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Dedication


To all my friends and family,

whose relentless support means the world to me


Individual Summary


INDIVIDUAL SUMMARY
Name: Anastasia Cole
Race: Outsider, Summoned (Human aspect)
Age: 26
Classes: Guardian Angel (16) (Hidden, shown as Companion (16))
Experience: 0/14450
Storage: 1 Growth Crystal (Least), 6 Growth Crystal (Lesser), 6 Growth Crystal (Minor), 5 Growth Crystal (Medium), 11 Growth Crystal (Major), Growth Crystal (Greater)
	Attributes:	Base	Multiplier	Effective
	Strength	29	1.5	43
	Endurance	31	1.2	37
	Vitality	30	1.8	54
	Agility	31	1.8	55
	Dexterity	28	1.2	33
	Perception	26	1.3	33
	Acuity	26	1.5	39
	Willpower	28	1.2	33
	Charisma	31	1.7	52
	Connection	26	1.5	39

Advancement Points: 2
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)
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)
Honest Face (Charisma 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)
Unity of Purpose (Command 10)
Breakdown (Inspect 5)
Cleaver (Axes 5)
Quick Shot (Crossbows 5)
Forest Step (Stealth 5)
Achievements:
Hunting Party II
Party Delver I
Skilled II
Commander III
Death Dealer III
Underdog II
Skills:
Social
Acting 6
Charm 7
Command 10
Deception 3
Intimidation 8
Negotiation 5
Sense Motive 7
Teaching 3
Survival
Camping 2
Harvesting 3
Herbalism 2
Stealth 5
Tracking 4
Weapons and Combat
Axes 6
Blunt Weapons 7
Crossbows 5
Defense 4
Long Blades 2
Shields 6
Short Blades 3
Unarmed Combat 11
Magic
Channeling 2
Shaping 4
Miscellaneous
Inspect 5



Basic System 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 has gained in previous books.

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 increase 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.

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 CLASS LEVEL Points higher for all effects except Enhancements. They also benefit from your Endurance and Vitality Enhancements, if any. Effect increases with Class Level.

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.

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.

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.

Split Focus: You are able to concentrate on multiple things at once. You may apply your full Perception and Acuity to one additional item at any given time.

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.

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.

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.

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.

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.

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 Steps higher for body language and other nonverbal cues. Values increase with Intimidation Skill Level.

Inscrutable: You are a master of keeping your emotions to yourself, showing the world the face you wish them 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 SKILL LEVEL/5 Steps higher. Value increases with Acting Skill Level.

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 SKILL LEVEL/5 Steps higher. Value increases with Charm Skill Level.

Big Stick Diplomacy: Getting what you want in a negotiation is much easier when the other party fears you. When using the Negotiation Skill, your Charisma Multiplier is treated as though it were SKILL LEVEL/5 Steps higher. Values increase with Intimidation Skill Level.

Kinesics: You are skilled at reading the body language of others. When using the Sense Motive Skill to determine the mood or intentions of another person based on their body language, your Perception and Acuity Multipliers are treated as though they were SKILL LEVEL/5 Steps higher. Value increases with Sense Motive Skill Level.

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 SKILL LEVEL/5 Steps higher, and everyone under your command counts their Willpower Multiplier as SKILL LEVEL/5 Steps higher as long as they can see or hear you. Values increase with Command Skill Level.

Bone Breaker: When you strike, you do so to maim or kill. When using the Blunt Weapons Skill, your Strength Multiplier is treated as though it were SKILL LEVEL/5 Steps higher for the purpose of penetrating armor and breaking bone. Value increases with Blunt Weapons Skill Level.

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 SKILL LEVEL/5 Steps higher. Value increases with Shields Skill Level.

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 SKILL LEVEL/5 Steps higher. Value increases with Unarmed Combat Skill Level.

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 SKILL LEVEL/5 Steps higher. Value increases with Command Skill Level.

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.

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 SKILL LEVEL/5 Steps higher for the purpose of penetrating armor and cleaving bone. Value increases with Axes Skill Level.

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 SKILL LEVEL/5 Steps higher for the purpose of remaining undetected. Value increases with Stealth 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 II: Gain 100 total Levels across any number of Skills.

Commander III: Command at least 200 individuals at one time in battle.

Death Dealer III: Kill no less than 100 sapients.

Underdog II: Kill no less than 10 times your own Class Levels worth of enemies in a single combat.

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.

Magic

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

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.

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 is a Shard, which is 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 sentient animals or the corpses of sapients reanimated by a controlling spirit; and the possessed, being living creatures that 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 toward 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


On a sunbaked square of dirt, in a place unimaginably far from where either was born, two women faced each other. One dark-skinned and very young, her black hair in a single braid that came down to between her shoulder blades; the other a little older and a fraction shorter, with a paler complexion and her hair dyed a fading platinum blonde except where the roots and the fuzz on her shaved sides and back showed her natural chestnut.

The younger woman moved, and a cloud of dust billowed as her back hit the ground.

“Come on, on your feet!” Ana said, offering her hand to the girl who lay panting in the dirt. She then repeated herself in French; Jisha’s Inter-guild was limited to single words here and there, and Ana had thrown her pretty hard.

“Do I have to?” the teenager groaned, squinting miserably in the noonday sun.

“Of course not. You can quit whenever you like.”

“Really?”

“Sure. You can just stay an Apprentice Scholar until you get to Evolve it, and then spend your life . . . I don’t even know. Cataloguing bugs or something? But if you’re serious about learning to fight . . .” Ana let her voice trail off.

Jisha sighed but took Ana’s hand and let herself be hauled to her feet.

“Good!” Ana took her position a few feet away from Jisha. “Again!”

Jisha wasn’t particularly strong or fast, but she had grit; Ana would never deny that. Ever since their camp was attacked by changelings in the night, the first time that the girl had been forced to face combat and death, she’d wanted to learn to defend herself. Now, with the crisis over, Ana finally had the time to teach her. Today, though, wasn’t one of the classes Ana regularly held for anyone who was interested; today was one-on-one at Jisha’s own request. Not even Messy was there; Ana’s girlfriend was working.

It had been easy the last few weeks to forget that Mestendi had a job and a life separate from Ana. Between the siege, nearly getting killed a few times, and leading the entire population of the Splinter on a warpath, Ana had gotten used to always having her nearby, reminding her of things, helping smooth conversations along, or just being silently or vocally supportive. But they’d been back in the outpost for four days now, and the first group, nearly four hundred strong, had returned eight days before Ana and the rest of them had. By the time Ana and her group returned, the outpost was already alive and bustling again. Master Jeweler Renvi had needed his assistant back, and Messy was a loyal employee and loved jewelry. She’d gone to work the first morning after they returned as though nothing had happened.

Ana hadn’t protested, but she’d wanted to. Getting further than sixteen feet from Messy was uncomfortable. Not in any physical sense, but that was the distance at which Ana could be absolutely sure that as long as she herself drew breath, Messy couldn’t be hurt. But always staying that close would be insane; even someone with no relationship experience like Ana knew that, so instead she frequently checked through her Ability Devotion to make sure that Messy was where she should be, and that she was unthreatened and unharmed.

Ana was pretty sure that wasn’t healthy either. Even to her it looked like some kind of proto-stalker behavior. But when you had exactly one person who was important to you as anything more than a potential source of dopamine, well . . . Ana had to cut herself some slack.

Speaking of dopamine, Ana loved seeing Jisha’s progress. She knew that she wasn’t supposed to have favorites as a teacher, but when Messy didn’t join them, Jisha and Denikla Parser were definitely Ana’s favorites. And of the two, since Deni still helped in her parents’ bookbinder shop, Jisha simply had a lot more time to train.

It had been a little over two weeks now since Ana started teaching her, and the girl was improving quickly. Not that she could land so much as a finger on Ana if Ana didn’t allow it, but she was doing well in spars against the other students and had picked up three Levels in the Unarmed Combat Skill already.

“You need to dye your hair again,” Jisha said conversationally, then led with a low kick at Ana’s knee. Her attempt at a distraction was transparent, but she didn’t telegraph her attack—there was no telltale twist of the hips or shoulders, and her eyes didn’t drop below Ana’s collarbone. She overcommitted, though, and Ana pulled her leg back rather than blocking the kick with her sole. Jisha tried to stop her rotation by planting her forward foot rather than rolling with it, but it was too late. She was out of line, and Ana hooked her heel, lifted, then pulled her down with a hand on her shoulder.

