me.”

Ana gave Messy a look. Messy just smiled innocently right back. Fine, Ana thought. If she wants to play games . . .

“Well, I don’t know how much Mestendi’s told Kaira,” she said, “but the Wayfarer’s made me her Chosen. She speaks to me. Directly. In my head.” The way Tor’s face froze was enough that Ana actually had to make an effort to keep her deadpan expression as she continued, “Also, Captain Pirta declared me Marshal for the Splinter, making me the de facto military leader of this mission to rescue your sorry asses.”

Ana savored the shock on Tor’s face for a moment. And then, because Messy’s surprise had turned into a pout when she used her full name and was now starting to look more and more like genuine hurt, she added, “Oh. And this is a thing.” Then she wrapped her arm around Messy’s waist, got up on her tiptoes, and kissed her on the cheek.

Messy’s crestfallen expression was obliterated by a smug smile. That woman, Ana thought with some satisfaction, thrived on public displays of affection.

Tor gawped. Omda just nodded, apparently satisfied with the explanation. And Kaira broke out laughing. “I told you!” she managed to say to no one in particular in between cackles. “I gods-damn told you!”
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The survivors of the expedition had done what they could with the space available to them.

With the passage being about fifty feet wide and hundreds of yards long, they had plenty of space. There was no yielding surface for pegs, so they hadn’t been able to set up any tents, but then there was no weather to worry about. Instead they’d improvised some privacy screens using the tent cloth and poles, which they’d used to section off some semiprivate areas, such as the bath and the latrine, which doubled as their food supply.

It was . . . less than great. And with little to do besides keep themselves alive for another day, there was, as Kaira so delicately put it, a damn lotta screwing going on. Apparently people either got used to it or found a way to plug their ears.

By the way that Brosden had joined them, walking so close to Kaira that they sometimes bumped into each other, it was clear that Kaira had elected to be part of the problem. Ana chose not to comment. The last time those two had been together had apparently ended poorly, but that old saying about misery and strange bedfellows seemed appropriate. Literally, in this case.

There was also the refuse pile and the morgue. The first mostly comprised about a dozen thoroughly desiccated demon carcasses. Ana wasn’t sure if she’d ever be able to look at jerky the same way again. The latter contained seven equally desiccated corpses: the three Delvers who’d died in clearing this place, and four revenants that they’d destroyed, of which one was familiar. That one, Tor informed Ana quietly and in a place where Waller and his cronies couldn’t hear, was Larion—Waller’s Rogue friend who’d attacked Ana together with Rankan the Ranger. Not that he’d been recognizable with how ravaged his body was, but Inspect didn’t lie.

Last, rising above it all, was what the locals had dubbed The Wall. The Wall was, as Captain Falk had said, at least a hundred feet of practically glass smooth . . .whatever the Delve was made of. The ceiling was another twenty or so feet above the top, with the way it vaulted hinting at a decent-size chamber up there. The Crystal Chamber, presumably—nobody knew for sure. They hadn’t managed to get up there. If they had, they would have been out long before Ana and the others came to look for them.

A few hours and a simple meal later, which despite the situation had the air of a small celebration about it, the two captains called a meeting of the officers and Party leaders.

Spira, representing the mages, was first to speak, saying, “We have something that we’re not entirely ashamed to call a plan.” She looked at Tellak and Simt in turn, who both nodded. “We think that it has a chance of success, at least. You may have an idea of it already—I imagine it was hard to miss our attempts.”

She was right. Only the dead could have missed them launching a shield into the air repeatedly, forcing people to take cover as it flew off course and clattered to the ground time and time again. They finally got it stable enough that it came straight back down several times in a row, and that had been when they approached the captains to call a meeting.

“You want someone to ride a shield up,” Ana deadpanned.

“That’s right,” Spira said. “Rasker will create an updraft, I will produce a focused, high-pressure spray of water, and Simt will use direct force. Provided the person in question is light to start with, and Tellak can reduce their weight enough, this should give us the lift needed to reach the top despite the loss of force at such a distance.”

“But . . .” Ana prompted.

“But the person in question will need to be extraordinarily stable. It will need to be someone with a high Agility, and ideally someone with at least a chance of survival if things go poorly.”

Ana could already feel several sets of eyes on her when she asked, “What about combat ability? Do we know that the area at the top is clear?”

“We think so,” Captain Falk said.” For three weeks no one’s picked anything up by sound, smell, or Danger Sense, but we don’t know for sure. Can’t, without seeing the place. So of course it would be best if our volunteer could fight solo as well.”

More eyes locked onto Ana.

“And if it’s not the Crystal Chamber?” Ana asked.

“Then we’ll send up as much rope as we can, and we’ll rely on whoever we’ve sent up there to be strong and stable enough to hold while the first of us climb up.”

“Right,” Ana said, nodding thoughtfully and keeping her voice neutral as she resigned herself to her fate.

It had been obvious from the start which way this was going. She hadn’t spoken openly about what was on her Summary to anyone since she told Messy, but neither had she held back during any of the fights she’d been in. Her physical strength was well known, and with her position as marshal, she was sure that word about anything she did that was out of the ordinary got around quickly. Even her subconscious preternatural grace from Perfect Balance was sure to have been noticed and gossiped about, new though it was.

She’d seen the mages talk to the captains before she arrived. She knew what they wanted and hoped for. Hell, they were probably right. So no matter how railroaded she felt, she wasn’t going to argue. Even though she might be able to talk them out of it and have them pick someone else, who would that be? How long would it take to choose a new volunteer?

They didn’t have time for indecision or argument. They needed to get out and break Karti and his little doomsday cult, and then she could decide what to do with the rest of her life. Probably move far, far away, if she wanted anything resembling anonymity. Assuming they all survived this, of course.

Ana looked around the small group. The longer she stayed silent, the more eyes were on her.

She didn’t sigh or let the slightest bit of resignation slip into her voice. “Alright,” she said. “I’m not going to make you ask. I’ll do it. Let’s get everything set up. It’s time to get everyone out of here.”


Chapter thirty-three


Ana didn’t like being the center of attention. She especially didn’t like being pushed into the spotlight, and she certainly never wanted to be made into a spectacle. Yet there she was, climbing onto a round shield, three feet wide and held up by three tall men. Three mages crowded underneath trying to get the perfect angle to make her go up instead of sideways—nobody wanted her to get launched headfirst into the far wall or spackled against the near one, which rose only inches away. Spectacle didn’t begin to describe the situation. Especially with every person there who wasn’t directly involved watching the ridiculous scene with rapt attention, fully aware that this might be either the key to their salvation or the most spectacularly ridiculous death in the short history of the Splinter.

The officers had kept most people back, but a few crowded right around the circus act: the captains, of course, since this was ultimately their responsibility; Tellak, who still had to do whatever Shaping she needed to reduce Ana’s weight; and Messy, who was worried sick. Nobody had even tried to stop her.

With a pleading, almost plaintive look Messy reached up, her hand not quite reaching the level of the shield. Ana crouched, perfectly still even when her makeshift platform wavered. She reached down, and their fingertips barely brushed. “I’m gonna be fine, Mess,” Ana said, her face a picture of calm for Messy’s sake. “Straight up, grab the Crystals, and next time you see me we’ll be outside.”

“Alright,” Messy said, “just . . . be careful.”

“Babe, all I need to do here is keep my balance, and I’m pretty good at that.”

Messy put on a brave face. “Yeah. I guess you are,” she said, then stretched just that little bit further to hook their fingertips together for a moment before letting go and backing up. “Promise me not to go running off if this isn’t the Chamber though!”

“I won’t,” Ana promised solemnly.

Captain Pirta respectfully waited a few seconds before clearing her throat. “Are we all ready?” she said, looking around. The two teams with tents in their hands, optimistically ready to catch Ana if everything went to shit, nodded. So did Tellak. And while Ana couldn’t see the mages underneath her, Pirta seemed satisfied. “Well, then. Miss Tellak, if you would?”

“Alright, Ana,” Tellak said, taking Messy’s place. “I’m going to do the Shaping, and then trigger it by touch. It’ll reduce your weight for a minute or so. Might be a bit longer or a bit shorter. You won’t feel a thing. Don’t even think about it. Like you said, all you need to do is balance.”

“We’ll try to do this as smoothly as possible,” Simt said from below, “but there’s going to be a shock no matter what. The lift from Rasker will be constant, but Spira needs to ramp up pretty hard to get enough push with her water, and I don’t really do constant force. So be ready for that.”

“As long as you don’t straight up knock the shield out from under me, I’ll be fine,” Ana said, centering herself best she could on the shield. She checked the straps of her armor one last time and tucked her hammer-axe under the skirt plates so it wouldn’t fly out of its loop if anything happened. Her shield was in her hand, and with her Unbreakable Grip, there was no risk of losing that. With any luck they’d both be unnecessary anyway.

“Alright,” she said. “I’m good. Mages, do your thing.”

Tellak was already doing her Shaping. There were vague tingles and currents in the air—the movement of mana, Ana guessed. Then those sensations became stronger as the three mages beneath her began their own Shapings. “Ready,” said a male voice, which must have belonged to Rasker the Air-mage. “Ready,” said Spira, then Tellak, and finally Simt. “Ana,” Tellak said, reaching up one hand. Her voice was strained. “Once you center yourself again, just say the word.”

Ana crouched and touched Tellak’s fingers, and a pulse went through her, like when Tellak had first tested her for an affinity but a thousand times stronger. It was strength, reliability, endurance, comfort, and confidence, all at once, and it brought with it a lightness all through her body that was even stronger than when her bonuses kicked in. Reduced weight, Ana thought. Better than goddamn therapy.

Ana quickly straightened, centered herself, and said, “Ready. Go!”

She rose like a three-stage rocket. First a gentle lift, Rasker’s powerful updraft. Then a sudden push from Spira’s water that she felt in her knees, gut, and lungs, like one of those amusement park rides that shoot you straight up into the air. And when she’d barely had a heartbeat to react to that, the final stage kicked in. Simt’s kinetic blast was everything that Spira’s water jet was, compressed into a single moment. Ana could have sworn that her vision greyed out as the hundred feet of wall beside her flashed past faster than she could even begin to think of an appropriate curse.

The shield beneath her feet tilted. She adjusted her balance automatically, but then it tilted the other way and flipped, and suddenly Ana was hurtling upward through the air with nothing beneath her except a jet of water that caught her foot and sent her whirling end over end.

As her field of vision spun, there was the ledge. She’d barely cleared the top of the wall. Not even thinking, she threw her arms out and they slapped painfully against the glassy material. Her buckler clattered away, discarded in favor of more surface area to grip with.

Everything had gone so fast that only now did the onlookers beneath start to shout, Messy’s piercing cry of “Ana!” cutting through the rest.

No time for that. Ana needed to not slip off the ledge. She was completely focused now, half on her hands and arms, half on her feet and legs. Luckily her hands were just clammy enough to give some little bit of friction instead of sliding, but the wall beneath her feet was too smooth for her to put her toes on anything. She looked, and felt, and tried, and scrabbled with her feet, blessing her increased Strength and Tellak’s weight-reducing Shaping when she succeeded in finding some small friction with her soles. Slowly, carefully, she worked her elbows outward, bending them so that her hands moved closer and closer to her center of gravity. She prepared to press up—

Ana barely had time to notice her Danger Sense and her bonuses triggering before something closed over her head with painful, almost crushing force. She was yanked up, her body dangling briefly by her neck before she was hurled across the floor where she rolled and bounced and came to a painful stop against a wall.

So the Crystal Chamber wasn’t empty, after all. That figured.

Ana was on her hands and knees and then rising almost instantly, thanking Fight Through and her massive Vitality for keeping her going. She might have survived without them, but there was no way she’d be defending herself. Especially with how she hadn’t even made it properly to her feet before a rough-looking boot flashed in her peripheral vision. Only a quick twist of the hips and a reflexive, painfully sloppy block with both forearms saved her from taking a punt to the face. As it was, the force of the kick was enough to lift her two feet into the air, spinning around her center so that she had to splay her legs to stop the rotation.

This was bad. She didn’t know the situation. She hadn’t even gotten a good look at her assailant, though it was a good bet that it was a revenant. And she was being entirely reactive, defending herself without even the opportunity to strike back. The initiative was out of her hands.

That didn’t change when a hand closed around her throat and lifted and pressed her against the wall. Finally, after however few seconds had passed, she had a chance to look at her opponent. And that look almost killed her.

For half a moment, she froze. It could have been Nic. The height, the build, the shape of his face, the nose. The hair was wrong, but his filmy eyes could have been the same green as Nic’s when they were alive. Behind the bloating and corruption, it might almost have been him.

The thing that wasn’t, that couldn’t be Nicola Stamper opened its jaw wide, and with a gurgling screech it tried to clamp its cracked yellowed teeth around Ana’s face.

Ana barely recovered in time to shove her left arm in front of her before those teeth bit down, and a distant agony filled her arm with liquid fire all the way to her spine. Her mouth opened in a voiceless, strangled scream, more in outrage than pain thanks to Fight Through, as the sound of teeth grinding on bone filled her with a primal fear and rage that she’d rarely known.

That rage would mean nothing if this thing tore her arm off or strangled her to death. She punched the revenant in the jaw with her free right hand, but with their faces separated only by the width of her savaged arm and with her feet dangling, she didn’t have the leverage or the grounding to put real force into it. She tried her knees, but it was the same problem there—she hit, and she hit well, but not well enough against something as tough as this monster.

Well. She knew what to do about a chokehold normally. But she only had one free hand, and she couldn’t use her legs to effect. She’d have to improvise.

She lifted and locked her legs around the revenant’s waist. That would give her some relative stability—something to work with. Ignoring the blood trickling down her left arm, she brought her right in, elbow on the revenant’s left, hand gripping tight around the outer edge of the thing’s right palm with her Unbreakable Grip. Like this she had leverage, and she used it.

With every adrenaline fueled Point of Strength that she possessed, Ana pressed down with her elbow, rotating it toward her own body. At the same time she twisted right at the waist, and the inexorable force of the combined motions tore the revenant's right hand loose from her neck. It came off her skin with a series of snapping pops and a hundred separate tearing sensations all along her skin, but it came off. At the same time the revenant’s left arm dropped under her elbow, and without the direct force of either hand pressing her neck into the wall, Ana could take a deep, sharp breath through her bruised throat.

She screamed for real this time, surprise and fear and anger and suppressed pain all needing an outlet.

The revenant growled and stumbled around, fighting Ana for control of its arms and biting down harder. It tried bashing her against the wall but she barely felt it, and they bounced off from the force. With Tellak’s Shaping still active, Ana wasn’t nearly as big of an inconvenience as she might have been, but she had taken some of the initiative and was doing her best to throw her foe off balance.

No longer in immediate danger of dying, Ana went on the offensive. She didn’t need much. She tucked her head forward, nice and tight, to prevent another chokehold. Then she—

Shit. When she tucked her head she saw that her padded belt pouch had torn open. She didn’t have her gun. It was gone, along with her healing potion.

Fine. Well, not fine. Goddess fucking dammit. But she had her—

Her hammer-axe was gone, too, the loop torn. Her scream turned to one of frustration, but inside she was analytical. Okay. She was practically unarmed. She had two daggers, but she wasn’t sure if drawing one was worth releasing her grip on the revenant’s hand. The bastards didn’t bleed. So her right arm was busy. Her left was useless, or busy doing the very important job of keeping the revenant from eating her face, depending on how you looked at it. And her legs were occupied keeping her anchored and giving her some measure of control.

That left her one weapon. A last resort, but if ever there was a time for those, this was it.

Ana straightened, leaned back, and, using her whole body, headbutted the revenant right in the bridge of the nose.

The little bump right beneath her hairline struck the revenant’s face where bone met cartilage, with a satisfying grunch. A distant shock of pain shot up her arm, but the force made the revenant stumble backward. She did it again, and it stumbled further. The third time there was a wet tearing sound, and her arm came free, a ragged wound pouring blood where the revenant had torn a chunk of flesh loose. A fourth time. A fifth—

The revenant pulled its left arm free, and as Ana reared back for a fifth strike it slammed its fist into her chest. The punch itself wasn’t bad—this wasn’t Nic, but whoever the revenant had been in life he probably hadn’t been much stronger than Ana’s charge. The sickly green light that wreathed that fist, though, and which seemed to pass right through her leather chest piece and burrow into her soul, that was horrible. Much like when Saareng the Binder had struck one of her Party mates with a similar light and Ana absorbed it, Ana’s muscles spasmed and relaxed randomly. The grip of her legs around the revenant’s waist loosened. Then the revenant shoved her, and with her lessened weight, Ana flew back off the revenant entirely, ragdolling across the floor before sliding to a stop.

Ana gasped as she fought to get her muscles under control. Breathing was an exercise of willpower. Big movements worked. Fine control was out. Her hands might as well have been mittens. She could barely make a fist.

The revenant stalked forward, hate and hunger in its eyes.

Revenant of Gedial (Threat: Extreme)


Said its label, and with her shocked and headbutt-addled mind all Ana could think was Thank fuck, it’s really not Nic. It’s not Nic.

Then it surged toward her. Ana’s leg came up reflexively, and she kicked upward, catching the revenant square in the chest. It was a shitty kick, embarrassingly so, but with her Strength and the floor beneath her it was enough that the revenant was pushed back. Due to the angle it actually went airborne, if only a few inches above the ground. But with her reduced weight, Ana was pushed back much more than the revenant was. She slid backward a couple of feet, but rather than give her space to rise and defend herself properly, all she got was a moment to mostly get her muscles back under control, her half-stunned condition giving the revenant another chance to attack. It scrambled forward again, lower to the ground, but this time Ana was less dazed, her muscles less jerky, and she was prepared and determined to buy herself a moment, just a few seconds. That was all she’d need to get on her feet and arm herself.

The twisted thing that had been a man called Gedial threw itself at Ana, teeth bared, its ruined nose and cheeks a mess of sloughing flesh and black, clotted blood, and her defense was practically textbook. Raising her shoulders, she grabbed the front of the revenant’s tattered tunic as it came in, the hand on her injured left arm practically useless but the right strong enough to pull. She planted one foot in its belly and rolled back, redirecting the revenant over instead of onto her. Then, for good measure, she pushed off with her other foot, bucked her hips, and kicked out.

She’d never done quite this maneuver with her new Strength, and she was in no way unhappy with the result. She didn’t expect the revenant to go flying the way it did, though it was obvious in hindsight. She definitely didn’t expect to see it slip with a snarl over the edge of the precipice.

It wasn’t done though. As the revenant went over, one hand slapped down onto the glassy floor, stopping it dead. Ana remembered the tearing feeling when she’d dislodged those hands from her throat, and she could feel a burning and a steady flow of blood from the torn skin there. Suction cups, or something, she thought as she twisted to get her hands and feet under her to go after it. Explains how it got up here.

As Ana moved, three things happened in rapid succession: there was a cry of “What the fuck?” from below; the revenant’s other hand appeared, and it pulled itself up so its head and shoulders were over the edge; and a piece of the sun the size of a gumball, judging by the purple streak it left in Ana’s vision, passed through the revenant in a tiny fraction of a second. It obliterated the revenant’s shoulder in an explosion of steam, chunks of flash-cooked meat, and splinters of bone, setting most of that side of its face on fire for good measure.

Goddess, Ana thought, bless Kaira and her itchy trigger finger!

The revenant dropped, dangling by the fingertips of its remaining hand. The screaming from below was a mix of fear, surprise, and boiling anger. Ana’s good right hand came down like a hammer again and again, crushing bone, splintering nails, and pulping flesh as they amputated the thing’s fingers through sheer blunt trauma. She didn’t care about the shock that went up her arm, telling her that she might have cracked a bone or two of her own. She could worry about that when pain was a thing that mattered.

With an indignant howl, the remains of the revenant’s hand slipped away from the ledge.

It took the revenant about two-and-a-half seconds to hit the ground. Ana spent that time looking around for her things, locating them quickly along with the mound covered in crystals that she’d silently prayed and expected to see up there. The healing potion had shattered, because of course it had. It took another three seconds for Ana to get her notification, and by then she was already moving with a half stumble, half crawl to collect her gun. The notification was accompanied by another one, unexpected but extremely welcome.

Congratulations! Your Party has defeated: Revenant of Gedial (Threat: Extreme). Based on your contribution, you have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Greater). For fighting in the defense of your Object of Devotion, you have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Major) as a bonus.
Congratulations! Your Skill Unarmed Combat has improved to Level 10! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Major). You have gained the Perk Close Quarters.
Close Quarters: The clinch and the grapple are your domain. This is where you’re at your best, where you truly shine, and where others should fear to tread. While in combat, as long as you are in prolonged physical contact with an opponent, your Strength and Dexterity Multipliers are each treated as though they were 2 Steps higher. Value increases with Unarmed Combat Skill Level.


“Come. Fucking. At me,” Ana wheezed. It would have been easier to appreciate what she’d received if she hadn’t in that same moment lost her bonuses, which drove her to her knees as she had to feel the full agony of having her arm chewed through and what was at best a cracked carpal bone. She hadn’t even noticed the small surge of increased Strength, Endurance, and Vitality as her bonuses from Iron Body increased.

Fucking waste, she thought as she gritted her teeth against the pain. As she forced herself back to her feet and stumbled over to her gun, she clamped down with her good hand above the deep ragged wound, thumb on the radial artery to slow the bleeding. She really needed to learn to goddamn Channel. Going into a fight without her protective Shaping up: never again. Mental effects of learning a Craft be damned.


Chapter thirty-four


“Ana?!” Captain Pirta’s voice boomed from below. “Are you alright?”

“Fuck do you goddamn think?” Ana growled to herself through clenched teeth. She released her wounded arm to pick her gun up, letting the blood flow for a moment. No pumping or spurting. A steady flow, but survivable, short term. It was one to two minutes to unconsciousness if you severed the veins and arteries, but she’d blocked with the outside of her arm. She told herself that she’d be fine.

She awkwardly checked to make sure that the single bullet hadn’t somehow made it to the chamber, and that the safety was on, before shoving the gun in the waistband of her trousers. “I’m hurt, but I’m not dying!” she called back, silently adding Not in the next five minutes anyway.

As Ana went to collect her hammer-axe and shield, briefly considering leaving them with her shattered healing potion as some sort of deranged punishment for not doing her any good in this fight, Messy’s voice responded, “That’s what you always think!” Messy sounded worried. Much less than Ana would have expected, which probably meant that she was extremely fucking worried and was holding back all she could.

“I’ll be fine! I’m collecting the crystals now!” Ana called, rising to her feet. She tried to soften her voice, but it was really damn hard with how her arm burned and throbbed. Goddess, it hurt! The wound wasn’t just the red of blood and muscle or the white of bone and tendon either. It was black in spots, where the blood looked thick and lumpy, almost like it was cooking.

A lot of demons had acidic drool. She’d never seen that in a revenant, whether created from an animal or a sapient, but why the hell not? It was that kind of day.

Ana looked down at the remains of her health potion, which shimmered faintly in the diffuse light. It had spread like only a small amount of liquid on a floor could, making a far larger pool than seemed possible. Six ounces or so, and it had made a wet patch a foot and a half wide.

Fuck it, she thought. It’s sterile, right? It has to be sterile. It’s magic. Is it sterile?

The Wayfarer did not respond. Kneeling, Ana used her bloody hands to push the shards of glass out of the way, then scoop a small amount of the shimmering liquid into her cupped right palm.

I’ll be with a Healer in a few minutes, she told herself, then splashed the liquid onto her wound. Then she did it again. The third time she got so little into her palm that she was just wasting time, but if she squinted, the black bubbling might have stopped. The pain . . . well, it was less. Going from a thirteen to an eleven was something, at least.

Making good on her words to Messy and with her weapon and shield tucked under her bad arm, Ana went up to the wide, stubby stalagmite that held her—their—reward for clearing this Delve and the key to their freedom.

She took a good look at it. It was big. Much, much bigger than the one in her first Delve. Where she remembered that one as being maybe half a foot wide at the base, maybe a little bigger, this monster was at least five, maybe six feet. It was hard to tell—the thing bristled with Crystals, translucent and shining with a diffuse inner light, almost like a condensed version of the very air inside this place. The crystal at the peak was huge, the biggest she’d ever seen. Beneath that sat a crown of seven impressive Crystals that Ana recognized from the first Delve as being of Supreme grade, then nineteen that had to be Greaters, and so on.

Ana had fought all her life to stay fairly honest and law abiding. She hadn’t resorted to mugging anyone when she lived on the street; though, she had rifled a few pockets after defending herself. She’d never pickpocketed or burgled; the worst she’d done was some shoplifting when she’d been truly desperate. But now, standing there before what had to be in excess of 100,000 Experience Points’ worth of Growth Crystals, she was tempted. She was so very sorely tempted to just absorb them all. The pain made math a chore, but she’d hit, what? Level 20 at least. Higher? Who could stop her? And she was planning to bail on this place anyway, once they were all safe and the Splinter was stable again. First opportunity, she’d take it.

She didn’t even need to take them all. She could skim some. She could skim a lot. She could tell the others that the Delve was a Tier lower than it was and keep the difference for herself. Why not? And why did she get a damn knot in her stomach when she thought about it?