“You started really well,” Ana said as she helped her up again. “Good body, good eyes. But putting your foot down like that was probably the worst thing you could have done. What would have been better?”

“Spin?”

“Switching your stance could work, depending on the opponent, yeah. But that would put your back to me for a moment, and I’d be out of sight while you turn your head. Better would have been to pull your knee in and kick. Here, watch.”

Ana demonstrated a missed low kick, exaggerating the rotation, then turned it into a side kick. Then she had Jisha do the same on both sides until the girl could barely raise her legs.

“So how is your other training going?” Ana asked as Jisha sat, slumped like a sack of potatoes against the wall of the guardhouse.

“Long Blades at 2,” the girl said, panting. “Shields, Defense, and Axes all at 1.”

“Well done! So, why aren’t you a Fighter yet? You’ve got the prerequisites.”

“Money,” Jisha said with a shrug. “Level 1 Ability lets me take notes very well, even if I don’t understand what’s being said, and even gives me a Shard for it every now and then. You know Dilmek’s been getting me some work?”

“I didn’t, no. Been kind of busy.”

“Oh, d’accord. Well, I’ve been helping the clerks. Don’t think they need it, but it’s made me some silver to live on. I . . . Okay, I’ve accepted some charity, but I don’t like it.”

“Right. Money.” Ever since she’d been made a temporary officer, and then marshal, Ana had been living off kindness, respect, and the gold she’d made before everything went to shit. She still had plenty left. Jisha, though, had the clothes she’d been given after she was first healed and a dagger Ana lent her and never asked her to return. That was it. Her phone, useless with the battery dead and no way to charge it, had been among those found in Karti’s tent, but that was her only Earthly possession.

Ana had been so worried about money her first days in the Splinter, and then it just hadn’t been an issue as they’d turned into some kind of military commune for several weeks. Now she’d need to start thinking about it again. Of course, she was sitting on over 14,000 Experience Points worth of Growth Crystals, which should theoretically sell for—she quickly did the math in her head, her 39 Points of Acuity making it easy—at least forty-four gold. Money wasn’t an issue if she was willing to part with those. But she was also only 200 Points away from being able to reach Class Level 17, which would set her back to no Crystals and whatever coins she had on hand.

Ana had only been back in the outpost for four days, and already the itch was there to go back out—to improve her Skills, kill some demons, and maybe clear a Delve or two. In three months, the cycle would end. The Waystone would open, making travel and transport between the Splinter and the Core Cities practically free. When it did, Ana would leave, and she wanted to reach Level 20 before then.

When Ana didn’t say anything else, Jisha continued. “So, as I said, I’ve accepted some charity. And while I don’t like it, I was hoping you might offer some more. Not money,” she added quickly. “I don’t want people giving me money. But I hoped you might help me earn some.”

“Uh-huh,” Ana said. Not dismissive, but not exactly encouraging either.

Jisha wasn’t deterred. “I hoped you might take me out. Into the forest, I mean. To kill demons.”

Ana considered the girl. She was anxious and embarrassed to ask for a favor, but entirely earnest. There may have been a bit of hero worship there too—body language wasn’t great for anything beyond the basic emotions, but Ana had seen the way the girl looked at her over the past few weeks. “Go on,” she said.

“Listen, Ana, I’m hoping to use you to get stronger and to make some money. It’s as simple as that. You’re strong, and you have an Ability that makes it so people in your Party don’t get hurt. I guess having you around would mean that I’d get fewer rewards—”

“I’m not so sure of that,” Ana interrupted. “It’s a contribution thing. If I’m not fighting, I shouldn’t hurt your gains any more than anyone else just for being there.”

“Oh!” Jisha said. Her confidence grew as Ana kept not telling her no. “I didn’t know that. But anyway, with you around, I could handle almost anything, yes? And I . . . Ana, I want to learn to fight, but I’m scared to go out until I’m stronger. And I don’t know how long it would take before I’m ready to go out otherwise.”

“There’s Kaira’s Casuals group. She’s starting that back up pretty soon.”

“I know. She says it’ll be awhile though. Not until the ambient mana goes down, whatever that is, and the nearby demons get cleared out. Apparently they’re too strong for Casuals right now.”

“And you don’t want to wait.”

“No.”

“And you’re okay with the risk of taking on demons that Kaira thinks are too strong for someone like Petra?”

“With you, I am.”

Ana looked at the girl, and she got a strong feeling that no matter what Jisha said now, one day soon she’d talk herself into going out there, with or without Ana. Maybe with some other newbies who didn’t want to wait. That, along with the fact that Ana enjoyed how Jisha looked up to her, decided things. She didn’t want Jisha to die. It was as simple as that.

“Alright,” Ana said, and Jisha’s face lit up. “Wait,” she continued. “I’m not against taking you out, but I have two conditions. First, you need to get us a tracker. And ideally, a mage too. Just the two of us, or us and Messy, is pointless. I can fight, and I have some Survival Skills, but I have no real experience finding targets. Second, you need to figure out a way to really make it worth my while. I could go out with pretty much any experienced team in the outpost. I got four offers last night alone. So why should I go with you?”

“I—” Jisha started, but Ana cut her off.

“Don’t answer now. Take some time and answer me tomorrow evening. Even if it’s the same answer you wanted to give me now, leave it until then. We can have dinner together at Petra’s, alright? My treat.”

Jisha deflated, but only slightly. “Alright.”

“Good.” Ana paused, then ran her fingers through her hair. “Were you serious before?”

“Quoi?”

“My hair. How bad is it?”

“It’s . . .” Jisha ballooned her cheeks, blowing out a slow, dramatic breath, then said, “I’m guessing it was white?”

“Platinum, yeah.”

“It’s dirty white now, really uneven, with three centimeters of brown at the roots.”

“Shit.” Ana had expected it to be bad, but not that bad. She hadn’t seen her own reflection for a while, and asking Messy how she looked only worked if she wanted to be flattered shamelessly.

She’d have to see Bessir the barber soon and just have him cut everything that wasn’t her natural chestnut brown. Or just have him shave it. Messy wouldn’t mind. She’d probably think it was hot.

But that was a problem for another day. “Thanks, I guess,” she told Jisha. “I appreciate the honesty. Will I see you this afternoon?”

“Of course,” the girl said tiredly. Not that Ana expected her to miss a class; she hadn’t yet.

“In that case, lunch is on me. Come on! I can smell the food stalls already.”

[image: Scene change]

“Listen, Ana, you’re going to be focused on melee combat for the foreseeable future, right?”

“Pretty sure we both know that’s always going to be true, yeah,” Ana answered Tor. She and Torden had just finished having dinner at Petra’s, along with Messy, Kaira, and Omda. Now they were just polishing off their drinks before separating for the night. “Shooting a crossbow is fun, but we all know I can do the most good at the front. Why?”

Tor smiled ruefully. “Well, do you want some advice, from one frontliner to another? I know you somehow out-Leveled me already, but I think I’ve still got the edge, theory-wise.”

“Sure. Lay it on me.”

“You should focus on combining your melee weapon Skills. Your current weapon can use either the Axes or Blunt Weapons Skills, right? We know you’re good with a short blade, even if you don’t like them, and you did well with a sword from what I’ve heard. Add Polearms to the mix, get them all to Skill Level 10, and combine them!”

“I’ll consider it, sure. Doesn’t sound like a bad idea, at least. But why the urgency?”

“Because I’m selfish. It’s about the Perks. That’s about it. The Perks are so much better, and I want you to be the best Party-mate you can be. I’m guessing whatever Perks you have right now are pretty specific in when they give you bonuses?”

“They are, yeah.”

“Well, the Perks for Melee Weapon Combat aren’t. How does a bonus to your Strength Mult whenever you’re using a melee weapon sound?”

“Pretty damn nice, to be honest.”

“Effective and efficient,” Omda added, keeping himself characteristically brief. “Easy to Level.”

“I have to get all the Skills there first,” Ana objected.

“Like that’s a problem for you,” Kaira scoffed theatrically. “You got to Class Level 16 in two months.”

“Sure. Still going to take a while.”