“Ascendant, I think!” she called out unprompted. “Factor six? Is that right? There’s one Ascendant Crystal and seven Supremes!”

The knot released, and she could breathe normally again—as normally as the pain would allow. The temptation was gone. Now everyone would know if she screwed them, and so she wouldn’t. With her right hand still stanching the blood that would otherwise pour from her wound, she started touching the Shards at the base with her cold, fading left hand.

“Forget about the Crystals!” Messy shouted. “If you feel at all faint, just grab the peak and close this hell so we can help you!”

“I’m fine, Mess,” Ana lied. Godess, the wound burned. “I’ve stopped the bleeding. It’s okay.”

Moving her fingers made the bleeding worse, but luckily she didn’t need to grab the Crystals. Contact was enough. All it took was a tiny effort of will, and the Shards went into her own Storage, two every second.

“Excellent, Ana!” Pirta called up as Ana slowly circled the mound. “Can you keep talking to us, please? You sounded a little off at the end. Some of us are worried.”

She sped up, collecting faster and moving on to the Least Crystals. She kept moving in a circle—she could have just stood and collected everything from top to bottom, but moving felt like a good idea right then. If she stood still she might relax too much, the adrenaline that was still keeping her going might stop trickling into her bloodstream, and if she had a crash right now she might pass out, Vitality and Endurance be damned.

She did as they asked though. They kept asking how she was, and she kept answering that she was fine, keeping her voice as steady as she could to not worry them too much. She did such a good job of it that in her opinion she should have gotten another Level in Acting. It was bullshit that she didn’t, really. The Almighty System probably didn’t think that it was important enough or something.

Finally she’d collected everything except the Peak Crystal. She glanced at her Storage. Goddamn, that was a lot of Crystals. Maybe she should have left the Shards. But her mind was made up: she was not going to disappoint everyone. She had people here that actually liked her, and even when she left, she wanted to know that they remembered her fondly—not as some backstabbing thief. If she hadn’t had her Party and a few others though . . .

No point in dwelling on that. Her hand was entirely numb now, and she dearly wished that might have been true for the rest of her arm, which somehow managed to feel like she was dipping it in a vat of acid despite her cutting the circulation off for . . . she didn’t even know. Her thoughts were getting a little muddled.

“Grabbing the peak!” she called as loudly as she could in response to a question she hadn’t quite understood. “Civvies had a fight before, gonna need to check on ʼem! And save my arm? Would be good.”

The shouting from wherever it was got louder and more upset. She flopped her useless left hand onto the giant Crystal at the peak and willed it into her Storage.

Ana vaguely remembered Deni saying that she felt all the mana rushing out of the first Delve as it closed. This time, Ana understood what she meant. She felt it, a series of regular pulses that passed through her from the mound, heading in every direction. At the same time, the air swirled wildly, no pattern or real direction—just a million little winds going every which way. The pulses came faster, then faster still, the time between each quickly approaching zero as the walls and floor and ceiling dimmed and went out of focus and then—

Ana was back in the forest. She hung in the air. Then she dropped ten feet—or twelve maybe? Far enough that she had time to think Could have been a hundred before she crumpled against the mossy ground.
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For once after getting grievously wounded, Ana didn’t wake up to Messy singing and stroking her hair. That was a disappointment. But it turned out to be because Messy was asleep, hugging Ana tight to her chest with one arm around her back and the other hand in Ana’s hair, her right leg locked over Ana’s hip to pull her even closer. That made it okay.

The light of a fire lit the inside of the tent dimly, so it was night, and Ana was sorely tempted to just go back to sleep. She was just so damned comfortable. Also, a little lightheaded. She didn’t feel confused or anything—she had a mostly clear picture of what had happened up until she hit the ground. Only the few minutes after her fight with the revenant ended were a little blurry.

She’d woken to a wonderful absence of pain which told her that she’d been healed. She’d probably had a healing potion poured down her throat too—the Craft of Life was amazing for pain relief and accelerated healing, but for whatever reason it wasn’t so great at restoring lost blood. It would have been great to have her potion directly after the fight—she’d have to talk to Touanne about putting them in something less fragile than glass.

Her left forearm was wrapped in multiple layers of bandages, with a bulge where that magic zombie had taken a goddamn chunk out of her. A poultice or something to counteract the acid or necrotic venom or whatever the revenant had drooled into her wound. When Ana flexed her left hand, her middle, ring, and pinky fingers barely moved. Accelerated healing, not instant, she reminded herself, then followed that with an emphatic, Never again.

She hadn’t known that getting eaten alive was something she specifically feared, but never again. She’d told herself after the fight ended that she was going to learn to channel, so that she’d never be without Earth-aligned mana, and she only felt that more strongly when she thought about the revenant tearing the flesh from her living arm.

Despite that—despite everything—Ana felt good. The slightly floaty feeling helped, but as far as she could tell, their situation was better than before entering the Delve. They’d rescued the expedition. She couldn’t hear any crying or angry voices, so they probably hadn’t lost too many people when the civilians were attacked or after she closed the Delve. Her Party was all alive; Messy was with her, and the others were awake—they were probably on watch. With a small smile, she wondered if Messy had refused to leave her to join them or if they hadn’t even asked.

She considered joining them, or at least stepping outside to show that she was okay and to ask them how things were. But even the most careful movement was met with resistance from Messy, who grumbled unhappily in her sleep and drew her in closer. She could get free easily, but that might mean waking the woman who held her so tightly and made her feel so damn precious.

She might as well stay until morning.
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Ana woke again when Messy did.

“You scared me so bad, Angel,” Messy said after inhaling deeply, her nose in Ana’s hair. “When I saw you after the Delve closed, I almost threw up.”

“Sorry, babe,” Ana murmured into the skin of Messy’s chest, unwilling to pull away from her warmth even to look at her.

“You had a broken bone in your hand, a crack in your breast bone, all kinds of scrapes and bruises . . . your neck was a torn mess, and your arm . . .” Messy shuddered against her. “You call that alright? Touanne said that your organs were failing!”

Failing organs? Ana thought. Fucking Death-magic! To Messy she said, “If I’d told you, you would have just been scared for longer.”

“Then let me be scared! Just don’t lie to me, Ana. Please! I don’t want to lose you at all, but for you to let me think that you were alright, and then to lose you after that, I—”

“Okay,” Ana said, interrupting her. “Okay. You’re right. I won’t lie to you again.”

“Thank you,” Messy said.

They lay silently until Messy said, “Ana, can you tell me about the—I don’t even know what it is. You had something tucked in your trousers.”

Before she could stop herself, Ana felt herself stiffen.

“Is it that bad?” Messy asked softly.

“No,” Ana said, resigning herself. She’d promised not to lie. And was it really that big a deal? “Did anyone else see it?”

“I don’t think so. Touanne might have, but I doubt she’d care. I only got a good look at it when I undressed you to get you cleaned up.”

Touanne. That was alright. Even if she’d seen something, that woman kept secrets religiously. “Fine,” Ana said. “It’s a weapon. From my world.” She laughed softly at herself. From my world. It sounded so unnecessarily dramatic.

“Why haven’t you used it? Why hide it?”

“Because . . . You know what? I don’t really know. Why I’ve kept it hidden from you, I mean. I hid it from everybody else because I didn’t want anyone to ask questions, and because I didn’t want anyone to take it from me. It’s the only reason I even made it to the outpost, you know? I’d probably be one of the changelings if not for it. It makes me feel safe. But so do you, and you already know everything important about me.”

“That’s why you didn’t use it? To keep it hidden?”

“Yeah. And because I’m almost entirely out of ammunition. You can think of it as . . .” Ana thought about it, searching for a halfway decent explanation. “A small alchemical crossbow, I guess? Instead of shooting bolts with a string it fires tiny pieces of metal using an alchemical power. And I only have one shot left.”

“You don’t want to waste it,” Messy guessed.

“Something like that. Once it’s gone, it’s gone, you know? I’ll never have any more. Don’t know how to make the powder or anything.”

“Okay,” Messy said. She seemed satisfied. “What do you call it?”

“A gun. Or a semiautomatic pistol, to be more specific.”

“Ghann,” Messy said softly, tasting the word. “Ghann. Thank you for telling me, Angel. I won’t tell anyone else.”

“I know.”

From the moment Ana woke, the camp had been coming alive around them. They should get up, and they both knew it.

“Are you going to let me up?” Ana asked.

Messy only held on tighter. “No. You lied to me, and you terrified me. You’re sentenced to unending affection.”

“Alright.” Ana twisted her head and shifted a little so her ear was right above Messy’s heart, letting its steady beat guide her into a mindless relaxation. “That’s fair.”

They were still there when Kaira tore the tent flap open some fifteen minutes later. Her threats to have Sendra douse them with cold water had a lot to do with them choosing to get up at that point. When they did, Ana left the gun in the tent but tucked the magazine in her boot. That would have to do for safety.

Like most mornings since they’d left the outpost, Petra was one of several people working to feed what was now nearly five hundred people. She was making porridge and tea, because of course she was. Together with Kaira, Tor, and Omda’s presence, it gave the whole morning an almost surreal sense of normalcy.

Kaira certainly agreed with that. “Gods beyond, I thought I’d never get to eat this again!” the Evoker crooned between spoonfuls. “We ran out of cheese and fruit weeks ago, the meat and hard tack not long after. Been living off nothing but a few beans and some sweetroot for . . . how long?”

“Ten days,” Omda said.

“Right! Wayfarer bless you and your limited repertoire, Petra!”

Jisha hadn’t quite gotten used to the stuff, but she liked to stay close to Ana, the Ters sisters, and Braggie, so there she was, eating slowly and making all kinds of faces. Not disgusted ones. Confused, more than anything. Not that she spoke much. She’d said exactly one word all breakfast: “Salut.”

Kaira kept her curiosity at bay for all of several minutes, but in the end she couldn’t let Jisha’s silence stand. “So new girl,” she said, both to Jisha and to anyone who was listening. “What’s your story?”

Jisha, of course, didn’t react until she caught Kaira staring at her expectantly. As far as Ana could tell, the French girl hadn’t picked up a word of Inter-guild. When she noticed Kaira’s friendly—if toothy—grin, she just looked at Ana and mouthed a silent Quoi?

“She only speaks Wanteul,” Braggie told Kaira, speaking up before Ana could. “Well, that and some languages I’ve never heard before.”

Kaira’s smile grew even wider and toothier. “Really?!” she said, then let out a long, cheerful string of words which meant nothing to Ana but had Braggie blushing, Dil gaping, and Sendra covering her mouth. Jisha stared at her, stone faced. Then her lips slowly pressed tightly together, the corners of her mouth pulling out until her cheeks twitched and a poorly suppressed laugh came out her nose as a coarse snort which broke her resistance, and she fell into a fit of giggles. She replied, her voice unsteady with laughter, and whatever she said just made Braggie redder and the Ters sisters more shocked.

Sadie, who’d been watching the scene from where she sat next to Braggie, looked up at her much taller friend, grinned, and said, “Looks like I need to learn some Wanteul!”

Kaira loved it.

“This woman,” Jisha said in French once she and Kaira were done laughing, “God, she is foul!”

“Is she?” Ana said. That was news to her. Terminally extroverted and badly in need of a filter, yes, but Kaira had never struck her as all that . . . explicit.

“Unbelievably! I wonder if half the words she knows are curses and crude slang.”

“Do you want me to ask her to tone it down?”

“God, no! I needed that!” Jisha turned back to Kaira and let off another string of words that had Kaira laughing even harder than before and Braggie looking like she was about to run.

It was as Ana watched the two seemingly hit it off that the Wayfarer chose to speak up. Good morning, Ana, she whispered.

Ana immediately tuned the two women out. Good morning, she answered. Where were you?

You looked so comfortable and content, first with your lover, then with your friends. I didn’t want to interrupt.

Thanks, I guess. So this is just a social call?

Yes. The word had the feeling of laughter behind it. You have my gratitude and my congratulations for saving your friends and for sticking it to that cheating misbegotten traitor. I couldn’t have chosen better.

For all that the Wayfarer had helped, and for all that she sometimes amused Ana, the contrarian and near-atheist inside her still wanted to rebel against the goddess. And she wished that she could hate the warm, contented feeling those simple words gave her. It wasn’t quite the same, but similar to how Mr. Stamper had made her feel, when he thanked her for a job well done.

Thanks, she said simply. I try not to disappoint.


Chapter thirty-five


The officers, along with Party leaders of the expedition, gathered once everyone was done eating. They asked Touanne to attend as well—she was an officer of the guild, but for obvious reasons she didn’t join meetings where violence and strategy were discussed. The fact that she’d been asked to come at all had her looking curious, and more than a little anxiety bled into her aura and her body language.

“There are three reasons we’re here,” Pirta said, opening the meeting. “The first, and the one we want you here for, Touanne, is that we need to distribute the Crystals gained from the Delve. Marshal, can you tell us how many that is?”

“I could give you exact numbers,” Ana said, “but can we leave it at somewhere above 150,000 Points worth, until we get there?”

“That will do nicely, thank you. And, since you were the one to actually close the Delve, and you hold the whole haul, would you like to take over?”

“Sure,” Ana said, then looked around the group. “Do we all still agree on what we said before we went in? About how to distribute the Crystals?”

There was a murmur of agreement from the group, and Pirta said, “I’ve filled in Captain Falk, as well as Mister Brosden and Miss Spira. They all agree.”

“Good. So first things first. Touanne, how much Experience do you need to get to Class Level 25?”

“40,000 or so, why do you—” Touanne answered easily, before her eyes went wide, and she stared at them all in horror. “No. No! You can’t! I couldn’t possibly—”

“Tou!” Ana said sharply, locking eyes with the Healer long enough to silence her. “How many times have you saved my life now? How many other lives have you saved in the few months you’ve been here? How many limbs? How many crippling injuries have you healed? How many diseases have you treated and cured? How many since you became a Healer? We all agree, it’s embarrassing, not for you but for all of us, that you haven’t been better rewarded. That you’re not a higher Level. And—” Ana raised her voice and a hand to stop Touanne, who’d recovered and tried to start protesting again. “If you’d feel guilty about taking so much of a cut, consider this: getting you to 25, getting you to that milestone, is just a plain good investment. As far as we know, we’re going into battle against a pack of Death-mages. We need the best Life-mage we can possibly have to counter them, to reverse whatever damage they may do. You saw what that revenant did to me. Please, Touanne. For all of our sakes, if not for your own. Accept the Crystals and use them.”

Touanne’s mouth worked soundlessly as she looked from face to agreeing face. “That’s not fair,” she finally managed to say. “You can’t guilt me into . . .”

“Sure I can,” Ana said, giving her a smug smile. “Perhaps I shouldn’t, but I can. Because you know that I’m right. Take them.”

Touanne looked almost betrayed at Ana’s words, but it didn’t take long before she sighed and slumped in defeat. “Go on,” she said. “Bring them out. Give them to me.”

Ana glazed briefly at the notification that begged for her attention the moment Touanne gave in. Command had reached Level 8. She’d have expected Charm, but clearly the System worked in mysterious ways.

“Is there any reason to hold on to the Ascendant Crystal?” Ana asked the assembled Delvers.

“Please do,” Pirta said. “At least until we’ve spoken to the Barlos. They may be able to do something with it.”

“Right. In that case, Touanne, your hands, please.”

As soon as Touanne held her hands out, Ana started bringing out all the Supreme and many of the Greater Crystals. They were large enough that she could only transfer one at a time, and it took a minute to do them all. And while Touanne may have accepted taking enough Crystals to reach 25, she refused to take a single Crystal more than was necessary: 40,000 Points worth exactly.

“There,” Touanne said, almost pouting as her label proclaimed her an:

Elfin Healer (25)


“Are you happy now?”

“Sure am.” Ana smiled and wrapped her arms around her friend. “Congratulations,” she murmured into Touanne’s ear, “and thank you. You deserve this.”

Touanne tentatively returned the hug for a short moment before Ana released her and stepped back, giving the others an opportunity to congratulate Touanne as well. Which they did by Pirta announcing to the camp at large, “Everyone, let’s hear it for our esteemed Healer and dear midwife, Mistress Touanne! She has just reached Class Level 25!”

A cheer went up, unforced and enthusiastic, joined by applause and whistles. People called Touanne’s name, shouted their praise for her skills and dedication, and blessed her hands. Touanne herself went bright red as she waved back shyly, but nothing could stop the smile that finally cracked her mask of guilt and imagined unworthiness.

“See?” Ana said, raising her voice so that Touanne would be able to hear her. “See how happy they are? You give them hope, Touanne. Hope for the future. No matter what you may think, there is no one in this camp who could make better use of those Crystals than you.”

“Yes, alright,” Touanne said to Ana and the officers, a hint of nervous laughter in her voice. “Fine. I believe you. Thank you all. Now I need to rejoin the wounded. With my new Ability it would be irresponsible of me not to.”

Tellak only gave Touanne a smile and a questioning look. Halmer, however, wasn’t quite as subtle. “Any chance you want to tell us?” he asked, leaning forward with eager curiosity.

“I don’t see why not,” Touanne answered. “It’s no secret; I’m sure Mistress Drisa could tell you. It’s called Fount of Life. Greatly increased natural healing for all living creatures within fifty feet, increasing with my Level. Wounds, diseases, poisons, anything. It’s . . . it’s wonderful. Truly, thank you all for agreeing, and especially you, Ana, for convincing me. But I really must go. I have patients who are still recovering.”

With that and another smile, she turned and left the meeting, making her way through a crowd that still wanted to offer their more personal congratulations. It was slow going; there were a lot of them.

Once the noise had died down Pirta continued the meeting. “Now,” she said, “let’s deal with the rest. We have representatives from every Party here, yes?”

After confirming that was the case, Pirta asked Ana to bring out the remaining Crystals. Ana did, and it felt like it took forever. There were hundreds of the damn things, and try as she might, Ana could only bring out one at a time, each taking a second or two to place.

At least Pirta asked her to keep the Shards. There were over two hundred of those alone.

It was a little strange how they seemed to just trust her. Nobody counted anything out; they either took it for granted that Ana would be honest, or they didn’t care enough to make a fuss. Well, that or Drisa just added everything automatically; who knew what a higher Level Administrator could do? Ana still brought out every single Crystal she’d taken from the Delve, less the Shards and the ones she’d already given Touanne. 169 Leasts, 127 Lessers, 91 Minors, 61 Mediums, 37 Majors, the 8 remaining Greaters, and the queen of them all, the single Ascendant Growth Crystal. Two months ago she would have had to ask for help with the numbers; now she did it easily, sure that it was thanks to her increased Acuity but not at all certain how; whether it let her remember how many she’d taken or if she’d just unconsciously done the math.

The Crystals lay there, not shimmering in the sun. They were ghostly, yet perfectly sharp and clear, and while Ana had never looked at one in the dark she suspected that they’d look just the same whether there was a source of light nearby or not. Just under a 110,000 Points worth, Ana calculated quickly. Not much when divided between over a hundred Delvers.

But that wasn’t what they were doing. They were aiming for maximum utility, focusing on combat and hybrid Classers in particular. Anyone who was one Level below a milestone had priority, starting from the lowest Level. Then anyone close to Leveling at all, in the same way. Finally, the remainder would go to the noncombat Classers, militia or volunteer, as a way of recognizing the greater danger they’d accepted.

It wasn’t perfect. It might not even have been fair, and there was sure to be some grumbling. But it was what they were doing, and anyone who didn’t like it could go piss up a rope for all Ana cared. She was sure that one of the captains would love to listen once they were sure that they’d all survive the week.

As though the world was listening, thunder rolled across the clear sky. The temperature suddenly plummeted so far that, for just a second before it returned to normal, people’s breath misted. The camp fell dead still and silent for a few long moments before activity resumed as normal.

“Now,” Pirta said, her voice tight but even. “Marshal Cole. Ana. You deserve some special recognition as well. We all agreed, while you were resting, to bend the rules of this distribution a little. We need you at Level 15. Mistress Drisa tells me that to go from 13 to 15 requires 21,000 Points.” She gestured to the Crystals. “Please.”

Not a word about Ana’s Class, which was still, to anyone who cared to look, Companion. Not a word about what difference the Level 15 Ability of a social Class could possibly make. Nobody had challenged Ana on her Class, but everyone knew that she wasn’t what she appeared, and now they waited eagerly for her to take her due.

She considered taking only what she needed above the Crystals she already had. Only for a moment, though; then she remembered the chunk still missing from her arm and thought, Fuck it. If they want to give me two Levels, I’ll take it. She grabbed the remaining Greaters, along with 8 Majors to make up the difference along with the Shards she’d kept. She ate them immediately, and Petra closed her eyes and shuddered softly at the same time as Ana felt a faint wave of well-being pass through her.

Congratulations! You have reached Guardian Angel, Level 15. 29 Cumulative Advancement Points awarded. You have gained the Ability Wings of Glory.
Wings of Glory: For a short time, you may manifest a pair of ethereal wings. These wings are fully functional and may be used for bursts of speed or sustained flight but have no physical presence. So long as these wings are manifested, your Objects of Devotion and Party members who have seen you bear them are immune to the effects of fear and intimidation. Once the wings fade, you will need a significant time to recover before you can manifest them again. Duration increases and recovery time decreases with Class Level.


Ana couldn’t help it. She laughed. Restrained and quickly smothered, but impossible for anyone nearby to miss, as was the wide grin that split her face before she mastered herself. And she couldn’t tell herself if it was from absolute glee or from the frustrating irony of it. She valued her freedom above all, and what better metaphor for freedom than the ability to literally fly? Yet she couldn’t use it without obviously setting her apart as someone to pay attention to, and she got it from her Class, something that seemed created to tie her down by binding her to others. That, and she really could have used that Ability before she was launched up The Wall like some amateur circus act.

Then she wondered how long the wings would last and if they were strong enough for her to carry Messy in her arms, and the grin came back. She’d have to ask what Messy thought of the idea.

“From your reaction, I can only assume that whatever Ability you got is to your liking,” Pirta said, somewhat dryly. “I won’t ask you what it is. I know that you’re considerably more private than Mistress Touanne. Still, I’m glad to see that the Crystals were again so clearly put to good use.”

“Yeah,” Ana said, not bothering to keep the smile off her face this time, “I’ll keep it to myself for now. But you’ll see soon enough. It’s not exactly something I can keep to myself.”

“We’re all looking forward to it, I’m sure. Now, has everyone spoken with their respective Parties?”

Dividing up the Crystals was much quicker than Ana had expected. A lot of the prep work had already been done, and Drisa had administrative Abilities that helped her optimize resource allocation. Ana wasn’t needed; the rules were in place, and she wasn’t even a Party leader. She just stayed for the optics, passing the time thinking about how to spend her Advancement Points and only sometimes paying attention with the free half of her mind. She did notice that Crystals were set aside for both Trig and Sylt. Both were close to Level 10, so it was only fair. She still didn’t like it. Whether they’d been trouble or not, they were tight with Waller and had been friends with Rankan and Larry. She didn’t wish them any harm—they were in her Party, after all—but she sure as hell didn’t trust them. That went double for Waller.

She went over quite a few options for her Advancement Points, but she kept coming back to boosting her Vitality. She’d been hurt badly enough to collapse more often than she was comfortable with—and she wasn’t so in denial that she couldn’t admit that Messy’s worry over her didn’t play a part. A big part. Hell, if she was to be brutally honest with herself, not causing Messy more grief than she had to was probably her strongest motivation. Not that more resilience, faster healing, and a longer life weren’t attractive, she just felt like shit for lying to Messy about how badly she’d been hurt. If she didn’t get hurt that badly in the first place, she wouldn’t have any reason to lie.

It made perfect sense.

Ana had 30 Advancements Points to spend. If she spent 21 of those on taking her Vitality Multiplier from the fifth to the eighth Step, she’d be above 50 Vitality, which would get her and Messy another Enhancement. The one Ana had, Fight Through, had already saved her life multiple times—another would only make her and Messy that much more likely to survive until Ana got to Class Level 50 and beyond.

She could have spent the Points on her Strength Multiplier, getting that Attribute above 50 instead. She may well do that for Level 16 and 17, especially if she picked up some extra Advancement Points through Achievements before then. And, sure, with her 9 remaining Points she could have bought a single Step in that Multiplier, putting the rest of her Points in Endurance, Dexterity, or Willpower, but none of those appealed to her short term. For now she decided on taking Charisma to the fourth and Acuity to the fifth Step, figuring that being able to push people around more easily and keeping better track of things would both be more useful than any of her other options.

She didn’t have to wait long after making her mind up before the distribution was finished. With that done, Part the Bulwark, who’d remained behind at the entrance with his Party, reported on what had happened to the civilians while everyone else was away. Apparently a fairly large group of changelings, along with a handful of demons, had entered the Delve. They’d been put down with few casualties and no deaths—“The gods and Mister Part and his Party be praised, yes indeed!” as Falk put it.

Following that, the more experienced Delvers discussed how best to find Karti and the white obelisk, then decided on a plan for when and how to move out. They also set up a new watch rotation, now that they had three additional Parties to work with. Ana barely contributed, only asking questions for her own sake and trusting that the others knew what they were doing.

With the meeting adjourned, Ana returned to her tent. Messy must have spotted her somewhere along the way, because she joined her inside after only a few moments.

“Angel,” Messy said with a delighted smile, then slid in and wrapped her arms around her. It was a little awkward with them both on their knees, but they made it work. “I felt it, you know? Congratulations! Gods, Level 15 already!”

She put an arm around Messy’s waist and rested her chin on her shoulder. “Thanks, Mess,” she whispered. “I got a new Ability.”

Messy bounced with excitement. “Of course you did. Level 15! You’ve matched me in less than six weeks! Do you want to tell me?”

“I’ll show you,” Ana promised. “As soon as we’re done here.”

“Done with what?” Messy asked, her attitude instantly changing and her voice becoming husky as her lips brushed through the stubble behind Ana’s ear.

Ana couldn’t help but laugh. “Down, girl. Later! After a proper bath, when we’re both a lot cleaner and smell a lot better. But it’s good that you’re here. Should have warned the whole Party, really. I’ve got a bunch of Points to spend, and I’m going to be hitting 50 Vitality, so that’s another Enhancement that’ll kick in for all of you. And the goddess only knows what it’ll do.”

No idea, actually, said the Wayfarer. She sounded stronger than she had just two hours or so ago and just as cheerful. I have no influence over Perks or Enhancements and have only vague guesses.

Are you always peeping? Ana asked, running her hand slowly along Messy’s back to keep her girlfriend entertained.

Always? No. I pay attention to my Chosen, but I know the value of privacy.

Ana snorted. Thanks, I guess. What about my new Ability? Did you know what I’d get?

Now that I did know. No randomness there. But I didn’t want to spoil the surprise.

Great. Keep it that way unless I ask, would you?

As you wish.

With that, Ana felt the goddess withdraw. She hadn’t really been aware of that before. The effect of a few more Points of Connection perhaps?

“What’s funny?” Mess asked.

“Nothing, babe. Just talking to your goddess.”

Messy was silent for a moment, then said, “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to that. And she’s our goddess. More yours than mine, even.”

“Hey, you worship her. I just work for the lady. Not even voluntarily.”

“Heretic,” Messy murmured affectionately.

“Always have been,” Ana confirmed. “Now hold on tight. I’m going to spend my Points.”

“Do you think I’ll feel something?”

“Probably not. Do it anyway.”

As soon as Messy’s arms tightened around her, Ana dropped into her Summary, time slowing to a crawl as she spent her Points. And while her Acuity and Charisma both increased a bit, her Vitality rocketed up by 9, taking her to 52. She was going to feel that once she returned to normal time—thus, the privacy. And then there was the Enhancement.

Congratulations! Your Effective Vitality now equals or exceeds 50. You have gained the Enhancement Panacea.
Panacea: Your flesh is anathema to anything which might corrupt it. Sickness, rot or poison, natural or otherwise, from within or without—none will find any purchase in you.


As Ana closed her Summary, her breath left her in a long, satisfied sigh. Nothing felt quite as good as a massive dose of Vitality. Discomfort was a distant memory, and everything was warm and beautiful. Ana had never shot up, but she imagined this was what it might feel like.

“There,” Messy giggled softly. “I didn’t feel anything, but someone’s feeling good.”

Ana didn’t answer. She just hummed an affirmative as she snuggled close, indulging in the double bliss of her new Vitality and Messy’s presence, and her satisfaction with her new Enhancement. Panacea. It was perfect. She could protect Messy from violence, and from poison to some degree, but not from sickness. Now she didn’t have to.

All she had to conquer now was old age, and she’d never have to worry again.
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INDIVIDUAL SUMMARY
Name: Anastasia Cole
Race: Outsider, Summoned (Human aspect)
Age: 26
Classes: Guardian Angel (15) (Hidden, shown as Companion (15))
Experience: 350/12,800
Storage: 3 Growth Crystal (Least), 8 Growth Crystal (Lesser), 5 Growth Crystal (Minor), 4 Growth Crystal (Medium), 5 Growth Crystal (Major), Growth Crystal (Greater)
	Attributes:	Base	Multiplier	Effective
	Strength	28	1.5	42
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	Charisma	30	1.4	42
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Guardian Angel (Guardian Angel 1)
Devotion (Guardian Angel 1)
Danger Sense (Special) (Guardian Angel 3)
Companionship (Guardian Angel 5)
Champion (Guardian Angel 7)
Bastion (Guardian Angel 10)
Wings of Glory (Guardian Angel 15)
Enhancements:
Combat Acrobatics (Agility 25)
Arresting Gaze (Charisma 25)
Indefatigable (Endurance 25)
Fight Through (Vitality 25)
Unbreakable Grip (Strength 25)
Twist and Lock (Dexterity 25)
Keen Hearing (Perception 25)
Split Focus (Acuity 25)
Fearless (Willpower 25)
Connected (Connection 25)
Perfect Balance (Agility 50)
Panacea (Vitality 50)
Perks:
Iron Body (Unarmed Combat 5)
Predator (Intimidation 5)
Inscrutable (Acting 5)
Motivational Speaker (Charm 5)
Lead From the Front (Command 5)
Big Stick Diplomacy (Negotiation 5)
Kinesics (Sense Motive 5)
Bone Breaker (Blunt Weapons 5)
Repel (Shields 5)
Close Quarters (Unarmed Combat 10)
Achievements:
Hunting Party II
Party Delver I
Skilled I
Commander III
Death Dealer II
Skills:
Social
Acting 6
Charm 6
Command 8
Deception 3
Intimidation 7
Negotiation 5
Sense Motive 6
Teaching 2
Survival
Camping 2
Harvesting 1
Herbalism 1
Stealth 4
Tracking 2
Weapons and Combat
Axes 4
Blunt Weapons 6
Crossbows 3
Defense 4
Long Blades 2
Shields 5
Short Blades 3
Unarmed Combat 10
Magic
Shaping 3
Miscellaneous
Inspect 4



Chapter thirty-six


Once the high of her boosted Vitality wore off Ana was reluctant to let go of Messy, but there was something she very much wanted to do. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s get out of the camp. Step away a little. I want to try out my new Ability, and I don’t want people gawking.”

Messy leaned back, lacing her fingers behind Ana’s neck. “All alone in the forest?” she said, pitching her voice to sound frightened and vulnerable. “That doesn’t sound safe. I would need some kind of angel looking after me.”

“Funny coincidence,” Ana said, then gently maneuvered Messy toward the front of the tent.

“Armor,” Messy reminded her, so she had Messy help her strap it on, then grabbed her arms too—she was eager and impatient, not stupid. Attacks were rare since the nighttime disaster, and small, but they still happened. She even told Petra which direction they were going, and roughly how far. No sense in having people think she and Messy had just disappeared on them.

Ana led Messy a hundred yards or so away from the edge of the camp, far enough for the dense trees to block any sight and most sound for anyone who wasn’t at Ana’s Level. She found a small clearing where two young trees had fallen, one on top of the other. The ground was as uneven as anywhere in the forest, but at least she could stand in the center and have fifteen feet of room in any direction.

“Alright, what did you want to show me?” Messy asked, leaning back against a tall . . . beech maybe? Ana never had been great with trees.

“Give me a second to figure it out,” Ana said standing in the middle of the clearing. “I have to activate it. Though if it’s like—”

Messy gasped as a pair of six-foot crystalline wings sprouted from Ana’s back, growing from nothing to their full glory in an instant. Ana gave them an experimental flap, rising to her tiptoes for a moment, then turned a full, bright grin on Messy.

“I can feel them, Mess! Like they’re—like they’ve always been a part of me! I think I can just—”

With that, Ana bent her legs and leaped straight up. She flapped once, twice, then three times, and she was even with the treetops. Laughter bubbled out of her. She couldn’t help it. She angled her wings a little awkwardly and managed to take a long circuit of the clearing. With her confidence strengthened, she headed out across the forest and got a fair distance before she felt something like a countdown in the back of her head warning her that she didn’t have long left, and she turned around. Once back above the clearing it took her complete focus to position herself so that she hung somewhat stable in the air, lurching a foot or two in a random direction with every beat of her wings, but she managed to descend and put her feet on the ground well before the wings dissolved into bright motes that cast no light. She was still laughing with the sheer joy of it when Messy tackled her.

It took a split second of conscious effort to stop herself from simply staying on her feet. Ana could have easily caught Messy, stepped out of the way, thrown her in several different ways, or hell, just let her bounce off. Instead she let Messy bowl her over, knocking her on her back in the thick moss.

“That was amazing,” Messy said. The heat in her amber eyes and the way she gnawed her lip told Ana that her girl was using every Point of Willpower she possessed to hold herself back. “You keep amazing me.”

“That was all the Class,” Ana protested. “I just used it.”

“Not that.” Messy ran her thumb along the line of Ana’s smile. “The whole . . . innocent joy. Like a little girl who just got the perfect name day present. Thank you for letting me see that.”

“I’m glad you liked it.” Ana craned her neck up to kiss Messy’s cheek, letting Messy melt against her for a while before saying “We should get back before we do something to lose track of time.”

“A bath. I remember,” Messy said, making no move to get up.

“So. Nothing to say about the wings?”

“They’re like you. Gorgeous. Powerful. Absolutely amazing. And I’m so happy for you. Flight is usually only for deeply invested Air-mages. But I’d already seen them, you know? In the square. But that smile though? I don’t think I’d ever seen a smile quite like that before.”

Ana blushed. Actually goddamn blushed, which was rare in itself, but rarer still because this time it was entirely natural. It was hard to accept that she might be worthy of such a casual outpouring of affection.

“So how was it?” Messy continued, not mentioning Ana’s obvious embarrassment. “Other than amazing.”

“Freeing,” Ana replied instantly. “Incredibly freeing. It doesn’t last long, and it’ll take a while to recover, but being able to . . . I don’t know, separate myself from the world, in a way? It was everything I could have hoped for.”

Messy kissed her on the nose. “How long does it last?”

“It took pretty much all my focus to stay up, but best guess? I’d say that was about two-and-a-half minutes, so ten seconds per Class Level.”

“And the recovery?”

“Can’t say. When I try to activate it now I just get a feeling that it’s not close. No message or anything more specific.”

“Okay.” They lay there in comfortable silence for a while, before Messy asked, “How strong did they feel?”

Ana could hear her own pulse pick up. “Pretty strong.”

After a shorter pause, Messy asked, “Do you—do you think you could lift me?”

Ana laughed happily and kissed her again.
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Back in the camp Petra took one look at their disheveled appearance, raised an eyebrow, and didn’t say a word. Messy blushed before going off to find Master Renvi. Ana just smiled and let the woman think whatever she wanted.

Goddess, but Ana felt good. The Vitality, the new Enhancement—and the wings. She had wings! Not permanently, but that was even better in a way. No way to stay under anyone’s radar with two giant see-through crystal wings on her back.

She had wings! They let her fly! And Messy had loved them and was willing to try flying with her. That was much more important to Ana than she would have expected. She still would have tried it if she had to get Messy out of danger but knowing that her girlfriend wanted to try flying just made the whole idea even more appealing.

Ana felt like the whole day was on a roll, and she was going to see if she could make it even better.

“Tellak!” The pale woman was sitting on a log and tending to her gear with a piece of armor in her lap as Ana got close, and Ana greeted her with a smile and a small wave.

“Ana,” Tellak replied with a small, steady smile of her own, before going back to polishing buckles.

“How did the distribution go?” Ana said, referring to the Growth Crystals from the Delve that each Party leader had been given to pass on to certain Party members.

“Well enough. Some envy but that was to be expected, and those who had to go without were mostly understanding. We have a new Level 10 and a Level 15 in the Party now, and that benefits everyone.” She stopped polishing and looked up slyly. “Did you test your new Ability? I heard you snuck off into the forest with Mestendi.”

“I did, and I did. And it’s great.”

“Don’t suppose you want to tell me?”

Ana thought about it, then decided fuck it. This was Tellak. She could keep a secret for long enough that it wouldn’t matter. Sitting down next to her friend, Ana leaned in and whispered, “Wings. I’ve got goddamn wings! I can fly!”

Tellak stopped her work entirely to turn and look at her. She searched Ana’s face seriously, and then her own broke into a rare full smile. “Congratulations, Ana,” she said, clapping her between the shoulder blades, once and hard enough for Ana to rock forward. “That’s wonderful!”

“Yeah,” Ana agreed. “It really is. Though once I use it in front of everyone, there won’t be a single doubt about my Class being a front.”

“As though there were any now,” Tellak scoffed jokingly. “There are only two blind people in the entire population of this Splinter, Ana, and even they know that you have a hidden Class. Though I suppose this will fuel the speculation about what your actual Class is to no end. Did I tell you I heard Rogan the Baker offer Mistress Drisa free fresh bread for the rest of her life for a hint?”

“There must be a betting pool going,” Ana said wryly.

“No doubt.”

“Nice as it is to just talk, though, that’s not why I’m here.”

“I imagine not,” Tellak said and gestured with the oilcloth in her hand. “We’re both busy women.”

“Yeah. This,” Ana said, holding up her bandaged arm, “happened partially because I couldn’t Shape in the Delve. I can’t Channel. I don’t even know where to begin. Frankly, I’ve been neglecting my magic overall, and I’d like to change that. Do you have time now or later?”

Tellak put away the piece of armor she’d been working on, together with the oilcloth, and turned to straddle the log so she was facing Ana properly. She couldn’t have hidden how pleased she was if she’d tried. “For you, Ana, and for this? I’ll make time. Hold up your hands, palms facing me.”

Ana did as she was asked. “Eyes closed?”

“It would probably help, yes.”

With her eyes closed, Ana soon felt the subtle heat of Tellak’s hands close to, but not touching, her own. “Now,” the other woman said, “I’m going to draw a tiny trickle of ambient, unaligned mana and pass it to you. Then I’m going to slowly Channel it so that it aligns with Earth. There will be a period where it’s neither unaligned or fully Earth-aligned. I want you to focus on trying to feel that transition. When it’s fully aligned I will stop Channeling and repeat. Since you won’t be able to ground the unaligned mana the way you can with the Earth-aligned, you may start experiencing a feeling of uncomfortable fullness at some point. Let me know if that happens, and we’ll switch to you pushing mana to me. Are you ready?”

“Whenever you are,” Ana said, focusing on the warmth against her palms. Moments later she felt a subtle pressure, like the mana surrounding her but thicker, for lack of a better word. More concentrated? More energetic might also fit, though she couldn’t put her finger on why exactly. The dominant feeling of potential perhaps?

Then, just as Tellak had said, the mana began to change. That feeling of potential slowly shifted into the familiar, steady comfort of Earth-mana. There was definitely a whole spectrum of in-between states, but Ana couldn’t see how it happened.

After three repetitions, Tellak asked softly, “Can you keep going?”

“Yes,” Ana said in almost a whisper.

“Good. Since you haven’t said anything, I’ll assume that you felt the change. Could you feel the difference between the stages?”

“Yeah, absolutely. Like water slowly heating up maybe?”

“That’s as good an analogy as any. What I want you to do now is to remember the feeling of that first, tiniest change, when the mana was just barely beginning to align with Earth. I want you to take ambient mana, just like when you empower a circle or your weapon, and project it toward me. And while you do that, I want you to will it to match that tiny change. I’ll tell you when I feel a shift. Begin whenever you’re ready.”

And so Ana did. She pushed mana through her palms without Shaping it, like she was trying to power a ritual except that this time it was Tellak receiving it. And then, blindly, she tried to will that mana to resemble the beginning stages of alignment.

As one half of her focus was occupied with that, the other thought that perhaps the temperature analogy wasn’t quite right. A memory came unbidden to mind, of her standing on a pier in St. Tropez. She’d been annoyed with how she couldn’t see her phone’s screen properly through her shades, so she’d taken them off. As she held them, she’d noticed how the phone’s screen got brighter and darker as she turned the glasses, and then how the sun reflecting on the waves in the background shifted in both brightness and tone.

Nic had explained it when she mentioned it to him. A manufactured chance for him to look clever in front of his friends, sure, but she’d been genuinely curious as well. It had to do with the lenses of the shades and the screen of her phone both being polarized, and apparently the water did the same thing to sunlight.

Polarization. Perhaps that was a better analogy? It was probably utterly wrong, but when she imagined herself turning the mana like she had with her shades, Tellak suddenly spoke up.

“There you go,” the Bulwark said. “Not quite right, but a good start. Keep trying variations of whatever you just did.”

So Ana experimented. She turned the mana this way and that, listening carefully to Tellak’s reactions and trying to feel any difference herself. It wasn’t easy. The mana didn’t cooperate at all, and it wasn’t so much like turning her shades as a greased up gyroscope. Then she had a breakthrough. If it was like a gyroscope, why was she only turning it left and right? Why not back and forward?

“Ah! Now we’re getting somewhere!” Tellak said, and Ana could hear the smile in her voice. “Increase the flow a little, and we’ll see if you can’t lock it in before they clear away the evening meal.”

Ana almost lost her grip on the mana. “What? What time is it? We were supposed to—”

“Almost sundown. Our Parties’ watches have gone fine. Don’t think about it. Just continue with what you’re doing. You’re doing great, Ana. You’re doing so well.”

Almost sundown. They’d been at it all day, and she’d not even noticed time passing. What was an hour or three more? She ignored the tightness of her stomach.

She also studiously ignored how good it felt when Tellak told her that she was doing well. Not because she disliked the fact—she really needed to focus on what she was doing, and it would be far too easy to just let herself sink into that feeling.

Her therapist had once told her that she was starved for validation and positive attention. Messy had told her the same thing. And if there was one thing that Ana’s weeks in the Splinter had taught her, it was just how true that claim was.

“There. There! Just like that,” Tellak said. “Hold it . . . now increase the flow, just a little. And . . . you’re steady. It’s weakly aligned, but it’s steady. Let’s stop there. Well done, Ana. Well done.”

Ana stopped drawing in mana, letting everything that remained leave her through her palms. As the last bit flowed out, it felt like it took all her energy with it, leaving her limp and unfocused until she took a deep, centering breath and forced herself back to reality. She needed to eat and then check on her Party, to make sure that they were alright. Then she should ideally help pack up anything that wasn’t needed before they set out again in the morning.

“Thank you, Tellak,” she said. “I didn’t mean to take your whole day.”

“You didn’t take it,” Tellak said. “I gave it gladly. And please, I think we’re well past the point where you can call me Telly, like Petra and Jay do.”

“Sure, Telly,” Ana said, smiling small. “I can do that. So what’s the next step?”

“We continue exercising, and you practice on your own when you can. Even partially aligned mana will work to construct and power the Shaping you know, though with much decreased effectiveness. Work toward casting it without drawing on a natural source, and keep your arms ready to absorb whatever you don’t manage to align.”

“That sounds simple enough,” Ana said thoughtfully. She could do that on the march.

“Simple, absolutely. But not easy. Now, let’s go. If I know Petra as well as I think I do, she’ll have kept something warm for us.”

Ana nodded and rose, then offered her hand to Tellak, who took it. She could feel Messy and the others gathered around the tents, right where they should be, so she and Tellak headed that way.

“There you are! What the hell took you?” Kaira’s voice rang out as they got close, closely followed by others greeting them and encouraging them to sit.

Ana spotted Messy waving to her in the firelight and went to sit beside her. Petra intercepted her en route with a bowl of thin stew and a hunk of dense bread, and Ana took them both gratefully.

“I came by four times,” Messy said with a none-too-serious pout to her voice. “Tellak refused to let me stay and watch. She said it might throw you off.”

“I appreciate the support,” Ana said, bumping Messy with her shoulder. “She’s probably right though. How am I supposed to focus on magic and stuff with you right there?”

“That just makes it a good exercise,” Messy said. “Tell them, Kaira.”

“I’m not telling Tellak how to run her lessons,” Kaira said emphatically. “She could lift me over her head and throw me ten feet into a stream without breaking stride. Couldn’t you, Telly?”

Tellak scrutinized Kaira for a moment, her own bowl of stew resting in her lap. Then she said, “Fifteen feet. Twenty-five if I lowered your weight first.” Then she began eating.

Messy poked Kaira in the side. “Traitor. I thought you were supposed to be on my side.”

Kaira cackled. “Only when the guild’s paying me. I’m a free agent right now.”

Changing the subject, Ana asked the group at large, “The watches really were fine, right?”

“They were,” Petra confirmed. “There were two small attacks while you were practicing, but we weren’t involved in either. Telly’s Party dealt with one of them, without casualties.”

“The other one tried to get at the Wayfarer’s faithful as they prayed for guidance,” Messy said. “But Brosden’s Party—which includes Kaira, by the way . . .”

“I figured as much,” Ana said between spoonfuls.

Kaira leveled a shark’s grin at her.

“Yeah, they and Halmer’s Party dealt with that one. Someone got bit through her jacket, but she’s fine.”

“Do we have a direction? From the prayers, I mean,” Ana asked, receiving a round of nods in return.

“Damn right we do,” Kaira said. “Up the road for another day and a half, then dawnward on a small track for another half day, and we should be able to see the white obelisk in the distance. Best we can tell between two hundred different opinions, at least.”

“Good,” Ana said, and returned to her food. She ate slowly and systematically. Soon she’d be able to curl up with Messy in their tent and forget about everything for a few hours, and then they’d enter the final stage of this whole damn mess.

She was so ready for the situation with Karti and his changelings to be over. With Messy and her friends, and with all the strengths she’d picked up, Ana’s future and the life she might build here looked brighter than she’d dared hope a month ago. All she asked for was an opportunity to start living it.

Two days, she thought. Three at most. Then I’ll be free.


Chapter thirty-seven


Ana spent the next morning’s march with half of her focus on her Channeling, with all the enthusiasm of a beginner practicing a new skill. The other half she kept on the now almost four hundred and fifty strong column of people, and their circumstances.

Rescuing the survivors of Falk’s expedition had done wonders for morale, but it was a temporary balm. The signs of the Splinter’s impending collapse could at best be ignored for minutes at a time. The temperature kept fluctuating. While it was usually perfectly comfortable, sometimes it would instantly drop to freezing cold or rise to oppressive heat for a few seconds before returning to normal, and the fluctuations were getting more and more frequent. So was the thunder. It had quickly gone from every few days to daily to every few hours. Now it was almost hourly, day and night.

Ana had a pretty good idea of what would happen when the frequency reached every minute, then every second, and then, like a coin spinning to rest on a table, reached almost infinity.

Besides all that, it was almost eerily quiet. There was only one attack all morning, and that barely qualified. Two of the ranging scouts in the forest came across a demon, which they led back to the massed firepower of the Delver Parties. Not a single changeling or sapient revenant showed itself.

“They’re being kept back,” was Pirta’s opinion. The command group had gathered for a short meeting during a rest, and nobody there was optimistic enough to argue against her. “Karti’s massing his forces, either for a defense of the white obelisk or for a decisive attack or ambush. I would say that we need to increase our vigilance, but I don’t think that’s possible. Now it’s a question of not becoming complacent.”

“The thunder will be enough to keep everyone on their toes, I should think,” Captain Falk said, “but additional scouts may be in order.”

“One would hope. And you’re right. We should increase the number of scouts and have them range further afield in case the enemy is massing nearby or shadowing us. The earlier the warning, the better.”

“I suppose this is as good a time as any to tell you what my Level 15 Ability is,” Ana said and immediately had everyone’s undivided attention.

“Oh, thank the gods,” Drisa the Administrator said. “Do you know how uncommon it is for me to have no damn idea what Abilities someone has based on their Classes and Levels? It doesn’t happen. That’s how uncommon it is. Do you mind if I take notes? I’ll remember perfectly and forever either way, but I’d really love to record this.” She gestured meaningfully with the quill and paper she already had out to record any decisions taken.

Ana looked at her, then shrugged. “Fine. Just stick to the actual Ability. I don’t want my name in there.”

“On my honor as an officer of the Bluesky Guild,” Drisa said eagerly.

“Alright. Well, the big thing would be the wings,” Ana said with as much nonchalance as she could muster. “Fully functional, ethereal—or crystalline depending on how you look at them—but with no physical presence. Like in the square.”

The shocked expressions and exclamations from the others was the high-point of her day so far.

“They have a second effect too. My Party members become immune to fear and intimidation as long as they’re out. They’re not permanent though. My best estimate is that they last about ten seconds per Class Level. I’m not sure how long it takes before I can bring them out again, since I was busy learning Channeling from Tellak when it happened, but longer than half an hour and shorter than ten, at least.”

“That’s a lot of detail,” Drisa said cheerfully. Her quill had stopped almost at the same time Ana stopped speaking—the woman wrote fast. “Thank you.”

“Yeah. Sure. The reason I’m telling you all is that I was thinking I could go for a flight and take a look around. Get a different perspective, you know? And I know you’d all have a bunch of questions afterward. This way you know for how long and how often I can do this, unless it’s better for me to keep the Ability ready for combat.”

“That would most certainly be an excellent trump card,” Captain Falk said. “If you can strike important individuals in their back line it might even turn a battle. Yes, indeed! That said, I will let my curiosity get the better of me and ask that you bring out these wings and, as you say, take a look around. That way we would learn the precise recovery time as well.”