“Which is why we’re proposing you come out with us,” Tor said. “Finally go on that outing we started talking about before everything went to shit.”

Ana sighed. She hadn’t exactly expected this, but neither was she surprised. “A recruitment pitch? Really, Tor? I get enough of those. Besides, do we even know that the Delves are safe? What if the Sentinel fucked them all up, like he did with the Trap Delve?”

“Wandak and his Party did one on the way back,” Kaira said with a smug grin. As a themion, her mouth was too wide and full of too many sharp teeth, something Ana still wasn’t entirely used to. “They came in today and didn’t report seeing anything odd. Not even a changeling on the way. Delves are clear, and people are excited!”

Ana turned her head at a touch on her shoulder. “I think you should do it,” Messy said.

“Really?” Ana asked. “Could you take time off so soon after getting back?”

“No, Ana. I think you should do it. I’ve had enough excitement for a while. Not swearing off Delving, not by a long shot, but I’m not ready yet. But you should do it. You love it. I know you do. Flying and fighting, those are the times I’ve seen you most in your element. Maybe not the most happy, exactly, but most yourself.” Messy smiled softly and squeezed Ana’s shoulder. “Please, Angel. You should go.”

Ana looked at her girlfriend, and she barely saw her. The smile and her open body language meant nothing. She couldn’t easily put a name to the painful, sucking feeling in her gut as she leaned in close and whispered, “Mess, did I do something wrong?”

“What? Ana, no!” By the look of utter confusion that fell over Messy’s face, Ana might as well have just accused her of being one of the Sentinel’s fanatics.

“Then why are you asking me to leave you?”

“Ana, I’m not! You must know that. That’s . . .” Messy looked deep into her eyes, lowering her voice so much that no one but Ana and the Wayfarer could possibly hear her. “That’s your Ability talking, telling you to stay close and protect me. But I don’t need protecting now, okay? I’m safe behind the walls, the traitors are all locked up, and I’ve been learning self-defense from you. And I’m not asking you to leave. I’m asking you to take some time for yourself without worrying about me, to go out and do something you enjoy with your friends. And then come back to me, stronger than ever. I love you, okay? I just don’t want you to stagnate because I need some time to get my own shit in order. So, please, Ana. Go with them.”

“But—”

“Ana.” Messy reached out and took Ana’s hand between both of her own. “I swear that I’ll be right here, whole and happy and waiting for you when you get back.”

Ana’s instincts screamed at her to refuse. Maybe she couldn’t always be in the same room with Messy, but as long as she was nearby, she could always get to her quickly to intervene if something happened. But when she took a moment to look at her girlfriend, to really see the love and the confidence in her eyes and to feel those same emotions pulsing through Messy’s aura, she relented. She still wasn’t comfortable with the idea though.

Nor was Ana entirely comfortable with how effective Messy’s reassurances were. It was one thing to accept intellectually that someone was emotionally significant; it was a first for Ana, but she could rationalize it based on how the System was affecting her and what she got out of her relationship with Messy. It was another thing entirely to feel the sickness in her gut recede when Messy told her that this didn’t mean that their bond was any weaker or that she loved Ana any less. That was going to take a lot of getting used to.

“Okay,” Ana said softly, forcing herself to trust and accept the sincerity she saw in Messy’s bright amber eyes. Then she tore her gaze away and turned to the others, who’d been watching with feigned or, in Omda’s case, politely genuine disinterest, and said it again. “Okay. Sure. I’m in. Is there a plan?”

“Great!” Kaira exclaimed, clapping her hands together loud enough to make the inn’s other patrons turn and stare. Kaira paid them no mind. “So, we were thinking we’d head out in two days, maybe three. We want to take advantage of the stronger demons that will have built up with all the Delvers away and the higher ambient mana. Should still be some left, even after the rush.” She lowered her voice before she continued. “There’s an area we’ve gone before. It’s like a Delve hot spot; they keep popping up, and demons love it. Not anywhere I’d take a group of Casuals”—Messy shrugged amiably at the apologetic look Kaira gave her—“but it’s been great for both Crystals and general harvesting. Sometimes the Delves have been too rough for us to risk it, but with you along . . . anyway, that’s where we’re going.”

“I don’t know if I can go in two or three days,” Ana said. “I promised Jisha to give her a chance to put something together.” She turned to Messy and said, ”I was going to ask you about that tonight, actually, but I guess it’s a no either way?”

Messy gave her a warmly apologetic smile. “Sorry, Angel.”

Kaira, for her part, just said, “Oh, I know. She came straight to me for help after you finished beating her up. She’s coming with us! Well, she is if you are. I’m not throwing a Level 1 kid to the wolves unless we’ve got you playing whipping girl for her.”

Ana blinked, then said, “You’re taking Jisha somewhere you wouldn’t take Petra?”

“With you in the Party? Any day.”

“And you two?” Ana looked at Omda and Tor. “You’re just going along with this?”

Omda shrugged. “Yep.”

“Listen,” Tor said, “Irry may be a few feathers short of a pillow—”

“Hey!”

“—but she’s got a good sense for people. Delvers, at least. If she says this girl can hack it, at least with you along, then I believe her.”

Kaira went from outraged to smiling in a heartbeat. “Aw! Thank you, Tor!”

“Besides,” Tor finished. “You try talking her out of it.”

Kaira looked like she considered protesting, then said, “Yeah, fair.”

Ana considered. She didn’t like people planning around her like this, but it would almost certainly be more profitable than whatever she or Jisha could have pulled together. And it was unlikely that the girl would get killed, unless she got too far from Ana—what she might do was to get Ana hurt, but that wasn’t likely to be too severe compared to what Ana herself managed on a regular basis. And if Messy wasn’t coming along, then at least she’d have Kaira, who kind of understood her.

“You’ll take responsibility for her?” Ana asked. “Get her kitted out and everything?”

“That’s the plan,” Kaira said cheerfully.

“And you’ll cover the potions if she gets me or herself hurt?”

“Won’t happen, but sure.”

Ana sighed. “Alright. I’ll bow to your experience. Two or three days, huh? Why the uncertainty?”

“Ray’s not back yet.”

“Ray? Rayni? She’s coming too?”

“Sure!”

“Not that I mind, but do we need her? We’ve got Om.”

“Different skill sets,” Omda said simply.

Kaira leaned back in her chair. “What the big guy said. Ray’s good at teaching Survival Skills too. None of us is. Figured we’d make this as profitable as possible for the kid.”

“Alright,” Ana said again, deciding she’d just leave it all to Kaira and see who and what she had to work with the morning they were leaving. She drained her ale, and Messy did the same before they both stood. “I’ll look forward to it. Now, it’s been nice, but I’ve got some tutoring with Tellak to get to. Evening, all.”

“Hey, speaking of,” Kaira said. “So . . . Tellak’s basically living with Touanne now, isn’t she?”

“Yeah,” Ana said. “Looks like.”

“Are they . . .”

Ana honestly had no idea, but Messy answered for her. “Nah,” she said with the air of an expert. “They’re kind of emotionally dependent on each other, but nothing romantic. Touanne might figure herself out some day, but Telly’s no more interested in women than you are.”

“That’s great!” Kaira said, then turned to poke Omda. “See, Om? Shoot your shot, man!”

Omda blushed slightly, smiled wryly, and said nothing.

“Do you mind me coming with?” Messy asked as they exited Petra’s.

“When have I ever—” Ana started, then stopped and listened carefully. There was the background patter of a crowd in the air, coming from the center of the outpost.

“Angel? What’s going on?” Messy asked curiously.

“Lots of people in the square. Angry,” Ana said. She listened for a few seconds more, and then a few words hit home. “Aw, shit,” she sighed. “They’re gonna lynch the cultists.”


Chapter two


Besides Jisha, there were around a hundred former changelings in the outpost—regular, everyday humans who’d been stolen from Earth and infected with a magical illness that turned them into living weapons. There were undoubtedly still more changelings roaming the Splinter—nobody knew how many. Thousands had been killed already. These hundred had been kept penned at the cultists’ camp as a last-ditch defensive measure, but the cultists never got the chance to release them. Thanks to Touanne the Healer’s hard work, they’d been cured, but now they had to deal with the fact that they, from dozens of different cultures, countries, and socio-economic backgrounds, were all stranded together in a magical world that was technologically at the level of the early Renaissance, at best.