“Any objections?” Ana asked, looking around. There were none, and she was glad for it. She’d been itching to go back up ever since her feet had touched the ground again the previous day. “In that case, I’ll go let Messy know what I’m doing, and then I’ll go up. I’ll land here and report what I’ve seen, if you don’t mind sticking around.”

“Not at all,” Pirta said. “By all means.”

Messy was delighted to hear that Ana was bringing her wings out again, though a little disappointed that Ana didn’t think this was a good time for them to try flying together. The others nearby though . . .

“The hell do you mean bring your wings out?” Kaira almost screeched. “What haven’t you been telling us?”

“Nothing much,” Ana said, grinning happily at her friend. “New development. I’ll be back in a bit.”

With that she turned and took a few running steps. Then she willed her Wings of Glory into being, leapt into the air, and left an awestruck commotion behind her.

Perhaps she was being childish, she thought as she soared. This time she climbed higher and faster than the first, aware of how short a time she had to enjoy this and wanting to take full advantage of it. She wasn’t sure why she took so much pleasure in shocking the others with what she did. Maybe she was punishing them for putting her in a situation she didn’t want, but she’d never thought of herself as vindictive. Besides, it drew attention to her that she didn’t want. Perhaps she was doing it to impress and amaze, but why should she care what most of these people thought of her.

Her therapist’s words about positive attention came back to her. She wished she could deny that it might be that easy.

Not wanting to pursue that line of introspection anymore, Ana turned her full attention to flying and what she could see. In thirty seconds of climbing almost straight up, she’d reached something like three hundred feet, and for the first time she got a look at how the Splinter was laid out. The forest stretched unbroken in every direction, the canopy undulating gently with the landscape. Far to the north rose the hills and mountains that Tor insisted one could never reach, and to the west—duskward—was a hint of a sea, which became more clear the higher she rose. To dawnward the forest continued forever, and far to the south the forest fell away before giving way to plains.

To the southeast, her attention caught on a haze of smoke rising from the trees. And as she climbed to five hundred, eight hundred, then a thousand feet, her Perception-sharpened eyes picked out a needle rising inside a large meadow or clearing, blindingly white in the sunshine. That, she knew, was their destination.

The same as on her first flight, an undefined feeling in the back of her mind told her that she didn’t have long to go. Less than half of her total time, in fact. Yet she didn’t feel concerned or hurried. The Ability, or the wings themselves, came with a whole package of instincts that told her that she could easily land safely in the time remaining.

She took a look around, making sure that she hadn’t missed anything obvious nearby. No smoke rose from the forest. No dust from the road ahead or behind. The road crossed a wide stream or small river a few miles ahead, but that was nothing new—though now that she thought about it, Ana wondered where the bridges had come from. Or the road, for that matter. Did they come with the Splinter or had the guild had time to build them in the few years that the place had even existed?

It wasn’t important at the moment, but still something to find out.

Feeling her time now actually running out, Ana folded her wings, twisted her body, and dove. Her wings came out again, catching the air and giving her almost perfect control as she descended rapidly, making wide turns to bleed off some of the speed. The guild members were packed in a fair-size glade through which the road passed, leaving much of the road empty. With two turns Ana lined herself up along it, treating it as a runway—she might have been able to just come straight down as she had on her first flight, but this way was more fun. The air roared past her and through her clothes as she came in low, doing well above a hundred and with ten seconds to spare. As she approached the command group she turned her wings almost perpendicular with the ground, jerking her ten feet into the air but stealing most of her speed, and she beat her wings, actively fighting her momentum. When her time ran out she was hovering six feet in the air before the others, much like she had in the square when Pirta made her marshal.

The wings dissolved into motes of light, and Ana dropped gracefully, bending her knees in a soft landing. Grins, stunned faces, and a bemused look from Pirta met her, as cheering and applause broke out from the gathered crowd.

Ana felt suddenly embarrassed, Acting and a lifetime of practice being the only things that kept her from grinning with satisfaction herself. Yeah. There might definitely be something to that whole craving positive attention thing.

“Well, Marshal,” Pirta said calmly. “That was quite a display. Did you see anything of note?”

“That looked gods-damn amazing,” Simt said, not sparing the captain so much as a glance. “I’ve only seen two people fly in my life, and they were both just passing by. What’s it like?”

“Gods-damn amazing,” Ana replied, just flippant enough to make Simt grin. “And, Captain, I saw what must be the white obelisk. Far south and dawnward, just like we thought.”

At the confirmation that their goal was in reach, the group became much more solemn. “That’s good to hear,” Pirta said. “Though the Wayfarer hasn’t steered us wrong, I can’t deny that having you confirm our path is a relief. Is there anything else you can tell us?”

“There was a lot of smoke around it. Looks like there’s a pretty big camp there, unless the fires are for something else.”

“If they’ve many fires burning during the daytime, I doubt they’re just campfires,” Captain Falk said. “No, they must have some purpose, though what . . .”

There were murmurs of agreement around the group, along with some suggestions, from the fires being a source of Fire-aligned mana to the smoke being the agent destabilizing the Splinter or something more benign like Karti being encamped in a marsh and the fires being there to keep the bugs away. In the end they agreed that it didn't really matter; as Wandak, the heavily pierced and newly minted Level 20 Swordsman put it, ”If we wipe Karti and his bastards out, we can deal with the fires and whatever their purpose is afterward.”

Ana came to regret her impulsive display almost as soon as the meeting broke up and the officers got the train moving again. She’d gotten used to seeing fear, admiration, and awe on the faces around her, along with a host of other reactions. Many, if not most of the people there had seen her on the square, when Pirta made her marshal and the Wayfarer first manifested a version of Ana’s wings to raise her up. That had been for a brief moment, and some time ago. Now, having just seen Ana soar through the air, every one of those reactions was amplified, though the lean toward awe was more noticeable than ever. Murmurs of “Angel! The Wayfarer’s angel!” followed her wherever she went.

The worst part was the people who wanted to touch her. This was a world where magic was a very real thing, a part of daily life. Why, then, were people treating her like a saint, reaching out to brush their fingers on her armor as she passed? The first few times she’d had to hold herself back from reacting violently and told them off. When it kept happening, she finally just gave up and walked farther from the crowd.

At least most people didn’t actually approach her.

As uncomfortable and annoying as those people were, they didn’t concern her the way the fearful or angry ones did. They tried to hide it. No one scowled or stared daggers at her when she could see it, but their body language couldn’t lie. Some people there, militia, volunteers, and civilians alike, people whom she’d spent the last several weeks giving all her time—and repeatedly risking her life—to protect, hated her. And while it didn’t touch her emotionally, it did worry her because of what it might mean.

Their enemy served the Sentinel. The Lord of Order also had many followers among the guild members. And if the Wayfarer answered prayers by offering guidance, wouldn’t the Sentinel do the same? What guidance would he give to people embedded among those coming to ruin his plans?

She’d been worried about possible traitors before but hadn’t had a good way of identifying them. Now she marked the faces of every single person who looked at her funny or otherwise failed to hide their antagonism. They may not all be enemies; it could be something as simple as envy or a feeling that she didn’t deserve what she’d been given. She’d keep an eye on them all the same. The big question was how to subtly bring them to the attention of the others and make sure that if they decided to do something stupid, the damage they could do was reduced.

And, of course, there was Pirta. Ana didn’t want to mistrust the captain. She had good reasons not to in what the captain had said when their prisoner revealed who was behind the destruction of her Splinter and in what she had done since. But she was the highest profile worshipper of the Sentinel in the Splinter, going so far as to carry around an effigy of the deity.

Ana didn’t want to mistrust the captain, but could she afford not to?

For the first time in her life, Ana willingly went to a priest for help. Mamtass and the temple’s regular volunteers usually walked together somewhere near the front of the train, and today was no exception.

“Walk with me, padre?” she said as she came close.

Mamtass chuckled softly at the title, excused himself, and fell out from his group. “How can I help you, Chosen?”

“I’m not sure,” Ana admitted, keeping her voice down. “I don’t want to start any kind of religious conflict. But I also need someone knowledgeable who I can be sure isn’t being influenced by the enemy.”

“The enemy being the Lord of Order?” Mamtass asked, just as softly.

Ana gave him a flat look. “We were trying not to let that spread.”

“Nor has it. But word has gotten to me, and while I would prefer not to tell you how, I see no reason to hide it from you. But with that established: what is it you need?”

“There are some people in this caravan who are showing some outright hostility toward me,” she said bluntly. “I’m not sure how to deal with them. If I put them under guard I’ll be wasting resources that we can’t spare, and it will be obvious who I’m targeting. That’ll just cause new problems. But if I do nothing they may turn on us, either when our guard’s down or at the last moment. And then there’s the biggest potential problem: the captain.”

“The captain,” Mamtass mused. “If you’re asking my opinion, I would advise you to trust her. My impression is that she serves her guild first, her people second, and herself third. The Lord of Order may be her deity of choice, but if her god and her duty come into conflict, she’ll choose duty.”

“That’s a relief,” Ana said, allowing herself to believe him. Or at least that he was being entirely earnest. “What about Falk?”

“Tober Falk?” Mamtass sounded almost amused. “You’ll not find a more reliable ally. No, that’s an exaggeration, but you understand what I’m getting at, I’m sure. He worships the Lady of Justice, and like all her worshipers he takes an extremely dim view of those who harm the innocent. And Mistress Falk is one of ours. Or mine perhaps. I get the impression that, Chosen or not, you’re not the pious type.”

Ana could feel the Wayfarer laughing at that.

“As for those among the guild members who concern you,” Mamtass continued, “that is a difficult question. My best suggestion at the moment would be to have them quietly watched and not assigned anywhere they could cause real harm.”

“That’s hard to do when I don’t even know their names.”

“Oh, I can help you there. I take pride in knowing every guild member in this Splinter, at least by name and reputation. Walk with me and let me know who concerns you. I swear I won’t use the information for anything nefarious,” Mamtass added, then gave her a smile of such transparent nefariousness, that he couldn’t be anything but completely honest.

Ana couldn’t help but laugh. A priest with a sense of humor. What next, an honest politician?

“Fine, padre,” she chuckled. “I appreciate it. Are you available now?”

“I’m available for anything of sufficient importance. If you need me, I’m yours.”

“Come on, then,” Ana said and picked up the pace. “Let’s see which of our neighbors want to stab me in the back.”


Chapter thirty-eight


Things came to a head of sorts late that night as Ana stood watch with her Party.

Ana had been practicing her Channeling while keeping an eye on the eerily calm forest. She felt close to a breakthrough; nothing like a perfect Earth-alignment but locking into any alignment with Earth at all felt like it was on the cusp of becoming easy. She wasn’t fumbling anymore. Her control would slip as she missed her mark, but she was almost there, so close she could feel it in her teeth.

As a side benefit, she’d been practicing Shaping constantly, bringing her to Level 4 in the Skill. She’d been pushing hard to expand her coverage and could now manage a contiguous area that covered both arms and her neck up to her chin. Getting bit, to put it plainly, fucking sucked. And while some combination of Ana’s own Vitality and Touanne’s magic and potions was letting her regenerate her lost flesh at a shocking rate, she still had a hollow in her left forearm, with reduced strength in her ring and pinky fingers. Hell, her ear was still flat where she’d lost part of her helix. That was weeks ago. Considering how magically healed wounds still left scars, she wasn’t sure if everything would heal back completely as it had been. She did not intend for the same to happen to her throat if she got unlucky, careless, or just plain overwhelmed.

She became aware that something was happening when the soft whispers of her Party members went from the normal light back-and-forth to a more repetitive cadence. It came down the line until Sadie passed it to Messy, who closed the few feet between herself and Ana. Putting her arm around her angel, Messy whispered, “Waller wants to talk to you. Privately. He’s asking you to step into the forest for a while.”

Ana had been expecting something before they reached the white obelisk, which might be as soon as the next day. She just hadn’t expected this angle. She didn’t want to worry Messy, though, so she asked, “What do you think he wants?”

“No idea, but he asked Deni to pass the message down the line himself. If he’s willing to risk her blowing a hole in him it must be important.”

Ana nodded. Sure. Like an assassination attempt.

Ana dropped her almost-there efforts at Channeling and pulled on the pure source below her feet instead. Pushing it into her Shaping, it quickly replaced her own efforts, and a warm pressure spread throughout the protected area as the effect increased noticeably.

“Alright, Mess. Pass the message back that I’ll head about a hundred yards in and then turn left. He should be able to find me.”

“Be careful, Angel,” Messy whispered, kissing her lightly on the temple. “It’s Waller. He might do something stupid.”

“Yeah. Let’s see if he’s an asshole and an idiot,” Ana said, then walked into the forest.

It didn’t take long for Waller to find her. “A little deeper?” he asked. She nodded, and they turned and walked side by side away from the camp. Mentally she prepared to leave the Party, so that she’d be able to take him out. It was hard to even think of a plan of attack, but it’d be fine. The man was still Level 10. He wouldn’t stand a chance. And even if there was any real danger, Wings of Glory was ready again. It had taken a bit over three hours, but she could call on her wings if she needed them.

Waller, she thought. What’ll it be? A knife in the back or an ambush?

She meant what she’d said to Messy. The man was an asshole, but he wasn’t stupid. He knew that he didn’t have a chance at taking her in a fight, so it would be something oblique. Except, the more she paid attention, the more the idea of this being an assassination attempt didn’t make sense. She didn’t see a world where Waller was a skilled enough actor or liar to hide his true intentions from her, and there was nothing aggressive in his body language. A lot of anxiety, sure; his heart was racing. The man was legitimately scared of her, and for good reason. But there was nothing in his bearing that told Ana that he was looking for an opening, or that he was searching for hidden coconspirators.

“I don’t like you,” Waller blurted suddenly, his voice low and uncertain. “There is something just fucking wrong about you as a person. And there’s something wrong about how you wandered in here from nowhere with such a low Level at your age. You’re obviously one of these bastards’ victims, but you’re not a changeling, and now you’re some kind of warrior queen of the Splinter. And you . . .”

Waller’s voice actually broke for a second, before he got himself under control again. “Rankan was a cock, but he was a mate too. A real mate. I didn’t know Larry well, but he was alright. You killed them. How do I forgive that?”

He stopped and waited for Ana to do the same and face him. “No, really. How?”

“You don’t,” she said simply. “Or go ahead. Spend a year on a mountaintop meditating on the meaning of forgiveness if that’ll bring you peace or whatever. It makes no difference to me. Two guys attacked me on the road, and I’m the one who walked away. If they weren’t as bad as the fucking demons, they’d still be alive. That makes you sad? Boo-fucking-hoo. Now is there a point to all of this?”

She kept her ears open for any sign of movement behind her, and her eyes on Waller, searching for any sign of a signal or telegraphed attack. Nothing came.

“The point,” Waller ground out, “is that there are people here that want you dead, who’re gonna act on it. They want you to lead us to victory, and then they’ll take you out. And they want me to set it up. I told them I would.”

“And now you’re telling me,” Ana deadpanned. She wasn’t sure how to react or even feel about that. She wasn’t surprised that they intended to wait until after the final battle or whatever. Waller ratting them out though? She hadn’t seen that coming.

“And now I’m telling you,” he agreed. “I despise you, but I’m not a traitor. This is my Splinter, and my guild, and whatever you’ve done, I’m not going to go along with some plan to stab you in the back after you pull us out of the void. So yeah—fuck you, but I’ve got your back until this is over.”

Again there was nothing at all deceptive in Waller, at least nothing that Ana could pick up on. She was starting to suspect that the man was just honest. Unpleasantly so, perhaps, but the combination of honesty and loyalty at least made him possible to respect to some degree.

“Alright,” she told him. “I’m going to choose to trust you. And since you’re being honest with me, I’ll be honest with you. I came out here expecting to have to kill you.”

Waller’s eyes widened. It appeared that he hadn’t considered that possibility.

“I know that there are people here who hate me, and I expect them to try to kill me,” Ana continued. “I assumed that you’d be one of them or that you’d be willing to work with them. I’m glad that I misjudged you. I don’t like you any more than you like me, Waller, but I don’t want to kill you if I don’t have to. Until you give me a good reason, I’ve got your back too.”

“Yeah. Uh . . . were you really gonna kill me?” Waller asked incredulously.

“Only if you tried something or led me into an ambush. But, yeah. I was prepared to leave the Party and . . . I don’t know, actually. And unless you’re a better liar than I think, we’ll never have to find out. Now come on. Let’s get back. Separately, in case someone’s watching.”

When Ana was back with the others Messy asked, “What did he want?”

Messy had asked Ana to be honest, and to let her worry. Ana thought for a second, then made her mind up. “To warn me, believe it or not. There are people here who want to hurt me.”

“I wish that surprised me,” Messy said sourly. “Ungrateful bastards.”

“Yeah. Waller says that they approached him to help set me up. He pretended to agree. Now we’re going to need to look after him until this is done.”

“In case they saw you both walk into the forest?”

“Right. Pass the word down the line that I want Trig and Sylt with him at all times. Ideally they should all be within 15 feet of me, but that might be too obvious.”

“I’ll let them know.”

Messy left, and Ana went back to her Channeling. She was so close!

It was more early than late when Ana finally got some sleep. Messy had tried to drag her to bed, but finally gave up, tired and grumpy. Ana stayed up, doing her protective Shaping over and over again until she locked in her Channeling on the first try three, five, then ten times in a row. The effect was weak but it was there, and she did it entirely without connecting to the earth beneath her.

The tenth time she did it without fumbling she was finally rewarded with the notification that she’d been chasing all night.

Congratulations! You have learned the Skill Channeling! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Lesser).
Channeling: Improved finesse and capacity per Level to transfer mana from one external source to another, and to convert mana from one alignment to another.


With a flush of accomplishment Ana rose, her joints stiff and protesting from sitting still so long. She was almost giddy as she cleaned her teeth, though that might have been partially from exhaustion. And she only smiled at Messy’s grunted protests as she joined her in their bedroll, burrowing in against her back until Messy’s groping hand found Ana’s own and grudgingly pulled it into position around her waist.

It couldn’t have been more than two hours later when Ana woke, thanking the System for the reduction to how much sleep she needed thanks to her high Willpower. She’d let herself get carried away, but at least she felt like she’d had a fair—if not good—night’s sleep.

“Today could be the day, couldn’t it?” Messy whispered. She turned over, and in the dim dawn light that filtered into the tent, Ana could only just see how her amber eyes creased with worry.

“It could,” Ana said. “I’d even say it’s likely, unless we deliberately keep our distance.”

“Nothing will happen to you, will it?”

“You asked me not to lie to you.”

Messy looked down. “I know, but—”

“I’m not going to just let anyone hurt me. I can promise you that much. But I’m going to do what it takes to keep you safe, Mess. You understand?”

“I don’t want you to—” Messy murmured.

“Let me finish. Please,” Ana said. A gentle but firm finger under Messy’s chin brought them eye to eye again. “Either we win, or we lose everything. So losing is not an option. And I don’t know if it’s my Class affecting me, or if it’s the fact that you’re the first person I remember ever feeling entirely safe with, but I can’t allow you to get hurt. You’re the first person who isn’t replaceable, and no matter what happens to me, you have to make it through this. Alright?”

“No. That’s not alright,” Messy insisted. “You can’t risk everything for my sake. You’re not the only one who feels like they’ve finally found the right woman. I can’t have found you and then lost you in a few weeks. What am I supposed to do if I lose you, Ana?”

“Move on,” Ana said, then kissed Messy just as gently as she’d spoken.

“You can’t do that,” Messy whispered after Ana pulled back. “You can’t tell me that I could possibly move on, and then make me love you more.”

“Fine,” Ana said, shuffling down and resting her ear against Messy’s chest, right above her heart. “You have my permission to move on or not, to love me forever or to hate me if you have to, as long as you survive. But this is all academic anyway. I don’t plan on going anywhere. I just need you to understand why I can’t promise that I won’t.”

“I understand,” Messy said, wrapping Ana in her arms and pulling her close. “I still hate it.”

“And you’re going to be alive to hate it a hundred years from now,” Ana promised, “or this Splinter will fall apart, and none of this will matter anyway.”
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Shortly before noon, the vanguard reached a wide path, cleared and worn and leading dawnward into the forest. Enough of those who’d prayed to the Wayfarer agreed that this was the place. The caravan turned off the road and began their approach to the white obelisk, where they hoped to find Karti and his cult.

It was less than an hour between the bouts of unnatural thunder, and the strange temperature changes almost as often. Sometimes rain would hammer down for two seconds. Sometimes it would be hail or snow. Fog so thick that Ana could barely see the trees around her would rise and burn away in moments. More than once the ground shook so that trees swayed and people stumbled.

They didn’t have long. Two days at most, Ana guessed, before the thunder was just one constant roar, and the temperature swung from forty below to a hundred in the space between two heartbeats.

Other than that, the forest was eerily quiet. There hadn’t been a single attack all day. It should have been a chance for calm and for everyone to gather themselves, but the opposite was true. Everyone was on edge. The caravan had stopped for a moment, and Ana wasn’t sure what it was about the silence that unnerved her so until Rayni said, “Where the hells are all the animals? Not a bird singing, not a fly buzzing. I haven’t seen a fresh track all day, and I’ve got an Ability for that. And look at the plants. Trees losing leaves, brown spots on the leaves of bushes . . . Why is everything so dead?”

Omda loomed out of nowhere, making Rayni jump. “Death-mages?” he suggested.

“Gods beyond, man!” Rayni hissed. “Don’t do that!”

“He may be right though,” Messy said. “Who knows with those creepy bastards?”

“Sorry,” Omda said with a shrug. “Ana, the captains want you. At the front.”

Ana nodded. “Thanks, Om. Mess, stick close?”

“Of course, Angel.”

“Good. I don’t like the vibe here at all. You too, Ray. Stay in range. Fifteen feet.”

“Alright, Ana,” the Huntress said. “Sure.”

At the front they found the two captains conferring with a group of scouts, fast movers who ranged far ahead of the vanguard.

“Ah, Marshal Cole!” Captain Falk said as they approached. “Miss Mestendi and Miss . . . Rayni, I believe? Good, good. It is, as they say, time. Miss Kosh here and her Party have seen the white obelisk and the camp surrounding it. We need to discuss our order of battle. We’re just waiting for the others.”

It didn’t take long for the other leaders to trickle in. Once everyone was there, Kosh, a human Pathfinder, Level 23, who’d been with Falk’s expedition, laid out what she and her Party had found.

“There’s about fifty of them, right? Less than twenty mid-Level casters. Binders and Summoners, a single Deathcaller, and a couple of Fire-mages of different kinds. Around thirty Cultists, lower Level mages, combat Classers and hybrids. Not gonna lie, their average Level is higher than ours by a bit, but we’ve got them outnumbered two to one, even without the spears. Saw this Karti guy too. Elf, Level 37 Grand Summoner, right? Not someone I’d have pegged for a death cultist. Looks more like a city priest than anything. Still, a Level 37 mage of any kind is some scary shit.

“And that’s only the, uh, regular people, I guess. They’ve got fucking pens of these changeling creatures, don’t know how many. Hard to get a good count, but a hundred maybe? A half-dozen demons too. High 20s to mid-30s, based on their threat to me, and the Binders are keeping them docile somehow. Freakiest damn shit I ever saw.”

“Thank you, Miss Kosh,” Pirta said drily. Ana thanked her Perception for picking up the barely there twitch in the captain’s eye. “And what are they doing? Did they see you? Do they know that we’re approaching?”

“Weren’t panicking if that’s what you mean, Captain. But I can’t imagine they don’t. They’re on guard, and most of them are working some kind of big ritual in shifts while the others rest. They’ve got these huge bonfires going too. Keep feeding them so they burn good and hot.”

“They’re trying to finish us off, I say,” Captain Falk said. “To speed up the collapse of the Splinter. Bonfires for Fire-mana perhaps?”

“That sounds likely,” Pirta agreed. “I don’t see why else anyone would build multiple bonfires on an eternal summer Splinter.”

“If the white obelisk is a counterpart to our own Waystone, then it makes perfect sense that it would be powered primarily by Fire-mana,” said Spira the Hydromancer. “Just as the Waystone draws a lot of Earth-mana to do the opposite. A ritual to draw in and concentrate that mana at the obelisk would make sense if they want to hasten its workings.”

“We should take out the bonfires if we have the opportunity, then,” Falk said with great satisfaction. “Now, the question is how to subdue such a large number of miscreants.”

“What?” Ana snapped, and everyone else fell silent and looked at her. “Subdue? No. We line up at the tree line, and we have the backliners mow them down. Push them back from the bonfires, then escort our Water-mages in to put them out before mopping up.”

The low conversation among the officers cut out as Ana spoke. A few of them nodded or at least looked at her thoughtfully, but most looked shocked.

“Ana,” Simt said uncomfortably, “they’re criminals, and they’re bad people, but they’re still people. We can’t just—I mean, it’s one thing when they’re attacking us, but—” She cut off, shaking her head.

“Offer them a chance to surrender if you want,” Ana said, a little more sharply than she’d intended. The looks hurt, and she cursed herself for not expecting them. She’d gotten too caught up in the constant praise and hero worship, and let herself forget how normal people could empathize, even with their enemies.” It will lose us the element of surprise though. If they don’t see the first volley coming, we’ll take more of them out before they can retaliate.”

From behind she felt Messy approach. No one commented when the elfin woman put herself at Ana’s side, with a supportive hand on Ana’s back.

“I know I’m not part of the leadership,” Messy said a little awkwardly, “but Ana—Marshal Cole—is right. If we can take them by surprise we should. And I’m not just saying that because I love her; these people have kidnapped thousands of innocents and forced us to kill them. They command demons and revenants and send them at us. They are trying to kill us, destroy this Splinter, and destabilize every nearby Splinter in the process. They don’t deserve a warning, and we can’t afford to give them one.”

“Thank you,” Ana whispered to her side.

“You’re right,” Messy insisted in the same tone, the tips of her fingers rubbing small circles right above the collar of Ana’s armor.

The next to speak up was Wandak. “Distasteful as the idea is, I agree that attacking without warning is the right move,” he said. “It could be the difference between those pens Kosh talked about being opened or staying closed. I don’t want to have to fight and kill a hundred more of Karti’s victims needlessly.”

“They think they’re doing something good,” Halmer said. “Don’t they deserve a chance to—to repent or whatever?”

His words didn’t have any conviction behind them. Halmer was one of those who’d initially tried to merely disable the changelings, and who worked hard to make good on the empty words that Ana had spoken to Touanne. The idea that they might have been able to save some of the changelings they fought after leaving the outpost had never been serious; it was just a way for Touanne to salve her conscience. Halmer had learned that soon enough, when a man with two broken legs dragged himself close enough to bite Halmer on the ankle. Even now he was reluctant to do what needed to be done.

But not, Ana thought, impossible to convince. “There may be over a hundred changelings in those pens,” she said, looking directly at Halmer. “Our enemies put them there. And Wandak is right; if we get the drop on them, we may be able to stop them from releasing those changelings.” She looked around the group, focusing on the reluctant ones as she continued. “You want to gamble our future to preserve some lives? Let’s start with the innocents in those pens. Or are you content to throw their lives away to possibly save some death cultists?”

Ana didn’t know if it was empathy or fear that made them hesitate now, in the eleventh hour. It didn’t matter. Shame broke their resolve regardless.


Chapter thirty-nine


In the next hour and change, Ana got plenty of opportunity to catch up to and convince any of her opponents that she might have missed. The rank and file were no more sanguine about killing who Ana imagined they saw as real people than the leaders had been. As the fighters were organized and brought up to speed, Ana was constantly in motion, encouraging, bullying, or shaming them into the right headspace as needed. Not even her own Party, people she considered friends, were spared. When Deni didn’t respond to more gentle methods, Ana simply pointed out which of the girl’s friends would take the brunt of the casualties if they had to close in to melee to root the cultists out: melee fighters like Petra, Messy, and Ana herself, or her friend Lesirell, who was with Tarkan’s Party and still below Level 10.

Deni didn’t want to just start blasting her spells at someone who didn’t even know she was there. She wanted to see her friends run through the spells and arrows of an entrenched and forewarned enemy even less.

Intellectually, Ana understood their reservations. She herself had never killed anyone that she didn’t consider to be a clear and present threat, but even an avowed pacifist might be pushed to kill if their life was in immediate danger. But this was no time to be squeamish, and most people could be made to understand that if she just found the right leverage, which was getting easier and easier.

Perhaps it was her complete focus, or perhaps it was the life-and-death importance of everybody being as motivated as possible, but the time between the decision being taken to attack and when they actually advanced was a goldmine. Charm, Command, Intimidation and Sense Motive all gained Skill Levels, reaching 7, 9, 8, and 7 respectively and netting her 4 Medium Crystals in the process. That still left her more than 2,500 Points short of Level 16, but she had no doubt that at the end of the day, she’d either be dead or she’d have gained another Level.

On top of that she also gained another Achievement—or rather, a new Tier in an old one.

Congratulations! You have completed the Achievement Skilled II! Further increase to Skill Leveling speed awarded!
Skilled II: Gain 100 total Levels across any number of Skills.


Ana suspected that the System, for whatever reason, wanted people to learn many Skills. Why else would it reward you with the ability to learn the things you liked or needed faster for doing so? And that was on top of the fact that learning a few Levels in a Skill wasn’t that hard to start with and provided you with Growth Crystals.

Ana asked the Wayfarer. The goddess only told her, “Oh yes, that sounds reasonable!” She refused to elaborate on if she didn’t know more or if she couldn’t or wouldn’t tell. It was frustrating to say the least, but that wasn’t what Ana needed to be focusing on.

They moved through the forest in a long, loose line. Everyone who could shoot carried some kind of ranged weapon, all to lend more weight to that first, unexpected volley. Ana had Kaira’s arbalest in her hands, cocked and ready, and her gun tucked in her waistband, hidden by her tunic at the small of her back. The noncombatants, the spears, and a few of the militia—including every person Ana and Mamtass had marked as likely to turn on her—were a few minutes behind them, far enough to be somewhat out of danger, but not too far to evacuate any injured to them or to turn around and defend them in case it turned out that the cultists were sneakier than they expected.

No ambush was sprung, but the sounds of fighting erupted well ahead of their line, then stopped just as suddenly. Ana fought down the urge to run ahead and see what had happened, instead commanding the whole line to double-time it until they reached two of Kosh’s Party mates guarding two thoroughly beaten Rangers.

“Got the drop on them, Marshal,” one said. “The rest of the gang went after a runner. Wouldn’t worry. Kosh’ll run ʼem down.”

And run ʼem down, she did. Shortly thereafter they met Kosh and the rest carrying an unconscious elfin man. Kosh grinned and said, “That’s all of ʼem. Dumbass here tried to run from a Pathfinder in a forest. In a fucking forest!” She laughed and smacked the unconscious man on the head with the palm of her hand. “I’m faster here than I am on flat ground!”

“You’re sure?” Ana asked. “You’re absolutely sure that’s all of them?”

“Sure as I can be, Marshal. ʼCourse, if they got a Level 30 Stalker or something watching us, we’re shit out of luck, aren’t we? Can’t deal with anyone with their Stealth in the thirties, either, but if we’re gonna worry about that we may as well sit down and wait for the end.”

“Alright. Fair,” Ana said. “You all good to move back out?”

“Yes, ma’am! Just needed to turn over custody of this asshole. Good call on taking anyone we caught alive, by the way. I woulda just put an arrow through his neck if you hadn’t said. Guy couldn’t juke for shit.”

“Good to hear that somebody’s fully on board,” Ana muttered.

Taking prisoners was a hassle, but a necessity. They couldn’t know if the cultist sentries had Party members back at the camp, but they had to assume that they did, and that killing any of them would have alerted the survivors. As it was they could still hope that the exact time of their attack was a surprise, if not the fact that it was coming.

The silence that lay over the advancing line as they made their final approach to Karti’s camp was like that of a house in mourning. While everyone among them had at least claimed to be willing to go along with the decided plan of attack, they stalked toward the battle with grim acceptance and little to no enthusiasm. To Ana’s right, Dilmik carried her bow with an expression like she was walking to her own execution. To Ana’s left, Deni’s face was scrunched in anticipation of something terribly unpleasant, nose wrinkled and lip curled. Only a handful were like Kosh the Pathfinder; Kaira was mostly her own cheerful self, and Omda was silently stoic and expressionless.

This battle is going to create a lot of pacifists, Ana thought.

The Wayfarer answered, And there will be more of them alive to renounce violence at the end of the day than they could have possibly hoped, had you gone ahead with that idiotic idea of offering a chance to surrender. Really, Delvers these days! Ask them to kill a bandit and they go all bleedy on you. But it’s my fault, I suppose. Those who want to fight, fight demons and monsters. Barely even any wars anymore.

Ana’s curiosity was piqued, but there was no time to go deeper into that. Ahead of them the trees broke, revealing an afternoon sky. And beyond the trees rose a white pillar, almost blindingly bright and at least twice as tall as the Waystone, a hundred feet or more.

Twenty yards from the tree line Ana gestured, and everyone stopped. At another gesture they crouched. Ana looked to Kosh, who’d revealed herself. The Pathfinder nodded, and her Party joined the line.

“The plan is on,” Ana said in a stage whisper, calculated to carry only as far as necessary. “Shooters at the front. Stay low and pick your targets. Same system as when we fought at the outpost: pick someone roughly corresponding to your own position in the line, left to right.” She remembered something she’d heard Nic say during his game nights, and she finally understood what it really meant. “Geek the mages!”

There were some confused looks and mutters of Geek? but she pressed on. “Meaning: target the mages first. Especially the Binders, if you can identify them. With any luck that’ll make them lose control of the demons they’re controlling. If you don’t think you can hit reliably from this distance, save your strength and ammo. After the first volley, us frontliners will advance along with any backliners who need to get closer. Backliners, only get as close as you must to hit reliably, and if you can’t hit anyone, try to force them into cover before advancing. Frontliners, our job is to cover the Water-mages as they put out the bonfires, and to kill or disable anyone who doesn’t throw down their weapons and surrender convincingly. If you feel that someone needs a boot to the head before you can trust them, do it! Alright?”

“Alright, Marshal!” came a wave of hisses and whispers.

“We won’t lose. Right?”

“Right!”

“We’re Bluesky Guild, and this is our Splinter! Right?”

“Right!” The answer came a little stronger this time.

“We’re not going to let some plague-spreading, zombie-making death cult take it from us! Right?”

“RIGHT!” The last time, Ana was actually worried that someone in the camp with high enough Perception might have heard them. But no alarm rose.

“Of course, right! Bluesky Guild! Shoot and advance on my order!”
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The camp lay in a bowl-shaped clearing, similar to but smaller than the one around the outpost. In the center, dominating the area, was the white obelisk. Around that were six large bonfires, and in a ring beyond those were the structures of the camp: several pens made of wooden stakes, and a large number of square semipermanent tents of varying sizes, from ten feet on a side and up. There was no wall—Karti and his followers were clearly not at all concerned about demons or wild animals. There was also a single small stone structure, which looked like it might be a shrine, presumably to the Sentinel.

Many of the cultists sat in rings around the obelisk. Others patrolled around the outside of the camp, accompanied by demons, including some sapient revenants. The rest were presumably inside the tents. It was in most ways peaceful.

The peace was shattered by Ana’s ringing cry of “NOW!”

The first volley went well—Ana had even hit her target, picking up a Level in Crossbows when she did. So did the second. Then things got messy.

Cries of alarm went up immediately, but that was to be expected. The cultists weren’t expecting their attack, but they were expecting something. They had plans and contingencies in place, and while they took some harsh losses in the first seconds, they reacted fast. There was no third, unified volley from the attackers—shots came in at will as Ana and the other frontliners advanced.

Then the cultists responded. At some unseen and unheard command or action, a shimmer like a heat haze flowed out from the obelisk, creating a dome of refracting air around the structure with a radius as wide as it was tall. Accurate targeting became impossible, and the attackers quickly switched to taking down those unfortunate enough to be caught outside the field and too slow to get inside in time—that, or by increasing their rate of fire and hoping that volume could do what accuracy could not. Someone, Kaira or Deni or some other Fire-mage with the range, started targeting the tents in order of size. Soon, several were ablaze, their smoke mingling with that of the bonfires.

The cultists inside the dome suffered no problems with their accuracy, which became clear as they recovered and returned fire. Quite literally, in many cases; the cultists didn’t have much in the way of ranged firepower, but what they had, besides arrows, came in the form of Fire- or Death-magic.

The casualties were immediate. Ana and the others had about a hundred and fifty yards to cover, mostly open ground with only the occasional stump or bush for cover and sloping gently toward the obelisk. Their goal was the relative safety of the tents. Some sprinted, others ran; Ana maintained a pace which was, to her, slow and comfortable, but it was the fastest Petra could manage. No matter how fast they moved, people went down left and right, some to arrows, others to bolts of fire. Captain Falk took a small burst of flame on the chest and kept going, his mustache smoking. Beside him, Brosden darted to the side to take an arrow meant for Marra on his shield. Others, like Wandak, fell to bolts of sickly green light, rolling and spasming on the slope. Cries of pain, dismay, and rage rose from the attackers, but all they could do was to press forward and hope that their fallen friends were down, but not dead.

With her bonuses up, Ana kept her Party members close; Messy and Petra ran by her sides, with Sendra behind them, Waller and his cronies on the right flank and Sadie and Braggie on the left. They’d left Dil and her bow at the tree line, and Deni had dropped off about halfway down the slope to take cover behind a nice dense bush.

Clumped together as they were, the nine of them presented a tempting target; the Fire-mages didn’t have anything like that fireball spell Nic had loved so much in his games, but any shot taken at them had a good chance of hitting something. When they reached the first tents, breaking the defenders’ line of fire, Ana’s right hand was throbbing from blocking a bolt of fire with her shield. She had another burn high on her right side after Braggie got hit, and she had a shallow puncture on her left thigh; she didn’t even know who that arrow had hit. But better her than them. Those hits would have crippled or killed her Party members, but pain couldn’t touch her, and with almost 80 Vitality she’d simply shrugged them off. At worst she’d have another few small scars to show, and Messy liked scars.

Morale once they cleared the killing field was . . . mixed. There was a lot of anger and a lot of relief, but also fear and grief. Braggie was crying openly, her spear shaking in her hands, and they hadn’t even lost anyone in their Party. Sadie’s face was rigidly neutral, but she might as well have been screaming in Ana’s ear with how loud the fear was in her aura. Ana suspected that her Champion Ability was the only reason neither of the two volunteers had stayed with Deni behind that bush. Ana herself had no idea if she would have been able to keep her cool without Fearless—going into battle was one thing, but running across open ground, taking fire all the way? She could practically hear herself screaming deep in the back of her mind, behind the Willpower and the Ability. Looking back she could see one or two people huddled behind stumps, and she couldn’t blame them.

Goddess, the people shooting at them didn’t even have guns! How did anyone ever charge a machine gun nest?!

She blinked rapidly to clear those thoughts. They’d made it. She looked along the line of tents, locking eyes with Pirta, who nodded. “Alright, guys, hard part’s done,” she said. “Time to finish this. We’re putting out the bonfires if opportunity arises, but from what we know the Splinter isn’t collapsing in the next few minutes. Prioritize taking out the enemy, especially mages! Sendra, are you good?”

“Y-yeah,” she said. Her normally unflappable attitude was badly shaken, and that came through in her voice. “For a—a bonfire like these, I’ll need to be close. It’ll take a lot of mana and effort. Even with Mana Confluence boosting my efficiency I can’t afford to waste much.”

“Alright, you all heard her. Let’s get her close. After me!”

The closest bonfire was almost directly between them and the obelisk, but there were two lines of tents between them. Ana kept her ears sharp over the shouts and screams, the roar and crackle of the fires and the loud cracks of the Death-mages’ spells. She heard nothing in the tent they were behind, but when they reached the next she heard unsteady breathing, like that of someone trying to control themselves.

Ana put her finger to her lips, shushing the others. Then she drew one of her daggers, still the same ones that she’d taken from the first Cultists she’d killed. With one quick smooth motion she stabbed it through the tent cloth, drew it from top to bottom, and burst through. Inside were some cots, a few small chests, and two Cultists, a Level 15 man and a Level 17 woman. They were peeking out the front of the tent, but turned around when Ana burst in.

They were both holding daggers, but they didn’t hold them like they could use them with any confidence. That was further evidenced by how the man dropped his, and the woman went so far as to throw hers away from herself before they both raised their hands and started babbling something incomprehensible that Ana guess-lated into No, no, no, please.

Braggie came in behind Ana, followed by Sadie. The Barmaid sniffled, then said, “They surrender.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Ana said. She took one look at the two volunteers and said, “Brag, Sadie, tie them up with those sheets, then watch them. We’ll pick you up after dealing with the first bonfire.”

“Yes, Marshal,” Sadie said. She didn’t bother trying to hide her relief, and Ana could only hope that the two wouldn’t break once she left them behind.

The rest of the Party quickly followed Braggie and Sadie through the slit, and Ana told them, “The rest of you, with me.”

The third and final tent was also silent, but Ana went through the cloth anyway. Crossing quickly to the front she looked out the open flap. Spells were still flying in every direction from the shimmering dome as other Parties did the same thing they were, approaching other bonfires. Some had already circled around to the far side, spreading the defenders thin. Still, the only cover they’d have would be the bonfire, and with the dome being something like two hundred feet wide they’d be exposed.

“Alright,” Ana said as the Party piled in, filling the small tent. “I’m going out there with Sendra. The rest of you, stay here and watch our backs in case these other tents have cultists in them. I’ll—” She frowned as her voice caught. Even the idea of leaving anyone was uncomfortable. “I might be going farther from you than the range of my Abilities, so be careful. And don’t be surprised when the Willpower boost against fear drops.”

“We’ll be fine,” Messy said. “Go!”

Ana nodded. “Sendra? You good?”

“Mm-hmm!” Sendra said, her voice a fearful squeak and her eyes locked on the fire thirty feet ahead of them. As they watched, a firebolt burst out of the dome, narrowly missing a woman from Halmer’s Party that Ana didn’t recognize and smashing into a tent.

“I’m with you every step,” Ana said. “Just remember that. Nothing can happen to you as long as I’m close.”

With that Sendra steeled herself, hesitated, and did nothing. So Ana picked her up bodily and ran. Sendra barely had time to yelp before they were feet from the bonfire, the heat of it burning their exposed skin, and her feet were back on the ground.

“Shape!” Ana barked, and mana was moving around Sendra before the Evoker even looked at her. As Sendra Channeled unaligned mana, aligning it with Water, Ana focused and could feel the difference between it and that radiating off the bonfires, both of them different to that she drew from the earth. Where Earth was steady and reliable, Water was patient and flexible, and Fire was fickle, hungry and ambitious. And while she was pleased to be able to put words to how those alignments felt, neither felt as right to her as Earth did.

Then, after what might have been seconds or a full minute, Sendra said, “Here goes!” A constant stream of water erupted from her extended hands and sank into the bonfire, creating a boiling cloud of steam that erupted from within the stacked firewood and branches. As the spray continued, the fire died down on their side, but attacks also started coming in from the alerted defenders. Ana’s solution was simple. Shield ready and eyes peeled for any incoming attacks, she grabbed Sendra’s collar with her weapon hand and slowly dragged her forward, increasing the cover afforded to them by the huge pile of steaming wood.

“Can’t go much longer! Clear some if you can!” Sendra shouted over the roar of water and hiss of steam. “Clear the doused wood! It’ll let me get deeper faster!”

Without hesitation Ana dropped her shield and weapon and did as Sendra said. The wet heat was oppressive to the point where it stung her skin, but she could take it. Working as fast as she could and trying to stay out of the path of the water, she grabbed huge pieces of half-burned wood and threw them to the sides, not caring as her eyes watered.

“Can’t . . .” Sendra panted as the last of the fire died out. “Gonna . . .”

The stream of water turned into a trickle, then died entirely as Sendra keeled over, spent to the point of barely remaining conscious.

Ana took one look at the steaming pile of carbonized wood, then grabbed her kit, scooped up her teammate in her arms, and ran. “You did good!” she told the Evoker as she burst into the tent, which the others had already vacated through the back. “You did so damn good!”

“More . . .” Sendra mumbled. “Gotta . . . the rest . . .”

“You’ve done your part. I’m leaving you with Braggie and Sadie while we clear these bastards out.”

“’Kay.” With that sigh, Sendra went entirely limp.

They did as Ana said, leaving Sendra to rest with Sadie and Braggie, who had not, in fact, lost their nerve when Ana got too far away. They were preparing to go out again and either help the other Parties or prepare to assault the obelisk when the battle was forcibly brought to a lull.

“STOP!”

A powerful voice, noble and pleading, boomed throughout the dell. Speaking Inter-guild, it was strong and clear enough that Ana was sure they’d heard it all the way to the tree line. “You must stop! This is necessary! For the future of the Primes, for all the great cities, for all life, this constant Splintering of the world must end!”


Chapter forty


The fighting stopped. No shots came in from the slope, and none left the dome. For a time the only sounds were the screams of the wounded and the crackling of the bonfires and the burning tents.

“Thank you!” the booming voice called out, heavy with relief. “Please! I know that you do not understand, but in maintaining Splinters like this one you have caused terrible harm to the world. We must find a way to destroy them!”

Around her, Ana’s Party was silent, except for the occasional whine or moan. She didn’t need to look at them to know what they were feeling, but she did so anyway. They weren’t convinced, and they weren’t charmed or spellbound. They were terrified. Despite the protection Champion gave them, every one of them was paralyzed by fear. And Ana felt that fear trying to do the same to her, clawing at her mind but finding no purchase.

One other person, at least, was unaffected. “Karti!” Pirta roared back from somewhere among the tents. “I prayed! When I heard your name, I prayed that it was not you. The Class was wrong, and I prayed that it was simply someone with the same name. What happened to you? What happened to the kind and generous Priest I knew?”

Karti’s voice faltered “Pirta? Is that you? Lord be kind, it is, isn’t it? I did not know that this was your Splinter, I swear! But you need not perish with your home. Give us the Wayfarer’s Chosen and stop your attack! Let us finish our work, and I will explain everything. We have a way out! We will take you with us! We will take you all with us!”

Give us the Wayfarer’s Chosen, Ana thought. She looked at her Party, kneeling inside the tent, frozen with fear. She looked at Messy, who was staring blankly outside, her eyes glazed, unfocused, and brimming with tears.

Ana, the goddess herself said, drawing the name out into a warning. But Ana wasn’t listening.

“I’m sorry, but I’ve got to go,” she whispered to Messy, then bent down and kissed her on the forehead. Messy’s eyes focused on her for just a moment before going blank again. “Take care of yourself, alright?” Ana said as she straightened. “Don’t you dare get hurt.”

She stepped outside without looking back. Around the corner of the next tent she could see cultists cautiously leaving the dome, no doubt to round up the Bluesky Guild members. Hopefully nothing worse. This would be over soon.

But not in the way they hoped.

Ana summoned her wings. Whatever powerful Intimidation or fear effect it was that had a hold on the minds of her Party was banished, but she barely had time to hear their gasps before she launched herself into the air. Her wings were no less affected by her Strength than any other part of her, and the force of them threw up dust and made tent cloth snap and ripple as she covered the few dozen feet to the dome in a heartbeat. She’d seen cultists enter, and she’d seen them leave. She only hoped that there wasn’t some kind of guest list, or this was going to hurt.

The cultists hadn’t even had time to react when Ana passed through the dome. Fortunately, the shimmering barrier was nothing but hot air, distorting light but not slowing her down in the slightest. Inside, the air thrummed with barely contained energy, the flow of mana reminding Ana of nothing so much as a collapsing Delve, except that there was an overall movement toward the obelisk. And in the general feel or flavor of the aligned mana that dominated: Fire, wild and smoky; and what had to be Death, cold, still, and all too seductive.

The higher Level cultists, the Binders and Summoners, were clustered around the obelisk, a few demons and revenants hanging around listlessly to guard them. In front of the group stood a man who could only be Karti: an elf Grand Summoner, Level 37, tall and lithe like Pirta but with long, flowing black hair and wearing a cream robe similar in cut to a cassock.

The cultists had less than two seconds from when Ana blasted off to see and react to her. Ana herself had less than a second to choose her target after she passed the dome. Not enough to even formulate a conscious thought. There was no time for words, only a feral shriek of absolute rage, but the feeling accompanying that shriek as she looked at the elf and his cadre was You want me? Here I am!

The whole attack had been a gamble; a gamble that they wouldn't expect her to do exactly what she had. A gamble that she wouldn't be shot out of the sky by massed magical firepower. The Wayfarer had told her that there were rules in place about to whom a deity could speak directly. Ana had bet that the Sentinel didn’t have anyone who met the requirements, and that someone called the Lord of Order would be too proud or too rigid to break those rules outright. She’d bet that Karti and the others would have been warned about her as a danger, but that they probably wouldn’t know about her wings. She'd bet her life on it.

It had paid off. At a glance, Ana counted sixteen people, Karti included. Of those, three reacted before she dropped among them. She didn’t go for Karti immediately. No, she picked a cluster of three Binders near the middle of the group, and her Class name be damned, she fell among them like an angel of vengeance.

Ana gave the woman in the middle the honor of breaking her fall. She’d flared her wings, but she was still moving at breakneck speed when she hit the woman’s chest knees-first and felt her ribcage cave under the force. The two to her sides didn’t even have a chance to turn before she’d backfisted the one on the right with her shield and brained the one on the left with her hammer.

Then there were thirteen.

She’d picked the unfortunate Binders for two reasons: she had no idea what the Summoners could do, but she’d seen Binders use Death-magic offensively; and she still hoped that killing or disabling them would make them lose control of their bound demons. That hope bore fruit as a sapient revenant and two possessed animals, a wolf and a badger, suddenly turned and fell on the nearest mages. That was when the shock of Ana’s arrival truly hit them, and the screaming began.