The cultists responsible for dragging them into this world had called them changelings, but nobody used that word for those who’d been cured. At some point, someone had started calling them the Stolen, and that moniker had stuck. Ana didn’t use it to describe herself, though; she preferred Accidental, if anything, since she hadn’t been the target of the spell that summoned her. But whatever. If they wanted a word to help them identify with each other, Ana wasn’t going to argue. She just didn’t feel any more kinship with any of them in the Splinter than she had back on Earth.

Many of the Stolen were despondent. A very few were excited. Most were understandably furious. And they had a convenient outlet for that fury in the two-dozen cultists who’d been taken prisoner after the short brutal battle at their camp around the white obelisk. Those cultists—minus four that had been killed trying to escape during the march back to the outpost—were currently being held in a freshly built stockade in the northern part of the outpost, under guard and surrounded by a large mana-suppressing ritual circle.

Now the Stolen—or at least some of those who’d emerged as leaders among them—had decided that it was time for some justice.

Ana had seen this coming. She didn’t give a damn about the prisoners—she was one of their victims herself, after all—but many of the people she considered friends did. And she didn’t want to leave the volunteer guards, people like Tor and his friend Sira, to stand between a mob of confused, frightened people and the bastards against whom those people had some very legitimate grievances. Most of the volunteers were too good to either let the mob have their way, or to do what was necessary to hold them back, and it could only end in tears.

“Messy,” Ana said as they approached the square. “I don’t want you to get involved. I’ve seen protests turn ugly, and these people are already planning to get violent. Stay back, okay?”

“Okay,” Messy said, and Ana knew that she meant it. Messy had a dagger on her, and she could use it to devastating effect. But she was also a good person. Every time she’d killed a changeling, even in self-defense, it was like a small part of her had died with them. Ana never wanted to see that empty look in her girlfriend’s eyes again.

Sending Messy to fetch the others from Petra’s, Ana approached the square. She’d never asked for responsibility or authority. She didn’t want them or the attention that came with them. She’d given up the title of marshal as soon as the cultists were defeated, even before the white obelisk that was destabilizing the Splinter fell. She didn’t consider herself an officer of the Bluesky Guild, no matter what the others thought. But there were people she liked, whom she didn’t want to see hurt, guarding those prisoners, and Ana considered herself uniquely suited to defusing this situation. If nothing else, she should be able to break this mob up for tonight.

She steeled herself and straightened her clothes. Then she strode into the square.

She’d heard them all the way from Petra’s; there wasn’t much that got by her when it came to sound anymore. She’d heard the angry shouts of “Are we just going to stand here?” and “So what are we going to do?” She’d heard the ripples of translation—the Stolen had no truly common language, though Wanteul came close. They were shouting in a variety of languages that she understood, too, including English and Inter-guild, but their exact words didn’t matter—they weren’t going to be reasoned out of this. They wanted someone to suffer for what had happened to them, and some of the perpetrators were right there, almost in their reach.

What she saw was exactly what she’d expected: angry, frightened people who’d lost everything, with one man standing before the Waystone, riling them up. And he was doing a good job feeding what was already there: their blood was up, and their anger was running hot. If she wanted to end this quickly, she’d have to make them more afraid than they were angry.

That was fine. Ana could do fear.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?!” Ana roared at the crowd that had gathered before the Waystone. She projected a fury she didn’t feel, but annoyance would have been counterproductive.

Everyone in that mob turned to face her. Many took a step or more away from her, but most of those she locked eyes with froze where they stood as their lizard brains screamed, “Danger! Predator!” They weren’t all Stolen, she noted; there were several people there she recognized from before the march south. Some were even members of the now-disbanded militia. Those people didn’t understand her, since she spoke in English, and neither did quite a few of the gathered Stolen, she was sure. But no one could mistake the volume of her voice, with 43 Points of Strength behind it, or her tone, backed by 8 Levels of Intimidation and, more importantly, 52 Points of Charisma.

Then, to really drive home the effect and make it clear that listening to her would be the first good decision they’d make this evening, Ana activated Wings of Glory. Massive ethereal wings sprouted from her back, each of them longer than Ana was tall and growing from nothing to their full size in an instant. She used her wings to leap high over the heads of the crowd, landing next to the leader on the raised plinth that held the Waystone.

Gasps of awe and fear rippled through the mob, many of whom had never seen Ana go full Angel before. The guy before the Waystone was tall, strongly built, and, she could admit, fairly handsome despite his buzz cut. He probably had nearly a foot and a hundred pounds on her. It didn’t matter. He was a [Human Trader (3)], with the Attributes of a mere human. As she landed, she gave him a glare, and he stumbled back and away from her. Before he could get out of reach, she grabbed his arm and snapped, “Get down there,” turning him and shoving him toward the others, not hard enough to throw him off the plinth, but enough to make her point.

A tense, expectant silence fell over the square.

“Stand down and return to your inns or other lodgings!” Ana commanded, raising her voice as much as she possibly could while still keeping it tightly controlled. “I will not tolerate any mob violence in this outpost!” She then repeated herself in French, Spanish, and Inter-guild.

Ana had spoken to many of these people after they were cured. They didn’t know her, but they knew she was from Earth, and many of the looks she got back were laced with betrayal. When the mutters started up again, quickly growing louder, much of the anger was now directed at her.

“Madam Cole!” said one man, a Mister Liu, if she remembered correctly. His English was precise and only lightly accented in some form of Chinese. “Will you stand in the way of justice?”

“Mob justice? Yeah, I will,” she confirmed.

“And the guards at the prison, will they?”

“I don’t know,” Ana said honestly. “It might go either way; they’re all pretty good people. But I’m not, so you’ll never reach them.”

“You’re alone, Miss Cole,” Buzz Cut said. “There’re dozens of us. Do you really think you can stop us?”

A single fellow American in this world, Ana thought, and he had to be from fucking Boston.

She didn’t dignify his question with an answer. Instead she locked eyes with the man, waited for him to freeze—which he did—then spread her wings and roared, “Stand down and return to your lodgings!”

Charisma, Intimidation, and her Perk Predator made for a potent mix, and combined with the supernatural display of Ana’s wings, it all became too much. Almost as one, the mob lost their nerve and started backing away. “I understand your anger!” Ana told them. “You’re right to be angry! I am! I’m one of those bastards’ victims, same as you! But if you want to get to them, you’ll have to go through me! And you can not take me! Try me! I dare you!“

With a powerful beat of her wings, she shot upward. Two more, and then she let them flap lazily as she hovered twenty feet in the air, only barely bobbing and swaying as she hung there. “Are we clear?”

They were clear. Ana swept her gaze across the mob, and it broke apart, its members retreating back down the main and side streets toward their temporary homes. And as it did, Ana received a notification.

Congratulations! Your Skill Acting has improved to Level 7! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Medium).
Congratulations! Your Skill Intimidation has improved to Level 9! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Medium).


Well, Ana thought. That’s one hell of a way to get enough for Level 17. And somewhere at the edge of hearing, she heard the voice of the Wayfarer laughing softly. Hell of a time for the recently absent goddess to be paying attention.

Messy arrived with Kaira, Tor, and Omda as the mob was dispersing, backed by Petra and several other patrons of the inn.

“Gods, Ana,” Messy said before they even reached each other. “That was dangerous! What if they’d turned on you?”

“They were almost all Level 2 or 3, Mess,” Ana said. Everyone who’d been cured had been given a Shard or a Least Growth Crystal to trigger their insertion into the System, but few had really gotten with the program yet. “If that’s not enough, all but a handful of them are social or artisanal Classes. And knowing what I do about the world I come from, it’s unlikely that any of them will know how to use a weapon well enough to hurt me, all else being equal.”

“There were dozens of them,” Messy pointed out, but she wasn’t upset. There was a light flush from the tips of her pointed elfin ears that reached her neck, and her eyes shone with excitement.

Ana snorted. “If they’d tried, despite my Intimidation, they’d’ve broken before they could hurt me. The only question was how many of them I’d have to break.”