Killing massed casters, it turned out, was harder than killing massed changelings. There was one main reason for that: while the changelings had come to Ana, the cultists were not mindless. Nor were they fighters. They had no stomach for a melee, especially one that they were losing, and most of the casters ran from her. But Ana had always been fast; her biggest hurdle to using her speed had been a firm enough footing. Her wings removed much of that, letting her capitalize on any opening, and there were lots of those.

Some few of the cultists tried to Shape or drew daggers or swords. Some of them may have tried to surrender. They only died sooner.

Ana leaped around the small area, identifying and targeting first the Binders, then anyone who tried to stand their ground. Her feet broke knees, her knees broke hips or ribs, her shield broke throats and faces, and her hammer and axe broke skulls and clove through any limb unfortunate enough to get in her way. With every blow she roared out her rage and frustration, and the thunder of her fury and the overwhelming emotion of her unbridled aura drove the cultists back as much as the carnage she wrought.

In the chaos that rose when the cultists tried to flee, the demons fell on them like cats on mice.

And all the while, as Ana slaughtered his minions, Karti screamed. He begged her to stop, to understand why this was all necessary, but she didn’t care. His words meant nothing to her. He and his band of bastards had come here to destroy something that had become important to her, and they had two options: surrender convincingly or die. And if none of them had the presence of mind to try the first, she had not a single fuck to give.

Time became an ephemeral thing in the heat of it. So did pain, especially with Fight Through. She’d taken a few cuts, one of those green bolts had sent her to her knees for a moment, and she’d taken a bite to her magically hardened arm from a demonic wolf. But at some point there were more bodies than fleeing cultists, and they were getting far away and apart. Most of the demons were down, some by her hand, others by those of the cultists. The rest were chasing down the fleeing casters.

The hardest thing to deal with was the storm of emotions. Ana had thrown herself into a pack of mid-Level casters. Some of them kept their hold on their auras, but most didn’t. Not when bone broke and blood spattered. The air around Ana was thick with anger and terror, despair and desperate hopes that were soon shattered. Being looked at with fear was an awful thing, one that Ana had suffered much of her life. That, it turned out, was not true when that fear came from your enemy.

A weaker woman could have lost herself. Ana had never understood sadism, but in that moment she could see the appeal.

But that wasn’t all she felt. At some point she’d become distantly aware of her frontliners going from general terror to immediate, mortal fear. The cultists must have found them, or they’d found the cultists. Part of her screamed to go to them and protect them, but in the midst of the fight, as she was laying waste to the core of the group that had tried to take everything from them, that was impossible. Then those casters were dead or fled, and Ana still wanted to go to her Party. To Messy. But she couldn’t, because Karti was still before her.

Karti hadn’t fled. He still stood, pleading with Ana, trying to reason with her, begging her. There was no fear in him, neither in his body language or in his powerful aura, but only frustration and desperation. He believed. He truly believed in what he was saying, and that she might see reason. Only when Ana looked him in the eyes, and he understood that all she had to offer him was death, did he do anything that looked like an attempt at Shaping.

Ana ran two steps then launched herself at him, driving hard with her wings. She hit him in the midriff, and a blue light shimmered around him and held, absorbing the force of her impact as she pushed him back several yards. The first Summoner that Ana had killed, six weeks earlier, had something similar; it had stopped the first bullet she fired at him. Whatever Karti had seemed sturdier; she wrapped her legs around him and punched him rapidly in the short ribs, but each time the light flared and he remained unaffected.

“Stop!” Karti pleaded again, alternately trying to punch, slap, or futilely pry her off.

“Fuck you,” Ana growled back. Running on pent-up anger and adrenaline, she caught each of his arms and wrestled them close to his body, then wrapped her arms tight around him again and beat her wings as hard and fast as she could.

They rose. Not quickly, but a few feet per second was plenty. Plenty to bring her as high as the top of the obelisk before her remaining time grew dangerously short. Then she dropped him.

The surprise on Karti’s face was a thing of beauty, only matched by the despair as he tried to grab her, and she smacked his hand away.

Karti fell a full hundred feet onto the packed dirt around the obelisk, and his protective blue field flared and flickered in a way very unlike how it had behaved previously. Ana wasn’t far behind, having dropped when Karti did. Her wings dissipated as she was braking, and she landed on him, the impact jarring but not hurting her as her knee drove into his gut.

“This is your fault!” she screamed, driving her fist into the elf’s face. The blue field flickered madly.

“It’s your fault that I’m here!” Another blow, another flicker, longer and more chaotic. Karti bucked and thrashed, but she locked her heels under him and held on. He didn’t stand a chance of getting her off.

“It’s your fault that Nic’s dead! I just wanted a life! To get comfortable! Get somewhere people couldn’t fuck with me! Make some friends who wouldn’t leave me!” With every sentence, a punch, as hard as Ana could make it, bounced the elf’s head off the ground. With the last one the protective field flared, flickered, and shattered outward.

In the background she was aware of voices calling her name. She ignored them.

“They would have died!” she screamed, spittle flecking the man’s face right before she smashed his nose to paste and the bucking stopped. “They would have all died! Mess, Ray, Tor, Irry, everyone!” She punctuated every name with a blow, splitting his eyebrows, his cheeks, and his lips. “Because you had to fuck everything up!” She’d switched to English at some point, and she couldn’t say when. “Well, guess what! Fuck around—” Both jawbones caved under her fist, teeth cutting deep gouges in her knuckles and her fingers. “And find out!”

Her fist sank an inch into the man’s face. She was still screaming, barely even words at that point, and she’d pulled her arm back for another blow when multiple arms wrapped around her, two different voices calling her name, telling her to stop. She still tried to punch, and found Tor jerking forward to roll in the dirt beyond the elf’s mangled head. The surprise was enough to make her actually start listening and pay attention to anything but the bloody mess under her.

“It’s over!” Pirta was shouting. Ana turned her head and saw the captain kneeling beside her. “It’s over, Ana. Please release him. If there’s any way he’s still alive, we need him. Please!”

“It’s over?” Ana asked, breathing heavily. “We won?”

“We won. The demons have been put down, and we’re rounding up the surviving cultists. But we haven’t stopped the ritual, and whatever the obelisk has been doing, it’s still doing it. We still need to stop that, and Karti might help. And even if he can’t, he knows things. Please, Ana. Release him.”

Ana looked down at the elf beneath her. His face was a bubbling mess of torn flesh, shattered bone, and blood. He looked more than anything like he’d been in a severe car accident. She’d done that. With her fist.

She felt no regret. No remorse or shame. But she did feel some measure of awe at herself. And pain. A lot of pain. Her bonuses had vanished, and she couldn’t say when.

“My Party? They were fighting,” she asked, but the question was unnecessary. She could feel them; Dil and Deni still far to the back, Trig quickly coming closer, and the frontliners moving around nearby.

“Either tending to the wounded or watching the prisoners,” Pirta said. “Don’t worry. They’re fine. Your Party made it out better than most. But you need to drink a potion and get looked at.”

“I’ll live,” Ana said reflexively, then added, “Really, this time. Some burns, bruises and cuts, but nothing that can’t wait until I see Touanne or one of the other Life-mages. Let’s save the potions for those who really need them.”

Pirta gave her an evaluating look and said, “Agreed.” She put two fingers to Karti’s neck and nodded to herself. Then she pulled out a healing potion and carefully poured half of it over what remained of his face.

“Seems like a fucking waste,” Ana muttered.

“It’s not,” Pirta said in a tone that brooked no argument. “I told you. We need him. Possibly to stop this thing”—she gestured to the obelisk that towered over them—“but also to learn what he knows. He and his cult here can’t possibly have been alone. There must be others. And on a personal level, I . . . I have to know what happened to turn him from the wonderful man I knew into someone who could do this.”

“Better get that Ari guy down here,” Ana said as she got off Karti. She couldn’t stop herself from giving him a relatively restrained kick to the short ribs. Pirta frowned at her, but she ignored that. “If I see a high-Level religious fanatic running loose, I will put him down, whatever your wishes may be.”

Pirta sighed. “Ari, unfortunately, didn’t make it. But we have others who can craft the ritual and restrain him. Don’t worry.”

“Oh.” For the first time Ana really looked around. The dome was gone, and around the camp, groups of guild members were moving bodies, helping the injured, or directing small groups of cultists to do the same for their own. Ana had known that there would be casualties, and she’d seen people go down, but she had no idea what the numbers looked like.

“How many?” she asked. “Do you know?”

Pirta sighed. “Seven dead that I know for certain, with over a dozen wounded. But those are only the ones I’ve seen myself or had reported to me. I expect the final numbers to be at least double, perhaps triple.”

Twenty dead perhaps. There was no way that Ana didn’t know some of them. As Pirta tried to feed the remainder of the potion to Karti, Ana looked at Tor, who’d been sitting by quietly since Ana threw him. “Kaira?” she asked. “Omda?”

“Kaira took a pretty bad burn on the leg back on the slope, but she’s used to burns,” Tor said. “We left Omda shooting from the tree line, so I assume that he’s fine. The Falks are both injured, but not badly. Brosden is worse, but he’ll live. We lost Perka . . . do you know him?”

“Afraid not. Who was he?”

“The other Water-mage that survived the Delve. Poor bastard. At least he got to see the sun and breathe fresh air again.”

“Did you know him well?” Ana asked. She didn’t really care. She was looking around for Messy, who must have been behind the tents since she couldn’t see her. But that was the kind of thing you were supposed to ask in situations like this, and she didn’t know if Kaira had told Tor and Omda about her. She might as well pretend to be normal.

“Not really. Spira’s pretty torn up about it though. Who’re you looking for?”

“Messy. I don’t like that I can’t see her.”

“So go find her.”

“Can’t leave Karti until he’s either dead or under control.”

Tor frowned and shook his head. “I can’t believe that he’s alive at all. Gods beyond, you made a real mess of him, Ana.”

“Yeah,” she agreed. She looked at her hands. They were burned, bruised, cut, and covered in blood from the tips of her fingers to the wrist on her right hand, and almost to the elbow on her left. She wished that Perka guy had survived or that Sendra or Spira or one of the other Water-mages would show up. She needed a wash.

“I would hope that you’ll stay even after we have Karti properly secured,” Pirta said, standing up. “He may not be able to speak for some time, but there are others, surviving Summoners, who we can ask. Having you there would probably be beneficial.”

“To scare the shit out of them and get them to cooperate?” Ana asked.

“Just so.”

“Yeah. I can do that. Tor, could you find Messy and tell her where I am, and that I’ll be tied up for a while? And tell Irry I’m glad she made it.”

“Sure,” Tor said. “I can do that.”

“Once you’ve done that, Mister Barlo,” Pirta added, “please find your mother and father and ask them to come here with the device they’ve been working on. There’s no time like the present to test it.”

“Of course, Captain,” Tor said, then walked off in the direction Ana had been looking.

“Marshal, can I rely on you not to kill our prisoner if I go check on Captain Falk and some others?” Pirta asked. At first Ana thought that she was joking, but no, she was entirely serious. Apparently the possibility of Ana simply executing the man as soon as no one was watching was a real concern.

“Yes, Captain, you can,” Ana said, looking her in the eyes as she did so.

After a few moments Pirta nodded and said, “I’ll hold you to that,” before she also walked off, leaving Ana alone with Karti and a small field of bodies.

Ana couldn’t pretend that the idea of just slipping one of her daggers between the man’s ribs didn’t occur to her. But Pirta was probably right about him being useful. Whether Ana liked it or not didn’t mean much as long as their survival was still up in the air.

She looked down at the bloody mess she’d made, which was somehow still alive. Her fist clenched hard enough that she felt a sharp, cutting pain where nails met flesh. Then she spat, “Lucky you,” and forced herself to relax.

It was over.


Chapter forty-one


Two necklaces—one a half-melted lump of silver, the other what might be a religious symbol—and a plain blade which was a short sword for her but probably a dagger to an elf. That was the entirety of what Ana found when she riffled Karti’s pockets. A bad habit that she’d picked up during her time on the street and one she’d found hard to break over the years.

Her notifications though? Those were a treasure trove.

Congratulations! Your Party has defeated: Human Binder (29); Human Binder (26); Human Binder (23) . . .

In total, her Party had killed six Binders, two Summoners, four Cultists, a possessed wolf, a revenant badger, and the revenant of some person named Tlarta. From those, Ana had received 4 Major, 6 Medium, and 5 Minor Growth Crystals, with another 4 Mediums, 6 Minors, and 5 Lessers as bonuses.

Then there were the Skill Levels she’d gained, along with everything else:

Congratulations! Your Skill Command has improved to Level 10! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Major). You have gained the Perk Unity of Purpose.
Unity of Purpose: A divided fighting force is no fighting force at all, but a rabble. For the purpose of commanding unit cohesion and trust between those you command, your Charisma Multiplier is treated as though it were 2 Steps higher. Value increases with Command Skill Level.
Congratulations! Your Skill Inspect has improved to Level 5! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Minor). You have gained the Perk Breakdown.
Breakdown: When Inspecting a creature with Class Levels, you learn all Classes they have, as well as the number of Levels in each, listed in chronological order.
Congratulations! Your Skill Axes has improved to Level 6! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Minor), Growth Crystal (Medium). You have gained the Perk Cleaver.
Cleaver: The purpose of an axe is not to cut flesh, but to split armor and bone. When using the Axes Skill, your Strength Multiplier is treated as though it were 1 Step higher for the purpose of penetrating armor and cleaving bone. Value increases with Axes Skill Level.
Congratulations! Your Skill Blunt Weapons has improved to Level 7! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Medium).
Congratulations! Your Skill Shields has improved to Level 6! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Medium).
Congratulations! Your Skill Unarmed Combat has improved to Level 11! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Major).
Congratulations! You have completed the Achievement Death Dealer III! 4 Advancement Points awarded.
Death Dealer III: Kill no less than 100 sapients.
Congratulations! You have completed the Achievement Underdog II! Moderate bonus to overall toughness awarded.
Underdog I: Kill no less than 5 times your own Class Level’s worth of enemies in a single combat.
Underdog II: Kill no less than 10 times your own Class Level’s worth of enemies in a single combat.


Rayni’s lessons in what caused Skills to Level rang more true than ever; while her weapon Skill increases could possibly be explained by sheer volume of use, Command and Inspect pretty much had to be due to pressure, focused intent, and the importance of success.

Between the combat rewards and the Skill Levels, Ana had received a grand total of 6 Majors, 13 Mediums, 13 Minors, and 5 Lessers. She was well over what she needed to reach Level 16. She again had mixed feelings about the bonus Advancement Points from killing so many people, but the bonus to overall toughness from her new Achievement sounded nice.

She only had to hope that when the final butcher’s bill came in, it wouldn’t have cost her anyone she truly cared about. Not that she didn’t care about the losses of those she wasn’t close to; she wanted this place to thrive, so those she left behind would prosper. But she also had to be honest with herself.

It will be worth it, the Wayfarer whispered in her mind.

Welcome back, Ana replied sourly. Nice of you to finally join us.

Oh, don’t be like that! The goddess sounded relieved, even amused. I couldn’t have helped. I can’t see the Sentinel’s faithful unless mine are nearby anyway. Would you have wanted me cheering you on, distracting you? I can do that next time, if you like.

No, I don’t want you doing that. And what next time?

Oh, there will be a next time. I’d bet my divinity on it. But, speaking of my faithful . . .

“You look pleased with yourself,” Messy said from behind her. Ana silently scolded herself. She’d been too focused inward to pay attention. But she didn’t miss the fragile tone in Messy’s voice, nor the strain behind her girlfriend’s wavering smile when she turned to look.

There was a thick spray of blood across Messy’s shoulder, neck, and face, smeared where she’d wiped at it.

“Just checking my notifications,” Ana said. “You saw some fighting after I went?”

“We did. We won. Thanks to you breaking us out of whatever stupor we were in. Gods,” Messy sobbed once, then wiped furiously at her eyes, further smearing the blood and her trademark eyeliner. “I’ve never been so terrified, Angel. They could have cut my throat, and I wouldn’t have stopped them. I just wanted it to end.”

Ana took two long steps over, then looked at her hands lamely. They were covered in blood.

“You think a little more will make any difference?” Messy said with a wan smile.

Ana hugged her, as tight as she could without hurting her.

“I . . . I just needed to see that you’re alright,” Messy said into the top of Ana’s head, no doubt getting blood all in her hair. “Torden said that you were, but I needed to see. Those notifications, Angel. The . . . all this! The bodies. Did you do all this?”

“Yeah,” Ana whispered.

Messy gave a mad little laugh. “That’s—that’s so—Gods, I’m sick! I’m sick, Angel! If you let me, I’m going to ruin you once we manage to get properly clean.”

“You’re not sick,” Ana said. “But even if you were, I’d like your sickness. It complements me.”

“It does, doesn’t it?” Messy pulled back. She wiped her mouth with the clean shoulder of her tunic, then Ana’s with her thumb, before planting a light kiss on Ana’s lips. “I need to help with the wounded. We’re getting them together, taking care of what we can until Touanne and the others get to them. Find me when you’re done?”

“Of course,” Ana said reluctantly as she let go. “Go! Save some lives.”

As Messy left, Ana returned her thoughts to the rewards she’d gained from the afternoon’s bloody work. Breakdown was interesting as a Perk; she’d wondered about Pirta, for example. No way was that woman just a Guild Administrator. She’d Inspect her when she returned. And Marra had told her outright that most of her Levels were not in Clerk at all. How many others around her had Switched to Leveling a different Class rather than Resetting? Knowing things like that could be useful, not only to suss out their combat Abilities but for an idea about who they were as a person. Someone who chose to keep their Levels in a Class had to be attached to what that Class represented, after all.

The two other Perks, Unity of Purpose and Cleaver, were just Multiplier boosts in areas she didn’t really care about. She knew that they were good; any bonus was good, pretty much by definition. She could easily calculate what effect they had purely mathematically. But it was all becoming abstract to her. A few more Points of Strength or Charisma in very specific situations? Great! But she didn’t have the experience or the cultural background to really appreciate it. Something that would come with time perhaps.

As Ana mused, a group of six Cultists emerged from among the tents, escorted by Wandak and some of his Party. Good, Ana thought. He made it. She’d seen him go down to one of those bolts of Death-magic, and he didn’t look right as rain, exactly, but he was alive and walking which was good enough for now.

With them was Kaira. She presented herself as cheerfully as ever, but Ana could see the afternoon’s strain in her eyes, and in how she moved and how she held herself.

“Hey, Ana!” Kaira said, her voice unnaturally brittle. “I see they’ve got you on guard duty too.”

“Waiting for Captain Pirta to come back with the others,” Ana confirmed. “I'm kind of hoping Mister Cult Leader here will twitch too hard in my direction though.”

“Yeah, they’ve got me here to put down anyone who tries to run,” Kaira said. Her tone and eyes were hard, but it was plain as day that she desperately hoped that the prisoners would just quietly do as they were told.

“Tor told me Brosden got hurt. How is he?”

“Bad. Took a bolt of fire to the side. Nasty as hell, but he’ll pull through. He’s a tough little bastard. Has to be to put up with me, right?”

“To keep up with you, sure,” Ana said.

“Sure,” Kaira echoed. She might even have meant it, just a little. Then she nodded to the six prisoners, who’d picked up four bodies between them. “Well, looks like they’re ready to go. See you for the next load.”

“Yeah. Hey, you going to be okay?”

“You know me,” Kaira said noncommittally, then followed the prisoners and their escorts.

Ana wondered if she did. She’d spent less than a hundred hours with the woman in total. But she wanted to. Omda had told her once that Kaira found it hard to make and keep friends, mainly due to impulsiveness and a quick temper. Ana had the same problem but for very different reasons, and it would be nice to have someone who understood. Besides, Kaira already knew about her, and hadn’t abandoned her any more than Messy had. That counted for a lot.

Captain Pirta had been gone for less than ten minutes when she returned with several people in tow. By then Kaira and her group had made another trip and cleared away the remaining bodies, though the blood that stained the dirt and had spattered and run on the white stone of the obelisk still spoke of what had happened.

On the ground, Karti’s breath was less labored, though he was very much unconscious. That, or he was faking far better than Ana could see past, and she’d done her best. Pirta gave her fellow elf—possibly her old friend if Ana had understood her correctly—a look of mixed relief and disappointment. Had she hoped on some level that Ana would kill him? Was that why she’d left Ana alone with him? It was hard to say. Ana was sure that Pirta could choose when to be transparent, and when not. The question was if she could convince Ana that she felt something completely false.

At least Ana knew one thing for sure now. If anyone in this Splinter could kill Ana, it was Pirta. When Inspected, the woman was now labeled as an:

Elf Mistress of the Glaive (30), Guild Administrator (11)


Captain Falk may have been the martial Captain of the Splinter, but there was no doubt in Ana’s mind which of them was the stronger fighter.

The man in question walked beside Pirta, and while all his Levels were in Peacekeeper, there were now 30 of them rather than the 29 he’d had a month earlier. Marra was nowhere to be seen, but Tellak walked beside him. There were also the two elder Barlos, with Tor’s father carrying an object wrapped in cloth: a bulging disk the rough size and shape of a basketball with the top and bottom quarters sliced off. Rounding out the group were Spira the Hydromancer and a few other higher-Level mages, all looking tired, many of them with blood and burns on their clothes.

“Telly,” Ana said, ignoring rank and priority. “How’d your Party pull through?”

“One dead. Three injured. Jay lost some of her hair to a near miss,” the pale woman said. Like everyone else, she mostly seemed tired. Then she forced a smile and a joke. “You may have to give her some styling tips.”

“Sure,” Ana said. “I’ll do that. But she’s alright? With the mages here, I’d’ve expected her to be with you.”

“She got . . . enthusiastic in the fighting. I thought it best not to let her near any of the prisoners. And Simt is not well. I asked Jay to sit with her.”

“Right.” Ana kept her voice neutral. Jay was a bit of a surprise, but Simt? Not so much. The Kineticist had a hard time fighting changelings, and they could at least be rationalized as frenzied monsters. They screamed as you killed them, but not in fear and pain. And they didn't shoot at you.

Turning away from Tellak, she said, “And Captain Falk! Congratulations!”

“Thank you,” he said. He also sounded tired, but not too demoralized. Marra must have been alright. “This battle was unfortunate and costly, but also rewarding. Yes, indeed!”

“Now we need only survive to enjoy those rewards,” Pirta said. Not wasting any time, she continued, “Master and Mistress Barlo. The device, if you please.”

The object that Master Barlo revealed by removing its cloth covering was smoothly polished and absolutely covered in Engravings, to the point where Ana wondered where they’d found the time to do it all. It also appeared to be made of stone, but from how the man handled it, that was either not the case, he was far stronger than she thought reasonable, or it was hollow. Not that it mattered.

“Now, you are all aware that we haven’t had the opportunity to test this on anything like the scale of what we’ll be doing here,” Mistress Barlo said, “but the smaller scale tests went as we hoped, and there is no reason why it shouldn’t work.”

“Work how, exactly?” Ana asked. “What does that . . . device do?”

Tor’s father said, “Well, it—I’m sorry, how well versed are you in translational mana theory?”

“Not particularly,” Ana deadpanned.

“In that case . . . dear, would you?”

“We’re hoping to drain the obelisk of mana in a controlled fashion, without collapsing the surrounding ritual in a destructive way,” Barlo’s mother explained.

“And this device is completely new? You came up with it in how many days?”

“Oh, it’s not completely,” Tor’s dad said. “Draining mana from an object is a simple and well established process. The tricky part was to figure out how the obelisk might possibly function, and then work backward from that to prevent the destabilizing effects of powering it down. We started on that when we first heard about the cursed thing, working from notes provided by Mistress Touanne. And you all claiming an Ascendant Crystal from that Delve to infuse into the Engravings was a great stroke of luck. A Greater would have done, but every edge counts, yes? We’ll know soon enough if we succeeded, and if not, I wish you all the best of fortune in getting something out of this Karti and his thugs. Preferably within—” A crack of thunder interrupted him. He finished, “Within the next, oh, six hours.”

“Right,” Ana said, looking at the stone. It was covered in faintly luminescent swirls and geometric designs. “It feels like there should be more ceremony. Like everyone should be gathered to watch.”

“While I don’t always mind theatrics, there is a time and a place for such,” Pirta said. “And it’s neither here, nor now. Also, Marshal, I know that you have a rather high Connection, and I’ve been told that you’ve been learning to Shape and Channel, but I suggest we leave this to the Barlos and the experienced casters. If you’d be so kind as to take Karti’s feet, we can get him out of here and get to work on the surviving Summoners.”

“Yes, that is likely for the best,” Mistress Barlo said as she did something to the device. “Confidence in one’s own work is all well and good, but the survival of our son and neighbors rates rather higher than pride.”

“I knew you’d understand,” Pirta said gratefully. “Marshal?”

“Sure,” Ana said. She grabbed Karti’s ankles and lifted, while Captain Falk insisted on shooing Pirta away and doing the same to the male elf’s wrists.

They must have looked ridiculous as they carried Karti away. The man was so tall that he dragged on the ground as they went, carrying him toward where the prisoners were kept—an empty pen that had once held people kidnapped from Earth. Wandak and Kaira, who were standing guard, waved.