It would have been so easy. Against five or six dozen changelings, Ana would have been wary. She would have worried about her chances simply due to the literal weight of numbers; she’d been brought down by numbers before. Against a larger number of regular, unarmed people though? People who feared pain and had a working sense of self-preservation? With her massive advantages? At no point had she been worried. It may have taken a few busted joints and broken bones, but she would’ve sent them running. She wouldn’t even have had to kill anyone to do it.

Probably. She would have tried not to. It would’ve been a damn shame to kill someone so soon after saving them.

“We should hang around here.” Tor sighed. “If I know Captain Falk, he’ll be here any minute.”

“I would’ve expected him to come out to deal with the crowd himself,” Ana said frankly.

“He’s at the stockade. He’s been taking double shifts every night, from what I’ve heard. Assuming he knows about the mob, he’s probably making sure the streets from here to there are blocked off. He’ll be here with anyone they can spare in . . . yep. There he is.”

Captain Tober Falk entered the square from the northern side, coming along Main Street. With him were five combat Classers, all of them volunteer guards, and his wife Marra. The somewhat rotund woman, her red hair up in a sensible bun, looked out of place with the tougher-looking fighters, but Ana knew better. Anyone who judged her by her appearance would be sorely mistaken; while most people would only see a Level 28 Clerk, Ana knew that her first 25 Levels were all in Vanguard. And Ana had seen her fight; she may have put on a pound or forty since retiring from Delving, but the woman could more than hold her own.

Even more out of place was the Indian teenager walking behind them. Ana briefly wondered what Jisha was doing there, but there was really only one likely explanation.

“Miss Cole!” Captain Falk called out from across the square even before he approached. Only he, his wife, and Jisha did so, with the others staying to block off the street. “I see we’re late. Or did Miss Pillai overstate the seriousness of the situation?”

Pillai? Ana thought, then looked at Jisha. She’d never asked the girl’s last name, but it did sound vaguely familiar. She’d had Jisha in her Party before, so she must have seen it at least.

To Falk she said, “No, Captain, I doubt she did. There were seventy or eighty people here; Stolen, mostly, but a few locals too. I sent them home.”

“Reliable as always, Miss Cole,” Falk said. “Thank you.”

“Don’t get used to it, Captain,” Ana said coolly. “I’ll be going out in a few days, and I intend to do as much Delving as I possibly can before the cycle ends. The cultists are your prisoners. You’re going to need to find a long-term solution.”

Captain Falk looked at once understanding and understandably disappointed. His wife, though she didn’t say anything, looked thoroughly disapproving.

“That’s unfortunate,” the captain said, “but it is neither in my nature nor my power to attempt to force you to handle a situation that is not your responsibility. No, most certainly not. I can only thank you for intervening here tonight, and hope that you change your mind. Any chance you know who organized it?”

“The guy on the plinth who was riling them up was tall, muscular, skin about the same tone as yours and with very short hair. I’ve seen him before, but I don’t know his name.”

“That sounds like Mister Belov,” Falk sighed. “I shall have to have another talk with him. Is there no way I can convince you to help settle these unfortunates, Miss Cole? I’d hoped you might be able to reach them in a way I can’t.”

Ana sighed. They’d never officially broached the subject of Ana’s origins, but everybody knew. Nobody believed that she’d fallen into the Splinter accidentally—though that apparently did happen. “Captain, let me be clear,” she said. “These people are not my responsibility. I don’t feel any kinship with them. Many of them don’t even share a language with me. But that’s all beside the point. I’ve talked to many of them, directly or with a translator. A quarter or a third of those people don’t respect me simply because I’m a woman. Just as many actively despise me, because it’s well known at this point that Messy and I are a couple. I’m not going to reason with them. I don’t see a reasonable chance of getting through to them, and I have no interest in putting myself through that frustration for their sake. What I can do is scare them, and I’m willing to do that if you’ll give me immunity for doing what I must to make it stick. Otherwise I’ll wash my hands of them.”

“Frankly, Miss Cole,” Captain Falk said, “I’ll happily take fear if reason will not work.”

That gave Ana pause. She hadn’t expected that. Captain Falk was an amiable man, from what she’d seen, and not one to rule through strength and intimidation. But she’d only seen him with a population that wanted to be there. Now he was stuck with a hundred poor, angry, and desperate people whose entire reality had been shattered, while also keeping track of and protecting twenty captured cultists and the fifteen traitors who’d joined Trilgayeri the Scout in her attempt to murder Ana.

The situation was quite different, and Captain Falk, it seemed, might be willing to do whatever it took to keep the peace.

“Fine,” Ana said. “Get them together here in the square sometime tomorrow. I’ll talk to them. If it works, great. If not . . . I’ll help if they try anything while I’m in town, but that’s as far as my responsibility extends from now on. Deal?”

“Deal,” Falk said. “And thank you. Yes, indeed. I’ll do what I can to gather the Stolen and make sure that you’re kept informed. All I ask is that you appeal to their better natures before you put the fear in them.”

“They get one chance,” Ana said.

Falk nodded. “We’ll get back to guarding the prisoners, then.”

Before they left, Marra spoke up. She still looked generally unhappy with Ana’s attitude; no surprise considering how much Ana had done already and how much her husband had come to rely on her support. “Ana,” she said. “Can we rely on you if something happens?”

Ana sighed. She liked Marra. She’d prefer not to disappoint her too badly. “Fine,” she said. “While I’m at the outpost. If they’re stupid enough to try something tonight, I’ll be either at Touanne’s or at home.”

“Thank you,” Marra answered, looking somewhat mollified.

At a look from Ana, Jisha stayed behind as the Falks left.

“You talked to Kaira, huh?” Ana asked her, keeping her voice light. She’d decided that she wasn’t annoyed. Not really, that had just been her gut reflex to not liking surprises.

“Yeah,” Jisha said with a relieved chuckle, glancing at the themion woman who stood only a few feet away. “She’d already promised to take me out, so I figured . . . may as well ask, no?”

“Sure. Just don’t come crying to me if it gets too tough. Kaira likes to push newbies. She won’t hold back, and we’re not returning to the outpost until we’re done. You have until tomorrow morning to back out, alright?”

“I won’t,” the girl said, and Ana had to admire her casual confidence. They’d see soon enough if it was justified.

“I hope not,” Ana said. “Now, Tellak is probably wondering where I am. I’ll see you at class tomorrow. Oh, and Jisha?”

“Yes?”

“Thanks for going to Falk instead of to me,” she said, meaning it wholeheartedly. It was one thing for her to volunteer to take care of the situation; it was something else entirely to have someone expect her to do so.

Jisha would need protection for a while. Ana wouldn’t put it past some of the mob to target her if they’d seen her take off north when the rally started. It might be for the best that she’d be away.

As Petra and the others walked Jisha back to the inn, Messy and Ana made their way to Touanne’s. Ana forced the interruption to her evening out of her mind, along with the added chore of having to put the fear of God into a bunch of refugees. She’d deal with that tomorrow. Tonight, she had some magic to learn.


Chapter three


In the two months since arriving in the Splinter, Ana had learned to do magic. Very limited magic; she could act as a conduit for mana, powering ritual circles or Engravings on objects, and she could harden her skin to make herself less vulnerable to damage. She could do her arms, neck, head, and shoulders now, all at once—the most important parts, really. But that was all she could do.

Well, that and Channel unaligned mana into weakly Earth-aligned mana, but that was a separate Skill entirely.

As useful—not to mention amazing—as those things were, Ana wanted more. And Tellak, her friend and mentor in all things magic, agreed that it was time to learn something new, especially considering how Ana’s Shaping Skill seemed to have stalled out at Level 4.

Ana especially wanted to learn two things that she’d seen Tellak do. The first was to somehow increase the mass of her weapons. Tellak wasn’t too locked into any one type of weapon, changing the shape of her weapon into a sword, hammer, or axe as appropriate. That was impressive in itself, but whatever its shape, her weapon always seemed to hit with a lot more force than its size and speed suggested it should. And when Ana asked, Tellak had confirmed that she had a favorite Shaping that made anything she held heavier, and had agreed that with Ana’s Strength, that would be very useful.

Tellak had also done the opposite to Ana, reducing her weight significantly to let a group of mages send her flying a hundred feet or more straight into the air. Ana could see all kinds of uses for making her opponents lighter, again, especially considering her Strength. Tellak had put the brakes on that line of thought when she said that messing with the weight of anything other than herself was far more advanced than they should bother with yet. Working on Ana changing her own weight though? That, Tellak thought, might be within her reach.