“First guard duty, now you’re moving prisoners around,” Kaira said with a wan smile. “Should I be worried about my job?”

“I’m just temping,” Ana joked back. “Tomorrow—”

Karti’s back half hit the ground as fear suddenly flashed in Ana’s awareness, from multiple sources. At the same time, her Danger Sense screamed and her combat bonuses returned with a vengeance.

The traitors had made their move, but not against her. Messy was in danger.


Chapter forty-two


“Ana? What—”

Ana didn’t wait to hear the rest of Kaira’s question. She knew where Messy was. She felt her fear. That was all she needed to turn and break into an all-out sprint, her boots digging deep furrows in the packed dirt as each stride shot her forward by a dozen feet or more. She didn’t know what was happening, and she didn’t care. All she knew was that she needed to get to Messy before it was too late.

In the same direction were Waller and his cronies, Dil and Sendra, and Deni. From them Ana got . . . not fear. A vague sense of confusion, perhaps, but it didn’t feel like they were in any danger themselves. The only one who she didn’t get anything from was Trig. Trilgayeri wasn’t confused. Nor was she afraid.

Trig? Why the hell wasn’t Trig . . .?

It came to Ana, as she took a vaulting leap over the middle line of tents, that she didn’t know much of anything about the unassuming woman. She was one of Waller’s cronies, but she didn’t make any trouble. No muss, no fuss. She followed orders quickly and effectively and didn’t argue with anyone in charge. She seemed happy with that.

She’d never so much as looked funny at Ana, but then, Ana hadn’t paid much attention to her either.

South of the tents was a flat field; not a clearing but a natural meadow. That had to be where the wounded had been taken, because Ana could see Touanne approaching down the slope at a jog, along with Jancia and Simt and a throng of civilians. There were already quite a few people standing around, though, split clearly into two groups. On one side were Waller and Sylt, backed by all of Ana’s present Party members except Messy and Trig. With them stood several others from the militia. They were facing off against a sizeable group of militia, volunteers, spearmen, and noncombatants, all brandishing weapons and many of whom shouldn’t have been there yet.

At the front of that group Messy stood, Trig behind her with a hand bunched in her braids.

It took seconds for Ana to see all this and cover the short distance between the tents and the triage area. She couldn’t hear anything over the wind in her ears and the pounding of her own heart. It looked like Sylt was trying to talk a furious Deni down from intervening, and Waller was gesticulating angrily to Trig, but Ana couldn't hear what they were saying. Nor could she hear what Trig was shouting back. but when she came within fifty feet she came to a skidding stop as she saw the blade Trig held to Messy’s throat.

“Trig!” Ana roared across the waving grass, putting all of her Intimidation and Command behind her words. “Let her go! What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

Trig flinched, but she didn’t back down. She didn’t remove the blade or release her grip on Messy’s hair.

“Here she is, Waller!” Trig said. “Here’s the woman you betrayed us all for.” Then she turned to Ana, and her voice wavered. “Ana, I’m sorry. I really am. But we can’t let you do any more harm. This, here, was bad enough. You’re gonna destroy everything! Don’t you get that?”

“I don’t know what line of bullshit you’ve been fed,” Ana said, approaching cautiously, “but the world isn’t going to end. And threatening Messy won’t accomplish anything.”

“The Lord of Order doesn’t lie!” Trig spat. Messy tensed, and a thin trickle of blood ran down her throat as the blade nicked her skin. “I’ve prayed and prayed. We all have, and always the same answer. You need to be stopped!”

“Okay,” Ana said, changing tack and using a placating tone. “I can believe that. But could he have an incomplete picture?”

“No! He wouldn’t allow this; he wouldn’t encourage all this, if it wasn’t absolutely necessary!”

“Alright. So what do you want, Trig? What do you need with Messy?”

“We don’t need her. You know that we don’t.” Trig lowered her voice a little and said, her voice almost pleading, “Messy, I like you. You’re misguided, but you’re a good person, and I’m really sorry. I hate that this is necessary, and I hope that maybe you’ll understand someday.” Then she looked back to Ana and raised her voice again. “It’s you that we want. You know that.”

Thirty feet, Ana thought. She was thirty feet away. As long as she could close another fifteen—

Ana ate 12,450 Points worth of crystals, raising her Class Level to 16 and increasing the range of Devotion by a foot. Another foot could make all the difference. She quickly opened her Summary and bought 3 Steps in her Charisma Multiplier for similar reasons. Not only did it increase her force of personality and boost several Skills, but it got her an Enhancement—a roll of the dice, but one that paid off.

Congratulations! Your Effective Charisma now equals or exceeds 50. You have gained the Enhancement Honest Face.
Honest Face: You’re trustworthy, a straight shooter who believes that honesty is the best policy—or at least, that’s what people think. Until given a reason to think otherwise, people you interact with are much more likely to believe that you are being honest with them.


As long as Ana could stop Trig from doing anything stupid before she closed another fourteen feet, Messy would have a chance.

“Alright, Trig, here I am,” Ana said, still slowly approaching. “You have me. How do we do this? I need to know that you’ll release her.”

“No,” Trig said, and Ana stopped. “That won’t be necessary. We all know about your Ability, Ana. You take your Party mates’ wounds. I . . .” Trig stuttered, shame and regret almost choking off her voice. “I’ve felt it myself. So here’s what we’re going to do. In five seconds, I’m going to cut Messy’s throat. It’s up to you what happens then.”

“You hurt Messy, and I’ll melt your treacherous face off!” Deni shrieked from behind Waller, as Sylt physically restrained her from doing anything.

Ana barely heard her. Her world had shrunk to a small circle surrounding her partner and the traitor holding her.

Messy looked at Ana, her tears leaving long, black and crimson streaks down her cheeks as every part of her begged Ana to stay where she was. Ana locked eyes with her then smiled sadly.

“Alright, Trig. And then you’ll let her go?”

“If she’s still alive after that, I swear by the Sentinel that neither I nor anyone with me will harm her.”

“Angel, don’t!” Messy sobbed, and another drop of blood slowly made its way down her neck, leaving a second streak beside the first.

“Sorry, Mess,” Ana said. “Thank you for making me feel whole for a while. Trig, you have a deal. I need to be within fifteen feet, alright?”

She started walking forward slowly, counting down the distance.

“Good,” Trig said, the relief pouring off her. “For what it’s worth, Ana, I truly mean it. I’m sorry. You saved my life. I wish it didn’t have t—”

Trig never got to finish.

At just inside sixteen feet, Ana made her move, and one word passed through her mind: Empty.

Trig’s final words cut off as her head jerked back, a spatter of blood and brain spraying across the side of her hostage’s face. She collapsed onto the sodden ground, and Ana felt a line of fire along her throat as the blade slid harmlessly along Messy’s skin. She barely heard Syltfer’s pained scream or Sadie’s shocked gasp from off to the side.

In one motion, smooth enough to make an instructor weep with joy, Ana had drawn her gun, released the safety, racked to chamber her last round, aimed, and fired. With the other half of her Split Focus she’d left the Party she shared with Trig, pulling Messy along with her. The loss of 16 Points of Vitality and Endurance momentarily stunned the traitor, while ensuring that Ana didn’t ventilate her own head instead of Trig’s. Hell, she was pretty sure that she wouldn’t have even been able to pull the trigger.

Ana was a decent quick shot, and every aspect was enhanced by her Dexterity, Perception, and Acuity. She still hadn't trusted herself to take the shot without Messy in range of Guardian Angel. If the shot had been bad Ana could either have taken it, or it wouldn’t have been her problem anymore. Even on a good shot there was always the risk of what had just happened—despite her Vitality and having her protective Shaping active, Ana felt a trickle of blood run down her neck to mirror Messy’s.

If it had been Messy, the blade would have laid her throat open.

The single report snapped through the meadow, followed by two clicks as Ana reflexively pulled the trigger a second and a third time, her aim following Trig down. The crowd stood watching in stunned silence, but Ana and Messy were both moving, Messy lurching forward as soon as Trig’s grip loosened, Ana shoving Messy behind her as they met in the middle and putting herself between her and her erstwhile captors.

With not a trace of emotion Ana pointed the gun at the remaining traitors and gave them a simple choice: “Throw away your weapons and sit down, or I will put you down!” She was empty, but they didn’t know that, and it wouldn’t save them even if they did.

Only one of them tried to run. He made it all of twenty yards before Deni released her pent-up anger at their betrayal. The blinding orb she sent his way blasted a smoking hole through his back, and he ragdolled into the grass, thin smoke rising slowly from his burning tunic.

“Damn,” Kaira whispered from somewhere behind Ana. “Nice shot.”

The rest of the traitors surrendered. Not quietly; there were a lot of protests and despairing tears mixed in among the stunned or sullen silences. But they surrendered without resistance, and that was all that mattered. Ana needed to take care of her girlfriend; she didn’t want to waste time breaking skulls until they got the message. “Can you deal with this?” Ana asked Kaira as Messy slowly came apart in her arms. “I don’t think I can be trusted around them.”

“Why would you do that?!” Messy sobbed into Ana’s hair as she squeezed her close. “She could have killed you! Why didn’t you just stay back? She could have killed you right in front of me and used me to do it!”

“She would have killed you if I didn’t,” Ana murmured calmly.

“You’d get over it! I-I can’t lose you. Not like that!”

It hurt a little to hear Messy say that, about Ana getting over losing her. It hurt all the more because Ana wasn’t sure if she was right. Her Abilities and her high Connection had her all confused lately, making her care more, making her feel things she wasn’t used to. Messy had a lower than average Connection, but when they were close the way they were most nights, the way they were now, Ana could feel things even from her. She knew what it felt like to love someone, and feeling that directed toward herself was intoxicating. That was the only way she could think of it. Being loved was like a drug, and she was addicted.

One thing Ana was sure of: whether she got over the loss or not, Messy was irreplaceable.

“You won’t lose me,” she promised Messy. “I’m not allowed to die, remember?”

Messy’s voice was barely a choked whisper when she said, “But you want to leave.”

“I do. But not until the end of the cycle. And I want—I need you to come with me, Mess. Can you do that? Can we talk about it, at least?”

Messy’s only reply was to squeeze Ana tighter.

Waller approached from the side, stopping a few feet away. “Marshal,” he said, and when Ana looked at him he looked lost in a way that she’d never seen him. The anger she was used to was there, but it was like it had no direction. “Anastasia. Mestendi too. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry. I didn’t see her coming. Didn’t even know she was with them.”

“Yeah,” Ana said. “Me neither. You’re clear.”

Touanne, who’d been approaching from duskward, had stopped when Trig and the runner died. When she recovered from the shock she went to each of them, and a deep part of Ana resented her for it. All she could do for them was to confirm that they were indeed dead anyway. Ana’s notifications told her as much:

Congratulations! Your Party has defeated: Human Scout (10). Based on your contribution, you have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Lesser). For fighting in the defense of your Object of Devotion, you have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Least) as a bonus.

That was all Trig’s betrayal amounted to. Someone who’d been, if not a friend then at least a sister-in-arms, reduced to 150 Experience Points or two nights’ lodging at an affordable inn. Such a damn waste.

Touanne stopped by Trig’s body for a moment to speak softly with Sylt—Ana had been keeping some of her attention on him ever since Waller had released him. He’d run straight to his dead friend’s side, but Ana needed to be sure that the man wouldn’t do anything stupid. She needn’t have worried; once Touanne was done comforting him, Waller had led Sylt away, leaving their dead friend behind.

Check if traitors can be saved and comfort their friends. That was just who Touanne was, and Ana reminded herself that it wasn’t fair to blame a kind and compassionate woman for looking after everyone, no matter who they were. Now she was approaching Ana and Messy with concern and determination.

“You’re hurt,” she stated. “You’re both hurt.”

“Scrapes, small cuts, and bruises,” Ana replied. “Nothing serious. Mess?”

“I‘m okay,” Messy whispered. “Thanks, Touanne.”

“I would still like to deal with the cuts on your necks, if you’ll let me,” the Healer insisted.

“Okay,” Messy said, and Ana saw no reason to refuse either.

Falk, Pirta, and others from all over the camp trickled in. They came running, jogging, or walking, alerted either by Ana’s sudden departure or by the sharp, unfamiliar sound that had cut through the air. Ana left others to explain what had happened, and answered any questions curtly, if at all. As far as she was concerned her role in this was done. She’d brought them to the white obelisk. She’d broken the core of Karti’s fighting force. She’d been a damn lightning rod for their enemy, who’d apparently thought it more important to catch Ana off guard and kill her than to prevent them from stopping Karti. Messy had almost died because of it.

Thunder rolled across the sky, along with a cold flash that made Ana’s skin tingle and Messy shiver. But there was nothing Ana could do about that. She’d done her part. She was done. Done with Stasia, done being Marshal Cole. She wanted to be Ana. Maybe just be Messy’s Angel for a while. That would be nice.

A team of pissed off combat Classers was quickly assembled to cart off the traitors. Ana studiously ignored them.

“Come on, Mess,” she whispered. She reached up and wiped Trig’s blood and brains off Messy’s cheek with her sleeve. “Let’s grab Sendra and get cleaned up a bit, alright?”

“Alright. Yeah. That sounds nice.”

Sendra didn’t take any convincing. Messy walked without trouble but had to be led anywhere Ana wanted her to go. They took one of the tents that hadn’t burned, and there Ana stripped down first Messy and then herself to their underthings, and Sendra got them as clean as she could without heat or soap. Messy had streaks and patches of dried blood halfway down her chest where it had run inside her collar; Ana was worse. Her first thought on actually looking at her stained clothes was that she’d have to get rid of everything she’d been wearing, but maybe not. Messila the Laundress had gotten Ana’s dress clean and bright again, after all, and a man had bled out onto that.

Getting back into their bloodied clothes felt a little like it defeated the purpose of getting clean, but Sendra was literal magic at drying things. A couple of good shakes and most of the gore flaked off—dry and bloodstained was not nearly as bad as cold and sticky.

“Thanks,” Messy said to Sendra as Ana was lacing up her tunic. “This feels better.”

“Getting clean always does,” Sendra replied. She was mostly back to her normal, patient self; Ana had felt a calm growing in her as the Water-mage worked to get the blood off them. “Really, it was nice to do something normal to help. Gave me an idea, even.”

“What?” Messy asked.

Sendra just smiled secretly and said, “Don’t want to say unless it works out. I’ll let you know if it does.”

As they left the tent, Messy and Sendra turned their heads at muted cheering from the direction of the obelisk and drifted that way. Ana had heard it start up a few seconds earlier. She may have mentally clocked out from all responsibility, but if necessary she still would have helped wring the cultists dry of any knowledge they might have. It was nice to know that she probably wouldn’t be needed.

“Is it over, do you think?” Messy asked as they looked at the mages who surrounded the obelisk, still working as they spoke animatedly amongst themselves.

“No,” Sendra said, but she didn’t sound concerned. “My guess is we’re back to how it was before the Waystone was ever activated. It’ll be a long, rough time getting everything stable again. But I’m fairly confident that we’ll all see next week, if that’s what you mean. We can focus on things like what to do about all those penned-up changelings instead of just surviving.”

“Goddammit,” Ana said, sighing heavily. The changelings. The kidnapped, feral Earthlings. She’d pushed them to the back of her mind, but they were still there, waiting in their pens, and it wasn’t like they could just ignore them or put them down. They had a ritual that worked. They could help them.

As little as she wanted to, Ana still had one responsibility to shoulder.
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Chapter forty-three


The pens were made of tall, thick stakes driven into the ground. There were half a dozen of them, and they varied in size but were all fairly small—thirty to forty feet or so across. The largest one was used for the captured cultists. Three had been empty, but one of those now held the Sentinel-worshiping traitors. In each of the last two, four or five dozen changelings were packed in, not shoulder to shoulder but close enough that they couldn’t swing their arms without hitting each other.

Not that personal space was a concern—the cultists had never given a damn about their victims, and in their pens they were entirely docile anyway. They stood, swaying slightly, or sat or lay on the ground with not a care in the world. They wore whatever they’d been taken in: everyday clothes, pajamas or other nightclothes, a suit here or there, and two kids in school uniforms. In this case their clothes were not nearly so torn or dirty as the other changelings Ana had seen, and with how few the changelings had been the last few days, these had to be the last ones taken and changed, kept in reserve and never released.

Outside, an arrow in one of the stakes, and dark patches and drag marks on the ground, suggested that there had been an attempt by the cultists to open the pens. It had been stopped with extreme prejudice.

The changelings were disturbingly docile. They roused somewhat when Ana leaped up and raised her head above the edge to look inside, but they didn’t do more than look her way and make some low, ominous noises, which quickly stopped once Ana dropped back down. Why was a mystery; the changelings had never tried to get into the settlement, but many of the less heavily fortified farms hadn’t been so lucky. Did they know somehow if they had a reasonable chance of success or had they been directed? Ana tried not to care either way but made a mental note to ask Falk to add it to the list of questions for the prisoners.

While there was nothing to do about the changelings until the white obelisk had been dealt with and the experienced mages were no longer occupied, there was something related that she wanted to deal with before too many people got involved. Steering Messy toward the pens where the prisoners were being kept—because no way in hell was she letting her girlfriend get more than sixteen feet from her until she was absolutely sure that they were safe—she quickly scanned the bound cultists. She noted that Karti wasn’t there, but there were plenty of good reasons for that: separating the leader from his minions, keeping the most valuable prisoner safe and isolated, and the intensive care he’d need after how brutally Ana had worked him over. It didn’t matter. Ana wasn’t interested in him anyway; she’d selected a likely target.

The man she picked looked appropriately despondent but not sullen. No, he looked just afraid enough that the threat of violence should be enough to get him to answer some simple questions, which was what she’d prefer. Not that she wouldn’t go through with it, but she’d rather not. Not in front of Messy.

Most of the prisoners sat inside a larger version of the mana-draining ritual circle that had kept Saareng the Binder harmless. Among the mages watching over them Ana recognized Stera the Flamecaller, so Ana pointed to her quarry and asked her, “Hey, Stera! This one. Can I take him out of the circle?”

“Marshal Cole,” Stera replied, her eyes widening at being addressed. “Um, he’s a mage, but if it’s you, and you’ve got backup, sure? I guess?”

“Great,” Ana said, hauling the protesting man to his feet by his collar. A short length of rope tied around his ankles ensured that he couldn’t take any steps longer than a foot. “I’ll bring him back in a bit if he behaves.”

“And if not?”

“Then he won’t be your problem anymore.”

“Oh. Oh!” she said, her eyes widening even further as she understood what Ana meant.

“I’ll be back to let you know either way,” Ana promised then pulled her prisoner to his feet. “Come along, asshole. Try to Shape and I’ll break your hands. Don’t know if you need them, but the pain should stop you.”

The way fear flared through his aura might have been because of her tone, but he looked like he understood. Which was good; Ana had been concerned he might not speak Inter-guild, and she’d rather not have to pick someone else or involve a translator.

“Is that really necessary?” Messy asked. “Breaking his hands, I mean. I’m sure he understands the situation he’s in.”

“You never know,” Ana said. “Some people are stupid enough that they need things spelled out for them, and this guy joined a death cult. Hell, he might just be so dumb he needs a demonstration.”

“No, I understand! I understand!” the Cultist babbled. His Inter-guild was a little halting and accented the same way Saareng’s had been. Probably in Wanteul, Ana guessed.

“Great! That’ll save us some time,” Ana said, then led Messy and their prisoner away from the others and out of the pen. The guy followed along best he could, taking his short steps fast enough that Ana barely had to drag him. She’d brought them behind one of the empty pens. It wasn’t nearly far enough away that no one could hear them if they raised their voices, but that wasn’t necessary. All Ana wanted was for the prisoner to know that no one could see them. “So all these victims of yours. Do you know where they come from?”

“No! No, I know nothing about that,” the man answered quickly, his aura and body language both thick with desperation to be believed. “I only helped move them around, and power the rituals! The Grand Summoner and his Summoners, they are the ones who know, if anyone.”

“Alright, but the victims, they must have had stuff with them beside their clothes, right? Strange things you couldn’t recognize? Where did you keep them?”

“The Grand Summoner’s tent. Anything we found was brought straight to him or his assistants. It should all be there!”

“And did you ever try to figure out what any of it did?”

“No. No, but perhaps the Grand Summoner did? I only did as told, to further the great work.”

“You only helped turn innocent people into feral monsters,” Ana said, and the man flinched at the look she gave him.

“Are you sure it all went there?” Messy asked suddenly. “That everyone brought anything they found to Karti? Strange otherworldly artifacts must be worth a great deal.”

The Cultist flinched at Messy’s use of Karti’s name but answered, “I cannot say for sure what has not happened, but I cannot imagine anyone so treacherous. I would have told the Grand Summoner if I had seen or heard such a thing.”

“Loyal to the leader, but not to each other. Sounds about right,” Ana said, and dragged the guy into motion again. “Show us Karti’s tent. Then you can go back to your fellow idiots.”

It was no surprise that Karti’s tent was the biggest one, though with the number of simple chairs and benches, it also seemed to double as a meeting hall. Part of the tent cloth had burned away—ashes covered the inside, and the tent was threatening to collapse—but the fire had either been put out or burned out on its own. Most likely the first, Ana thought, considering how the other tents had burned when set alight. She silently thanked whoever had done that for making this job easier.

The square tent was large enough to be divided into three sections; the meeting hall was the largest while Karti’s quarters, with a ten feet long cot and two chests, was the smallest. The middle one was used for storage, and that was where they found the changelings’ possessions.

True to her word, Ana returned the prisoner to the others, with a simple, honest warning: if she found that he had told anyone what she’d asked of him, she would kill him. She didn’t expect it to stay secret for long, even if he didn’t talk, but figured that as long as he kept his mouth shut, she’d have at least an hour.

The changelings’ stuff was somewhat organized. Similar things went with similar things in a number of wooden boxes on the floor, while things that stood out lay by themselves on low, two-level shelves, either openly or in more, smaller boxes. Ana guessed that the boxes and shelves were both made locally, by how many there were.

“What is all this?” Messy asked, holding an empty, green soda can that had come out of the first box she opened.

“That right there is a container for mass produced drinks,” Ana replied, going through a box of smartphones.

“What’s it made of?” she said curiously, looking inside. “It looks like a leaf-thin, enameled metal, but I can’t imagine what kind of smith could produce something like this. The artwork is so crisp and bright. It must be very valu—Oh gods!” Messy squeezed it, jumping when it crinkled and bent. “Oh! Oh no, I ruined it!”

“Don’t worry about it,” Ana said quickly, struck by a sudden spike of fear that Messy’s slowly brightening mood might darken again if she thought she’d done something wrong. “It’s worthless. Idiots just throw them on the street instead of in the recycling, but it’s basically trash. This”—she held up a budget model smartphone from the pile—“is worth several hundred of those things. Except that this is absolutely worthless here too.”

“Oh, okay,” Messy said, carefully placing the dented can back in the box and moving on to a small notebook that lay on a shelf.

Ana relaxed again. She put away the phones and grabbed a lightly scratched white, steel water bottle with a screw-top plug. It had a rainbow print on it that read “Bridgeclimb Sydney” and a sharp tap on the side suggested that it was double walled. She was keeping that, if no one claimed it. The top even had a wire loop.

One box held assorted jewelry, and Ana offered it to Messy. “Do you want any of this? I’ve got everything I need,” she said, fingering one of her thunderstone ear studs. She hadn’t had them out for more than a few minutes at a time since Messy gave them to her.

Messy smiled as she watched Ana, but said, “Oh no, I couldn’t. It’s all stolen, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, but I doubt we’ll ever match anything in that bag to its owner. But sure, you’re right. That’s not what I’m after anyway.” She went through the smaller boxes on the shelves quickly until she found what she was looking for. “Ah, here we go.”

Among the changelings that died attacking the outpost had been a single man in what was unmistakably a police uniform. Not any uniform that Ana recognized; she’d guessed that the man had been Chinese. But with few exceptions, the presence of a policeman in uniform suggested that there should also be a gun, and if there was one, Ana wanted it.

Inside the box she’d just opened lay a semiautomatic pistol. The model was as unfamiliar as the man’s uniform had been, but there it was. The safety was still on, and when she removed the magazine it was full.

Unfortunately, that didn’t matter. The gun was beat to hell. The slide was dented and didn’t move smoothly, and when she forced it no round chambered. The damn thing was practically scrap. She might be able to just drop a round in—who cared if she damaged the extractor?—but she didn’t know if this particular model had a magazine disconnect. She’d have to test that. She checked the chamber again. Then she aimed at a patch of sky visible through the burned tent cloth and pulled the trigger.

Nothing. The gun might as well have not been racked.

Ana picked up one of the two extra magazines and looked at them closely, hoping to be able to at least use the ammo, but they held rounds that were smaller than the 9mm Parabellum that her own gun used.

“Shit,” Ana hissed.

“What’s wrong?” Messy asked, “Is that another ghann?”

“It’s garbage, is what it is,” Ana muttered as she tucked the gun and the magazines away in her waistband. “I’d hoped to rearm, but no such luck. Help me go through the rest, just in case.”

They found all kinds of things, including a number of briefcases and purses, but no more guns. No more ammo. Lots of phones, lots of watches, lots of keys and wallets. Plenty of pocket mirrors and small makeup kits. Along with the broken gun and the accompanying ammo, Ana didn’t hesitate to claim a solar-powered watch, a small bottle of pepper spray, a few candy bars, and every single pad, tampon, and pack of wet-wipes that she found. But there was nothing really game changing.

At least her most important concern had been laid to rest. More ammo for her gun would have been great, as would a working weapon for the ammo she’d found, but she could make do without it. The important thing was that if Ana couldn’t have a working firearm, no one else would either. No one would be shooting her or Messy. As tough as she herself was, Ana doubted that she was shrug off a bullet to the head tough, and she may not be fast enough to get between Messy and someone with a gun before they fired.

Ana filled one of the larger purses with her loot. “Find anything you want to keep?” she asked, but Messy shook her head.

“Maybe after we’ve cured the changelings, and they’ve had a chance to go through everything.”

“Alright,” Ana said, throwing the purse over her shoulder. The tan leather went surprisingly well with her armor. “Let’s go help Touanne, huh?”

Ana half expected someone to run up and ask her to make some decision, or join the command group, but no one did. People looked her way; people nodded in greeting or respect. But no one made any kind of demands on her time, and Touanne and her assistants were only glad to have four more helping hands. Touanne’s control of her aura had returned, along with her confidence, once they proved that the ritual to cure the void plague worked, but being near her was like standing next to a tightly compressed spring; if Ana could do something to take some of that edge off, she’d be happy to.

Off to the side were the more gravely wounded cultists, and that was where Touanne sent them. “Nobody has tried anything,” the Healer told them, “and I hope that having you there will help keep it that way. Start by topping off their suppression circles, would you? We don’t have enough mages here, but I know you’ve got strength to spare.”

The way Ana saw it, the easiest way would have been to just give them enough healing potion to stabilize them and then let them heal the slow way. Handling a few dozen prisoners was going to be bad enough without them being at peak health. But Touanne was Touanne, and for her sake Ana and Messy helped keep the wounded cultists comfortable and in line as they waited for one of the Life-mages to get to them.

The most critical part of any healing was when the prisoner was removed from their mana-suppressing ritual circle. A quick or subtle mage might have been able to finish some Shaping or other as they were being tended to, and the Splinter had too few Life-mages to risk their well-being. For that, Ana went with the simplest solution, Touanne’s protests be damned.

“Try anything more threatening than breathing,” she told the first woman, who had a nasty gash right across her thigh, “and I crack your skull like a nut. Understood?” Then she slammed her hammer into the ground next to the cultist’s head, so hard and fast that she didn’t yelp and twitch until Ana was already raising it again.

“Understood?” Ana asked again, locking eyes with the woman, who froze for several seconds before nodding frantically and saying, “I get it! I get it, alright?”

“Good,” Ana said then nodded to the Life-mage who was standing by, his eyes wide with horror. “Maro? She’s all yours.”

The cultist didn’t have any accent that Ana could hear, she noted as Maro worked on the wound. Thinking back, she couldn’t quite remember if the guy who’d summoned her and Nic or either of his two henchmen had any noticeable accents either, but she didn’t think so. She herself hadn’t gotten a word of Wanteul but spoke Inter-guild so fluently that it had taken her a day to notice, while Jisha was the opposite.

She’d been thinking of the cultists as some kind of homogeneous mass, but in hindsight that made no sense. Her own best guess was that anyone summoned learned the Summoner’s native language, and there were at least two such languages. And the cultists were no less diverse than her own Bluesky Guild in Race and appearance; they even had the same plurality of humans.

Basically, this wasn’t some small local problem from some remote part of the world. At the very least, Karti and his group came from some melting pot, which generally meant a big city. Coupled with the Sentinel being one of the more popular deities . . .

This is bigger than just us, isn’t it? Ana thought, directing the thought at the Wayfarer.

Almost certainly. The goddess answered almost immediately, her voice strong and clear. I’m reaching out to my faithful Ascenders to find if anyone has seen or heard anything. But Ascenders, faithful or not, are fickle at the best of times, and they still need to get to hallowed ground to speak with me. It may be some time.

So we’ll have to see what we can get out of Karti and his cultists, Ana said with a heavy sigh that made Messy look at her with concern. Ana gestured to her head. “Wayfarer.”

“Ah,” Messy said. “Give her my gratitude? For showing us the way.”

“Sure,” Ana said, and passed it on.

Oh, I didn’t do much, the Wayfarer said modestly. But back to the cult leader and his minions. Ana, you all cannot leave the Splinter for some time. Even if you were willing to sacrifice the Splinter itself to escape, it is still too unstable to transfer nearly as many people as are with you. You have time. And even if you didn’t, are you a skilled interrogator? Do you know which questions to ask, or how to trick someone into revealing the truth?

No. I’m mostly good at scaring people.

So leave the interrogation to the others. Spend some time with your lover and your friends. You can’t shirk a responsibility that is not yours in the first place. Then the goddess laughed, short and bright, and said, And if anyone questions you, say that it’s the will of the Wayfarer. The goddess has commanded her Chosen to rest!


Chapter forty-four


In the aftermath of the Battle of the White Obelisk, as it quickly became known, Ana decided that she had only one real responsibility: to keep Messy safe and happy.

Throughout the whole ordeal with the changelings, marching out, rescuing their friends, and finally defeating Karti and his cult, Messy had been her rock. Her anchor. Ana had friends, people who knew that she was different and accepted her anyway, but whenever the pressure had gotten too much it was Messy she’d turned to. Ever since she’d woken up to soft singing, her head in Messy’s lap, the elfin woman had been a source of comfort and stability to her. She couldn’t lose that. This world, for all that she was getting used to it, was still too new. Too weird. Despite her strength and her advantages, there were still moments, far too frequent, when the enormity of her situation would strike her. There were dangers and opportunities here on a scale that her mind had never had to comprehend, and she was going to have to face them, one way or another. And though she was sure she’d survive, she didn’t know who she’d become.

Being Messy’s Angel made that daunting prospect at least somewhat manageable. It also made Ana happier than she could ever remember being, and so it was essential that her girlfriend keep seeing her as a source of joy and safety, so that she’d never regret tying herself to Ana. Fortunately, Ana had at least one thing to offer that just about no one else could.

It took less than a day after their victory before Ana and Messy took their first flight together.

Neither woman had been in any mood for excitement after the battle and Trig’s betrayal. They’d helped Touanne, ate when food was offered, then claimed one of the surviving tents for themselves and went to bed early. There, Messy finally fell to pieces entirely as Ana comforted her. The next morning was a different story. As Messy watched Ana dress in the early morning light she murmured, “Gods, you’re beautiful. All that’s missing are your wings.”

Ana gave Messy a slow twirl and a smile. “There’s nothing stopping me from bringing them out, you know. I don’t need to save them for anything now.”

Messy propped herself up on her elbow, her eyes going from drowsily appreciative to intensely serious. “Would you?” she asked. “If I asked you to, would you bring your wings out?”

“Of course I would.”

“And could we . . . I mean, would you take me up?”

Ana returned her look, then grinned. “Come on. Get dressed.”

It took Messy about a minute to throw on some trousers and a tunic, which she’d made sure to cinch extra tight around the waist. Outside the tent Ana wrapped her arms around Messy from behind, holding tight and grabbing on to her own forearms. She was excited, perhaps more so than she’d been before the first time she tried the wings, but she wasn’t leaving anything to chance.

“Squeeze down on my arms with yours,” she told Messy, “then cross your hands under my forearms. Really work your hands in there.”

“Like this?” Messy asked breathlessly, doing as she’d been told.

“Just like that. And the moment you feel uncomfortable, you let me know, alright?”

“Alright!” Even with her weak aura, Messy’s excitement was like a distant siren to Ana’s senses. “Come on. Don’t make me wait!”

Ana still asked, “Ready?”

“Yes! Please! Let’s go!”

“You asked for it.”

With that Ana brought out her wings. She wasted no time, and Messy squeaked with delight as one strong beat lifted them several feet off the ground—the extra weight of Messy in her arms made a noticeable difference to how much each beat lifted them, but lift they did. The next few took them higher, and higher, and higher until they were far above the treetops, visible to anyone who looked up, which was probably everyone not still inside a tent—Messy’s constant, excited laughter must have carried across the entire camp.

“We’re flying!” Messy whooped as she dangled from Ana’s arms. “We’re really flying!” There was not a shred of fear in her, not a hint that she ever considered that anything might go wrong; her trust in Ana, to hold on tight and to land them safely, was absolute.

As much as Messy’s exuberant joy made Ana grin, her faith was almost better. “We are!” Ana laughed back as she brought them out above the trees. “It’s goddamn fantastic, isn’t it?”

They had just over two-and-a-half minutes, but that was more than enough to have Messy giggling, bouncing, and refusing to let go of Ana once they were back on the ground. “That was amazing! She’s amazing!” she gushed to anyone in earshot. “You’re amazing, Angel! Gods, I love you so much! Thank you! Thank you!”

Ana was beyond pleased with how much Messy had enjoyed their flight; and with Ana being the only person likely to ever offer more of the same, it was one more thing to keep them together. “We can do it again in three hours,” she said. “Would you like that?”

“Are you insane?” Messy asked, her face glowing with absolute joy. “You must be out of your mind to even ask that! Yes! I’m not letting you out of my sight until we’ve been up again!”

“I’ll let you know the moment it’s available,” Ana said smugly. She ignored the many, many stares from the multitude of gawkers that had gathered around them since they landed. They were soon herded along to the white obelisk, anyway.
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In the aftermath of the battle, Ana had been immensely satisfied to learn that the mage had been successful, and that they were all going to live. A combination of the Barlos’ clever little magical device and some kind of ritual worked to entirely drain the obelisk of mana. The next morning, after Ana and Messy’s first flight together, everyone was invited to watch as the ritual that had been powering the obelisk was dismantled. With that done, the obelisk was nothing but a spire of white stone, and as the surviving Earth-mages worked together to reduce it to fist-sized chunks of rubble Ana stood and cheered—not with the officers but with Messy and the rest of the rank and file.

The thunder, sudden bursts of weather, and temperature flashes didn’t go away immediately. That would have been too much to hope for. But their frequency stopped increasing, and that was taken as a hopeful sign.

True to her word, Ana brought Messy up for another two-and-a-half minute flight as soon as she could. Then again three hours after that, and again, until the light failed.

The morning after the obelisk was razed, a large contingent consisting of most of the civilians and about two-thirds of the combat Classers began their return to the outpost. With them went the traitors, the captured cultists, and those changelings who’d been cured so far. People had lives to get back to, and the small crew who’d stayed to tend the Waystone were nowhere near enough to keep the outpost from falling into disrepair. The sooner people returned, the better.

Pirta went with them. Her stated reason was that she wanted to get back to her outpost, but Ana suspected that she didn’t want to be parted from Karti; if Ana hadn’t seen the anger and sense of betrayal in Pirta, she would have been suspicious.

They left several dozen volunteers, including a large contingent of mages, to deal with the remaining changelings. Captain Falk and Marra stayed. So did Touanne, who remained for the sake of the remaining changelings, and after talking it over with Messy, so did Ana.

To Ana’s pleasant surprise, many of her friends chose to stay as well. Dilmik had to go back. Sendra went with her, and Petra had to get back to her inn. But Rayni had no reason to go as long as there was a camp that needed feeding, and while Deni’s parents returned, she herself was happy to stay as long as Kaira did. As for Kaira, her position, spoken with a laugh when Ana asked, was that, “I’m not letting you out of my sight! If you think I’ll give Simt or Wandak or anyone else even a few days to work on poaching you, you’re crazy!” So she stayed, and Tor and Omda stayed with her.

The evening before the contingent left, Ana offered to do one more thing for the sake of the Splinter and the outpost.

Not all of the cultists were mages, but there were still some Summoners and Binders and even an Evoker among them. Transporting so many mages was difficult and dangerous. They could keep them in mana suppression circles as long as they were encamped, but while moving they’d need to keep the prisoners hooded and bound. To guard them they had to set aside a large number of their own mages to sense any suspicious movement of mana. And these mages had to be ready and willing to kill any prisoner who attempted to Shape.

The last part was what had Ana concerned—she was not entirely confident that the contingent would reach the outpost without multiple incidents, not that the mages on duty would be able to do what they had to, quickly enough. She wished it were as simple as forcing the cult mages to Reset their Classes, but that would only deprive them of their Abilities. They’d still have their Connection, their Crafts and Skills, and their know-how, and they remained a potentially lethal threat to anyone around them. So the evening before they left, Ana met with Pirta and quietly offered to make the mages a nonissue. Permanently.

She didn’t make that offer lightly. The idea of killing so many defenseless people didn’t appeal to Ana at all, no matter what they’d done. But she had friends who’d be going with them, and she didn’t want to see those friends hurt because someone on guard duty had more conscience than survival instinct.

Pirta thanked her for the offer but declined. She didn’t change her mind when Ana offered to spare Karti either. The decision that the prisoners should be held for trial had been made with an overwhelming majority, and Pirta would not go against that. She understood, though, and promised to take personal responsibility for the safety of the guards. Ana had to be satisfied with that.
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Despite her desire to be contrarian, Ana did in fact follow the goddess’s command to spend most of the next several days resting. She’d been pretty sure she’d forgotten how to just take it easy if she wasn’t laid up in bed, sick or injured, but she did pretty well, by her own standards. Of course, a big part of what she considered relaxing was to simply step back from the responsibilities she’d accepted. She didn’t make any decisions for anyone who wasn’t herself, and she refused to answer anyone who addressed her as Marshal—though she did, begrudgingly, accept Mistress Cole from those who absolutely had to tack on an honorific.

She’d done her part, and the fact that so many of Ana’s friends remained, along with the relative calm that followed so many people leaving, made for some fun, relaxing days and pleasant evenings.

Instead of being anything resembling a leader, Ana spent long mornings in her bedroll with Messy—mornings made much more pleasant by Ana living up to a certain promise she’d made. A group of mages had set up a makeshift hot spring near the camp, shaping the earth and setting up a ritual circle that somehow circulated hot water—apparently Sendra had the idea while cleaning up Ana and Messy after the battle. Now anyone who wanted to could keep squeaky clean, and Messy took advantage of that cleanliness as much as Ana would allow.

Whenever Ana managed to escape Messy’s clutches she did her morning exercise, letting anyone who wanted to join her; it didn’t do much for her anymore, physically, but the routine was nice, and she’d found herself liking the role of instructor far more than that of leader. And with the prisoners gone, the combat Classers suddenly had most of their days free. In response, Ana set up regularly scheduled classes in unarmed combat. It was something she’d half promised Deni a month earlier, and if not now, when? And with her reputation, the classes became popular from the moment she announced them.

It came as no surprise to Ana when Messy volunteered—more like demanded—to be her partner for every demonstration. At least Ana knew that she couldn’t hurt Messy by accident. It was time well spent: several people, Deni, Messy, and Jisha among them, picked up Skill Levels in Unarmed Combat. More importantly in Ana’s eyes, they learned the basics of several self-defense techniques. And Ana herself got another Level in the Teaching Skill, which she felt much better about than she would have thought. Though perhaps it shouldn’t have come as any surprise; the appreciation that her students showed now that she wasn’t explicitly teaching them to kill warmed her in a way that few things could.

She also spent more time practicing her magic. She managed to pick up Level 2 in Channeling, but while her finesse with Shaping improved, her Skill Level didn’t. It was like the System knew that she was on break. There was no urgency anymore, no pressure; whether she got better or not made no difference for the moment. It annoyed her—not much, but enough. She’d have to get back to serious training soon.
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Ana and many others had been wondering how the hell they’d keep the changelings alive, but that turned out not to be a concern. Observation and questioning the cultists revealed that the answer to how to feed and water the changelings was simple: you didn’t need to. Like so often it came down to magic. Goddamn magic. Once turned, the void plague removed the changelings' need to eat and drink. They’d slowly waste away over the next few months, but until then they’d survive on the ambient mana of the Splinter, which was absorbed by the crystals and kept the body from actually dying.

Touanne was all in a tizzy about the implications and possible applications of that, if it could be separated from the bloodthirsty zombie aspect, but Ana didn’t really listen to her lecture. She didn’t have the background or the interest—as long as they knew how to cure the damn infection, she was satisfied.

Touanne had managed to improve the healing aspect of the curing ritual but hadn’t so far figured out how to expand it to work on several subjects at once. That meant that while they didn’t need a team of Life-mages standing by for every use of the ritual, they still had to cure the changelings one by one. By their best estimates it would take them six days to cure everyone, with over a dozen mages working in shifts from sunrise to after sunset.

This was one of the reasons Ana had chosen to stay—or rather, why Messy and Touanne had teamed up on her to convince her. But while Ana could and frequently did help power the rituals, there was another important reason for her to stay and help. Between her speed, her strength, and her protective Shaping, she was particularly suited to pulling changelings out of the pens. Once the gate to a pen was opened, it took a moment for the changelings within to go from docile to feral; in that time Ana could dart in, grab one, and bring them back outside before things got ugly. Then it was just a matter of gagging them, trussing them up, and dragging the next one out.

Sometimes, after they’d recovered from the ritual, she’d speak to the poor bastards who had to come to terms with what had happened to them. Mostly, though, Jisha had shouldered that burden. Ana appreciated that. While Ana didn’t feel much of a connection with most of the healed Earthlings, Jisha did an admirable job empathizing and explaining things, despite some of the former changelings taking exception to one or more of her age, gender, or ethnicity. Ana admired her patience. Jisha gave everyone two chances: one before they opened their mouth, and another if they felt like they wanted to apologize. A surprising number did, after a moment to think. Having a half-feral Kaira along as a translator probably helped with that.

By slowly recovering from the battle at the outpost and the nighttime attack on their camp, Jisha had shown a general resilience that made Ana hopeful. Unfortunately, the most common reaction among the healed changelings was despair, religiously motivated and otherwise. She wondered how many would survive the year, but that wasn’t her problem. She’d helped give them a second chance; as far as she was concerned, that was where her responsibility ended.

[image: Scene Change]

They remained at Karti’s camp until the last of the changelings had been cured and through the night after. The next morning they struck as much of the camp as they could carry and started back.

The going was far slower than on the way out; they had something like eighty random modern Earthlings with them, and while some were tough as nails, most had never walked ten miles in one go in their lives. It didn’t help that many of them lacked proper shoes or boots; there had only been so many spares looted from the cultists to go around. Most had to make do with simpler moccasins made from tent cloth and hastily tanned deer hide.

It had taken them a week to get from the outpost to Karti’s camp, including delays caused by attacks and the Delve; even without any delays it took them longer to get back. It was a week and change of days spent mostly resting, Touanne doing what she could to help the poor low-Level and out-of-shape Earthlings recover. Her Level 25 Ability had shone as she tended the wounded after the battle; now it did so again as it helped sore muscles and bruised and blistered feet heal. Ana was convinced that, if not for their Healer, it would have taken days longer to get back.

Not that she minded the slow pace. She was surrounded by people who enjoyed her company. Rayni took her hunting every day and didn’t mind Messy coming along at all; they’d already gotten along well enough before Ana was introduced to Kaira’s casuals group. Rayni continued her lessons in how to identify and gather useful plants, track animals, move stealthily, and harvest right where they’d left off; Ana picked up 2 Skill Levels in each of Harvesting and Tracking, and 1 in each of Stealth, Herbalism, and Crossbows. Messy also picked up Levels in several Skills, and Rayni got yet another Level in Teaching; she barely stopped grinning the whole hunt after that.

All these Skill Levels got her enough Crystals to leave her 200 Experience Points away from Class Level 17. It was . . . slightly frustrating. At the same time, she told herself, they might actually be heading for a time where they’d need money again, so perhaps she shouldn’t just Level up the first opportunity she got?

Hah! Bloody likely, she deadpanned to herself. She knew that she might hold onto the Crystals for a few days, but soon enough she’d find a reason to eat them or a reason would find her. That was just how things worked.

Less frustrating was the fact that she got two Perks, for Crossbows and Stealth. For the former she got Quick Shot, and for the latter, Forest Step:

Quick Shot: Quantity has a quality all of its own, and you don’t need to be the best shot when you can take the most shots. While cocking and aiming a crossbow, your Strength and Dexterity Multipliers are treated as though they were 1 Step higher. Values increase with Crossbows Skill Level.
Forest Step: You have become skilled at making no sound and leaving no trace. While moving through any heavily wooded area, your Agility Multiplier is treated as though it were 1 Step higher for the purpose of remaining undetected. Value increases with Stealth Skill Level.


Neither was exactly game changing, and Quick Shot was even slightly insulting; her aim wasn’t that bad. So what if she sometimes needed a second shot to hit something? But being able to cock a crossbow with three fingers while holding a new bolt between the remaining two was a neat trick—one which sent Kaira into a spluttering paroxysm of envy—and Forest Step would be useful for as long as she stayed in this Splinter; it wasn’t like she’d be staying in the outpost until she could leave the Splinter entirely.

During the march it really bothered her that her Shaping refused to get to Level 5 though. She was getting better, measurably so, but the Skill stubbornly stayed at 4. Kaira and a few others that Ana asked suggested that she needed to learn something new; she’d have to talk to Tellak about it back at the outpost. There wasn’t any rush.

Though, again, maybe that was the problem. All the Skills she’d actually improved in helped her train, protect, and feed the people around her; with Shaping she was just practicing because she wanted to get better, not because she had any real need to. Not knowing for certain was frustrating though. She’d gone so far as to ask the goddess who constantly peeped on her thoughts, but all the Wayfarer had told her was, “Yeah, that sounds about right.”

No certain answer, even from a goddess. Ana didn’t like the idea of an omniscient god, but there were times—like this—when having a hotline to one would have been dead useful.

It wasn’t like the Wayfarer had been much use ever since the obelisk fell, anyway. During the two weeks following the battle she rarely spoke, and when she did it was almost exclusively to answer a direct question. Once or twice she had asked Ana to relay a message to Mamtass, who’d remained even while most of his congregation returned to the outpost. He and many of the Wayfarer’s worshipers were struggling with the fact that some of their friends and neighbors had gone so far as to attempt to murder their goddess’s Chosen in the name of the Sentinel. That just wasn’t something that happened—religious strife, from what Ana understood, was much rarer in this world, with functionally unlimited land and resources. Most of them had never faced or even considered the possibility of religiously motivated violence, and now they were at a loss as to what to do.

The followers of the Wayfarer were a plurality of the population, but there were still dozens of Sentinel worshipers walking free in the Splinter, Captain Pirta among them. Many of those had been among the ones who’d expressed some level of anger or even hatred toward Ana, but who hadn’t joined Trig in her ill-fated attempt on Ana’s life. What, Mamtass had asked his goddess, time and time again, were they supposed to do about them? How were they supposed to see them? How were they supposed to treat them?

Finally the goddess took pity on the man—or she got fed up. Five days into the march back to the outpost, she asked Ana to relay a message: “Treat them as you always have. They could have acted, but they didn’t. Until they do, they’re the same people you’ve always known. Treat them accordingly.”

“Thank you,” Mamtass had answered Ana, though he was still troubled. “But what if they do act? What then?”

Well? Ana asked.

The man has a good head, the goddess said. She sounded distracted. As long as he doesn’t betray my faithful, he can use his own judgment.

“Sounds like what you do then is up to you,” Ana said. “What else would you expect of a goddess who’s all about wandering freely and personal choice? But if you want my advice—”

She pulled out one of her daggers, still in its sheath, and offered it to him, hilt first. The priest took it gingerly.

“Keep that on you, somewhere you can draw it easily. And if you join my sessions I’ll teach you to use it, so you’re not just giving someone a weapon when you do. That, or start carrying a sword and have someone teach you to use that.”

Mamtass drew the blade, looking at it sadly then said, “I’d be honored, Chosen.”

And so Ana ended up teaching a weapon she disliked to a priest, a member of a group of people she’d never thought she could possibly like. She even made it part of her regular classes, adding a whole period where she mixed offensive knife skills with knife defense. It was, against all odds, good fun.

During the days spent marching back to the outpost, they crossed paths with a demon or two. Those were quickly dealt with and scared the crap out of the Earthlings—though they should really have been getting used to them. It wasn’t like there hadn’t been any attacks while they remained at the camp. But they didn’t see a single changeling, which was almost more worrying. Ana couldn’t imagine that they’d killed them all, so where were they? On the bright side, the thunderclaps and the micro-bouts of freak weather slowly grew less and less frequent, until they stopped entirely on the eighth day of the march, to everyone’s great relief. It was a hopeful sign.

In the afternoon of the tenth day since they left the remains of Karti’s camp, Ana stood at the edge of the forest, in the same place she had eight weeks earlier. Looking down on the outpost then, she’d been badly hurt and had no idea what to expect. This time she had Messy by her side, and Ray and Kaira and her other friends, and she was looking forward to this chapter being over. She wanted to just live for a while.

She still planned to leave the Splinter at the first opportunity. But damn, if it didn’t feel like coming home.
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