Ana was not a large woman. She’d never paid too much attention to her weight as long as she fit into her nice clothes, but she was shorter than average, and even with her muscles, she rarely came in above 115 pounds. The shorter stature could be useful, if only rarely. The weight, though, was a problem in any serious fight. One that she’d trained to work around, but when any serious opponent can lift you without much effort, you’re at a natural disadvantage. Besides that, form could only do so much. There were definite limits to how stable she could make herself and how much power she could put behind a blow.

On more than one occasion, she’d actually considered putting on thirty or forty pounds to see how that would affect her in a fight. But her job had her posing as a girlfriend or hanger-on of rich kids and twenty-somethings, and beauty standards being what they were, that hadn’t been an option. Then she’d been yanked into the Splinter, and cost and availability of food had been an actual consideration—even if the portions tended to be generous, to say the least. But if she could change her weight—or better, mass—at will? Yeah. Ana was excited.

So that was what she and Tellak were doing. While Touanne and Messy did alchemy things in the lab, Tellak tried to guide Ana through the process of shaping the right mana constructs to make herself just a tiny bit heavier. To aid in gauging her success, they had a block of wood, a thick plank, and a cauldron of water, which Tellak had adjusted the weight of to be just more than Ana’s. Ana went on one side of the seesaw, the cauldron on the other, and they had a simple scale.

Now, if only Ana could make her end go down.

“I don’t know what’s wrong,” Tellak said after they’d been trying for well over an hour. “I can feel the mana moving, and what you’re describing sounds right. But either your Shaping isn’t doing what it should, or the effect is too small for this improvised scale to show it.”

“Yeah, time to call it quits for tonight,” Ana admitted. It was getting late, and she had a busy day tomorrow.

“Don’t worry. Few people manage on their first try. If we could both see the Shaping, that would be different, but this is how it normally goes. We’ll try again tomorrow. Maybe we could ask Jay to help? She has the right Enhancement to see Shapings.”

“I think she mentioned that, yeah,” Ana mused. “If there’s time. I’m probably going out the morning after tomorrow.”

“We’ll find time,” Tellak said confidently. “Did you talk to Simt, by the way?”

“Not yet,” Ana sighed. “I think she’s avoiding me.”

Simt, the Demi-Fae Kineticist, was one of very few people in the outpost with the Craft of Force, and the only one with whom Ana had a personal relationship. Tellak thought Ana might have an aptitude for the Craft—strength of will and directness were the usual signs, and Ana had those in spades—and had suggested asking Simt to test her.

But Simt was proving hard to get hold of, and Ana was sure at this point that it was deliberate. The tiny woman had left the cultist camp with the first group of people, right after the white obelisk fell, and that was the last time Ana had spoken with her. Since returning to the outpost, Ana had only seen her once, at the square, and then Simt had disappeared silently before Ana could approach her.

Not that Ana blamed her. Simt had never been comfortable with fighting changelings or cultists, yet Ana had repeatedly talked—or browbeat—her into doing so. And while Simt had put on a brave face most of the time, she’d become less outgoing and vivacious with every combat.

It was the final battle that broke her. Sure, she’d been around afterward, doing what she could to help, but she’d been quiet and withdrawn, often lost in her own thoughts. From what Ana had heard, she’d been terribly effective in the one short engagement her Party had, killing one of the cultists with a single blast of directed force and crippling several others, and it clearly weighed on her heavily.

Ana knew intellectually that she should feel guilty for pushing Simt too far. She didn’t. Even if true guilt had been in her emotional range, she’d done what was necessary to give them all the best chance she could of surviving. But she did perhaps regret the consequences, and she hoped that the tiny woman would recover. Even better if she’d talk to Ana again once she did.

“That’s too bad,” Tellak said, and that was that. She didn’t ask why. They both knew.

Ana was still standing on the high end of the seesaw when Messy and Touanne came into the front of the shop. “Heard you talking,” Messy said, handing Ana a steaming mug as Touanne did the same for Tellak. “Does that mean you’re done for tonight?”

“Yeah,” Ana said, taking a long sip before continuing. It was a sweet herbal tea, a bit citrusy, a bit minty, and probably incredibly wholesome since it came from Touanne’s kitchen. “Something’s not working. I’ll have to sleep on it and try again later.”

“You’re trying to make yourself heavier?” Messy said, looking at the contraption.

“Right.”

“Did you dismantle the Shaping yet?”

“No, I’ve still got half my mind on it. Why?”

“Oh, you know . . .” Messy walked over so she was standing right in front of Ana. With Ana three inches off the ground, they were about eye to eye now. Then Messy bent her knees, put her arms around Ana’s waist, and lifted her. “Yep. A little lighter for sure,” she said, putting Ana down with a grin.

Behind Ana, Tellak sighed softly. “Ana,” she said, “how did you orient the modulation? Exactly.”

Then followed another hour of Ana trying and succeeding to make herself lighter, as confirmed by the seesaw. Making herself heavier, for some infuriating reason, remained elusive. Something with her not having learned the trick of reorienting the modulation yet, apparently, but Tellak, reliable as always, only saw that as an opportunity to learn a new aspect of Shaping.

“I don’t see why you’re so upset,” Messy said as she and Ana were walking home. “You’re so strong. Won’t you be able to jump like a grasshopper if you reduce your weight? And that’s to say nothing of your wings!”

“I mean . . .” Ana grumbled, “it’s not like there’s no upside. But jumping is a lot less useful in a fight than you’d think. Makes you really vulnerable, you know? Especially if you don’t weigh much, which . . .” She sighed. “How could you even tell anyway? I couldn’t have managed more than a ten-pound difference even once I knew what I was doing.”

“You don’t think I know how my beloved feels in my arms?” Messy asked with mock surprise before smiling roguishly. “You know how much I like throwing you around.”

Ana snorted. She did know that. “Sure. Seriously though. How could you tell?”

“My Level 3 Jeweler Ability,” Messy replied smugly. “Precise Measurements. As long as I have time to concentrate, I can pretty much tell the exact weight and size of anything I can hold. Intended for smaller things like a ring or a precious stone, sure, but as long as I can lift it, I can measure it.”

“Fucking magic,” Ana muttered.

“Fucking magic, indeed,” Messy grinned back.

[image: Scene change]

Ana got up early the next morning, something she very rarely did. Monstrously early by any normal standard; while she could stay in bed for however long she wanted, drifting in and out of sleep, three hours had her better rested than a full night’s sleep used to. Most people here only needed six or seven hours to be fully rested and could get by on four or five if they had to—Messy could do three hours per night for a few nights in a row thanks to Ana’s Companionship Ability, but it made her seriously irritable.

So that morning, hours before dawn, Ana fought past Messy’s unhappy grumbling and grabbing and left her to get her full six hours. She dressed, left the apartment, and went to the small yard that lay between the several apartment buildings that made up the neighborhood. It was a very practical space with a few fruit trees and herb and vegetable patches and was ringed with chicken coops. Quite nice, really, though Ana could barely see anything in the dark; she may have eighty-twenty vision—or should that be twenty-five?—but her night vision wasn’t much better than it had ever been.

But that didn’t matter. If anything, the darkness and silence might help. What she needed was the feeling of the earth beneath her bare feet, letting her tap into the source of pure Earth-aligned mana below her. It was growing fainter every day, little by little, as the Waystone recovered from its . . . infection? Was that the right word? But even with the Waystone at full capacity there would have been more than enough for what Ana wanted to do.

All she wanted was to not need to focus on Channeling. She wanted a pure source of Earth-mana to draw on, so she could commit all her attention to her shaping.

She couldn’t let go of her failure the previous evening. She wasn’t embarrassed—she’d thought about it, analyzed her feelings, and that definitely wasn’t it. But she was frustrated. She’d thought she was doing everything right, but apparently she’d had the most important part of the Shaping entirely the wrong way around, and she just couldn’t figure out how to fix it!

So there she stood, at three in the morning, barefoot among the fruit trees. Mana flowed from the earth, filling the mana channels of her ethereal body, as Touanne called it—Ana didn’t really understand those parts—and then passing through her. The vast majority returned to the earth, but some went into her Shaping, letting her create the mana constructs she needed.

She created the power source first; though she preferred to think of herself as the source, and the construct as a kind of transformer. Then came the effect, which was, to her, simply the concept of weight. The transformer didn’t connect, since pumping mana into weight did nothing. What point was there in powering something that was physically constant? With an effect like toughness, you could get away with it, for whatever reason, but weight? No, for the mana to even connect to that effect, she needed a modulation. That was where her problem lay.

She created the modulation just fine. That wasn’t the problem. The modulation connected to the two other components of the Shaping, and the stream of mana that flowed through her diverted into the transformer, not in the neat packages she’d used to create her constructs, but in a small steady flow. From the transformer, it passed through the modulation and on to the effect. If she diverted one of her two lines of focus, Ana could imagine the strain on her joints decreasing by the tiniest bit. Though it was hard to say, as strong as she was.

She definitely didn’t feel anything different from when she’d been working with Tellak, and that was what she wanted to focus on. That was the last tip Tellak had left her with before they called it quits for the second time that night. Focus on the feeling, not any measurable effect. Ana knew what making herself lighter felt like. Now she needed to change the modulation until she felt something different.

The problem with that was that she couldn’t figure out how to do it. If she tried to create the modulation in any other way, it just wouldn’t stabilize. When she tried, it collapsed into ambient mana that floated away on the ethereal breeze—or was vacuumed up by the Waystone, more like. Tellak kept talking about orientation; for her it was very simple. She created the modulation in one orientation for heavier, and in the opposite for lighter. Nothing in between worked, so it was pretty much impossible to do it wrong. But when Ana tried to do just that, the opposite orientation, as she visualized it, simply did not work. Clearly she needed a different approach.

When she’d been learning to Channel, polarization had worked as a metaphor. She’d thought about how turning her shades had changed the shimmer of sunlight on the waves. Unfortunately, shaping was much less conceptual than Channeling, and more mechanical, and mechanical engineering wasn’t exactly her forte. She knew something about simple machines—levers, pulleys, and such—but she didn’t see how . . .

Or did she? Was the problem that when she and Tellak talked about orientation, they weren’t talking about the same thing? What exactly happened to the mana in the modulation construct?

Ana’s high Connection really came to use there. It had annoying sides in that it made her pick up on the emotional auras of others and made her own stronger and easier to read, but it did so by making her more sensitive to mana. Sensing and interpreting mana was a whole skill in itself, but it was like lifting weights: technique is a big part of it, but carrying around a ton of muscle lets you brute force most problems.

Of course, that didn’t help if there wasn’t much to sense in the first place, so Ana cranked up the flow of mana through her Shaping as much as she could, focusing half of her attention on keeping everything stable, and the other on what happened to the mana.

The first thing she realized, once there was enough of a flow, was that no matter what she did, she couldn’t sense anything inside the modulation construct. It was basically a black box where mana entered, unknowable, eldritch things happened, and mana came out again. But that wasn’t the end of it. Her constructs weren’t perfect, so there was some leakage between the transformer and the modulation, and more between the modulation and the effect. So she shifted her attention to comparing the mana entering the modulation with the mana leaving it, and tried to find a difference.

That turned out to be incredibly tricky. Sensing any kind of detail in the mana, using any kind of metaphor—color, temperature, texture—took a full line of focus. Comparing the mana at both ends of the modulation simply wasn’t possible with only half of her attention.

Screw it, she thought. Fortune favors the bold, nothing ventured, et cetera. Then she dialed back the flow of mana until she could only barely sense what was leaking and shifted her attention from stabilizing her Shaping to watching what was happening at both ends of the modulation.

To be fair, this was how most people did it. Not everyone had an Acuity Enhancement, and of those who had, not everyone had Split Focus. They simply had to be confident and experienced enough with their Shapings to use them without giving them their full attention. But Ana had about a month of experience, and she was pushing as much mana as she dared through her Shaping. She simply didn’t have the skill, or the Skill Levels, to maintain that for long. But before things inevitably unraveled, before she had to abort and dismantle her Shaping safely, before she gave herself an aneurysm or set her own heart on fire or whatever she might accidentally do to herself, she did find something. Something that made her sigh with exasperation. Screw it, huh? Yeah. Screw it.

Because to her, it did indeed look like the mana coming out of the modulation was rotating. Now all she had to do was figure out how to make it turn the other way.

But that would have to wait, because while all of Ana’s focus had been on thinking about mana and how the whole System seemed determined to balance out her unfair advantages by frustrating her as much as possible, the sun had risen. The first thing Ana saw when she opened her eyes was Messy sitting on a bench in front of her, watching.

“Ah, there you are,” Messy said, amber eyes slightly narrowed. There was just a hint of annoyance there. “Welcome back. Breakfast?”

“Yeah,” Ana said, her mild irritation vanishing, burned away by her excitement at the thought of telling Messy what she’d discovered. “Breakfast sounds great.”

“Good! We’ll have to do something nearby, because I need to be at the shop in half an hour. And there was a message for you from Falk, right at daybreak. He’s getting the Stolen together in the square at noon. At least that’s the plan.” Messy’s slight irritation softened. “Are you still up for it? They’re really not your responsibility.”

“Yeah,” Ana sighed. “They may not be my responsibility, but they could easily become my problem. Everybody knows I’m one of them. Technically, at least. If I can keep them from doing something stupid, that’ll make my life easier in the long run.”

“So what’re you going to do?” Messy asked as they left the yard, heading for the small local eatery where most of the neighborhood got their breakfast from. “Give them a stern talking to?”

“Nah, Mess,” Ana said. “I doubt that’ll work. They didn’t reason themselves into being angry, and I’m not going to be able to reason them out of it. So I’m going to do the next best thing.”

“And what’s that?”

“I’m going to put the fear of God in them.”


Chapter four


Ana had a nice, long class taking up most of her morning. Occupying much of the training yard the way she did wasn’t explicitly allowed under Bluesky Guild rules—the yard was for everyone—but she wasn’t charging, and she didn’t turn anyone away. Besides, other than the Stolen, anyone who hadn’t seen her fight knew someone who had; no one wanted to be the one to tell Marshal Cole that she couldn’t use the training yard to train people in how to hurt each other.

After two hours of open class, she had another one-on-one with Jisha.

“I want you to Reset and take Fighter,” she told the girl bluntly, and she wasn’t shy about putting her Skills and Perks behind the suggestion.

“Uh, I . . . I’m not sure,” Jisha said, stumbling over her words. Ana could see the surprise and uncertainty in her; she’d only ever been on the receiving end of a determined Ana once before, and that was in a life-or-death situation. “I was . . . the money . . .”

“How much are you making? A silver here or there? Can you make it for a day or two?”

“I have enough for a few days . . .”

“Then you’ll be fine. Jisha, we’re going out. Tomorrow morning or the day after that. You’ll make more than enough money from that. The important thing is that while we’re out there, you need to be as little of a burden as you possibly can. And until we go, I don’t want anyone getting it into their head that they could somehow use you against me.”

“Burden? Use me? What do you mean?”

“I mean that many of the Stolen, our fellow Earthlings, are scared and angry already. Today, I’m going to piss them off even further. Hopefully I’ll scare them enough that they won’t try anything, but that doesn’t rule out them trying to lash out at me. You’re associated with me already, just like Messy is, but she can defend herself. People probably saw you going to warn the guards last night, so if this all goes to shit, they’re not going to see you as one of them. They’re going to see you as a traitor. Understand? And they’ll have no qualms about hurting you to get to me. So do us both a favor and do what we know you’re going to do anyway.”

“I . . . okay,” Jisha said, determination and then excitement replacing the confusion and doubt that radiated from her. “Okay! I’ll do it! Let me just . . . um, Dil told me how to do this . . .”

Out of curiosity, Ana focused her Inspect on Jisha and saw the moment she went from [Human Apprentice Scholar (1)] to just [Human]. She’d wondered about that. The Stolen, between when they were cured of the void plague and when they were initialized in the System, couldn’t be Inspected at all. The same had been true while they were still changelings, which had freaked a lot of people out. But Jisha was part of the System already, so she had a Summary and all, just no Class.

Ana wondered if this was what it was like to Inspect a child. People expected anything sapient to have a label, after all.

Then, so fast that Ana might have missed it, the label blipped to [Human (3)] before becoming [Human Fighter (3)].

“Congratulations,” Ana said, giving Jisha a satisfied smile. “How does it feel?”

Jisha’s eyes were a million miles away for a long moment before she focused on Ana and grinned. “How does it feel? It’s incredible! I get Endurance and Vitality every two Levels! My Strength, Vitality, and Dexterity are all more effective while I’m fighting, and all my fighting Skills get better!”

“Oh yeah?” Ana asked, letting her curiosity shine through. “Show me!”

And show her, Jisha did. She was noticeably stronger and tougher, and her movements were just a bit faster and more coordinated. She still couldn’t land a hit or put Ana on her ass unless Ana let her—the gap in skill was too big, never mind Skills and Attributes. But she was definitely better than she had been just minutes before, and that was enough for Ana. The kid would be fine.
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Less than an hour later, Ana stood before the Waystone. She was almost getting used to that. Before her was a crowd comprising a fairly representative sample of humanity as it existed on Earth, geographically if not in absolute numbers. Most looked confused or surly. A very few looked curious as to what was going on; most of the Stolen who attended Ana’s classes were among them. And another group, which included Misters Belov and Liu, was downright hostile.

None of them, Ana imagined, were happy about being ordered out here in the middle of the day, no matter how fine the weather.

Interspersed with the Stolen were at least as many locals, there to grab lunch or just curious about what was going on. Even with them, it wasn’t anywhere near the largest crowd Ana had addressed in the last month, but many or most of the crowd were talking to each other. And so, as usual, Ana had to raise her voice to silence them.

“Attention, please!” she called, first in Inter-guild and then in English. And when that inevitably failed, she raised her voice further, to a truly ear-splitting level, and put her Skills behind it to roar, “I said attention!”

The square fell into stunned silence, some people covering their ears.

“Thank you,” she began at a more reasonable volume and in Inter-guild. “To anyone who’s not among the Stolen, you’re welcome to stay. But I will be speaking in languages completely foreign to you, so unless you find someone to translate, you won’t get much out of it. Sorry.”

Then she switched to English. “I’m only going to say all of this once, and you all need to hear it,” she began, keeping her voice clear and no-nonsense. “For those of you with friends and acquaintances who don’t speak English, I suggest you translate for them.” She paused to let people work that out, and for the what-did-she-says in a dozen or more languages to peter out, before she continued, “Many, probably most, of you know what this is about. For those who don’t, thank you for being the more reasonable fraction of this new community. The rest of this message is not for you, though it would probably be good for you to listen anyway.

“To recap: last night a mob gathered, right here, with the intent of lynching those prisoners who were involved in stealing us all from our homes. From what I understood, those of you who were in that mob didn’t care much about what you might have to do to get at them, up to and including assaulting the guards. That would have been absolutely idiotic. Not one of you stands a snowball’s chance in hell against any of them.”

She stopped to let the indignant murmurs die out.

“Leaving that aside, it would be not only immoral and ungrateful to a community that’s done all they can afford to help you; it would also be extremely disruptive. This community was very nearly mortally wounded just weeks ago. The regular system of deliveries still isn’t stable, meaning that we still haven’t truly secured our food supply—especially with a hundred or so extra mouths to feed. So, to prevent you from doing something even nearly as stupid as what you planned last night, Captain Falk, the top cop in the outpost, has asked me to talk to you. He’s given me carte blanche on how to get you to fall in line. So, here’s what you need to know.”

Ana fell silent and looked out across the crowd. She used every resource she had, her Acting, her Intimidation, and her own, hard-won skills from before she’d ever heard of the System, and she let her tone and body language both scream at them that she was not a bitch to be crossed.

“My name is Anastasia Cole,” she told them, letting her voice drop to a growl, “and I am a high-functioning sociopath.”

She gave that a moment to spread through the chain of translations, meeting any eyes that dared search for hers.

“I used to work for a man who sometimes fed people to his pigs, and that man was my favorite person in the world. I don’t know how many people I’ve killed at this point, but it’s over a hundred. Believe me when I tell you that I can and I will kill any one of you that does anything to hurt this community, and I won’t lose one wink of sleep over it. Do you understand me?”

Ana paused again to let the message spread. There were two emotions lying thick over the crowd that she could see. The first was shock. A few people were crying, and even those who were still visibly angry looked far more wary than they had the previous night.

The other was utter confusion, from those who didn’t understand English and hadn’t had anyone translate for them yet. They alternated between staring in bewilderment at the people around them and at Ana.

“I’m telling you this because I’ll be going on a little trip,” she continued. “I’ll be gone for the next few days. When I come back, I don’t want to hear that one of my fellow Earthlings did something that reflects poorly on the rest of us. If I do, I will come for you. You will not be able to hurt me, and you will not be able to stop me. You will have a chance to explain yourself, and if I don’t like what I hear, you will die, and that will be that. Have I made myself clear?”

She gave them a few seconds, then roared, “I asked you a question!”

There was a hurried, shocked chorus of “Yes!” and “You did!” and “We heard!” and a lot of other things that Ana didn’t understand literally but which were clear enough. A few more people started crying, which was good enough for Ana.

God, she hated this. She absolutely hated this. But after spending so much of her life trying not to be perceived as a monster, she had to admit to herself that it was freeing to just take the mask off and lean into it.

“Good. Any questions? No? Then I’ll thank you for your time. And if any of you, alone or ten or twelve together, want to test me, I’ll be in the yard behind the guardhouse. That, or you’re welcome to join my afternoon class. We’ll be focusing on striking. Good day.”

She descended from the plinth, and the crowd parted before her like the Red Sea.

She may have overdone it a little. She was acutely embarrassed over how edgy she’d let herself become, and the whole high-functioning sociopath thing wasn’t entirely true. For one, she wasn’t sure that the terminology was even used officially anymore. Besides that, she’d never been formally assessed or diagnosed with antisocial personality disorder; her therapist had recommended it, but Ana had never bothered. But her whole deal with killing without remorse and seeing people as objects fit her understanding of the condition well enough, and she needed to get her point across somehow.

And she couldn’t argue with the results, neither in the crowd’s reaction, nor in the notifications that intruded on her vision.

Congratulations! Your Skill Intimidation has improved to Level 10! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Major). You have gained the Perk One Against All.
One Against All: One or a hundred; you will stare them down all the same. When using the Intimidation Skill while outnumbered, your Charisma Multiplier is treated as though it were 2 Steps higher. Value increases with Intimidation Skill Level.


Now that, that was a useful Perk. She could have used that at just about any point in her life, but better late than never. And she couldn’t argue with another 800 Experience Points either.

“My god, Ana,” Jisha whispered as Ana passed. She detached from the back of the crowd and followed Ana to one of the food stalls that would never, under any circumstances, fail to be open around midday. “Did you mean all that?” she asked after they grabbed their food, and as Ana led her into the guardhouse.

“Yeah,” Ana said.

“You’re a psychopath?”

“I don’t think professionals like to use psychopath anymore.”

“Oh, uh . . . cool. I’d heard, you know? About you fighting. I thought you might be, uh . . .”

“Crazy?” Ana asked, turning to look at the girl.

“A little, perhaps?” Jisha admitted.

“And that doesn’t bother you?”

Jisha shrugged, pulling out a chair at a free table. “You’re not bad. Not to anyone who doesn’t deserve it. And you helped me without asking for anything. I think you’re pretty cool.”

“You know what?” Ana said, sitting down across from her. “Thanks.”
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Nobody took Ana up on her offer to test her, but there were a few new faces at the afternoon class. She even thought some of them might come back in the future, which was nice; she was really getting into the whole Instructor Ana thing. She had a whole character that was slowly taking shape and everything.

Captain Falk requested that she come up to his office, where he asked her to please be proportionate with any response, should one be necessary. Many of the Stolen had joined the guild and had certain rights under the charter. Ana promised that she would. They never discussed what exactly that meant.

Then, during their evening meal—not at Petra’s for once, since one could only have stew so many days in a row—Kaira confirmed that she’d really like to get going in the morning. Things moved quickly from there.

From the moment Kaira had said two or three days, Ana had been dead sure that it would be two, if not earlier. Kaira had been talking about going out together since before they got back to the outpost—hell, since before she left with Falk’s ill-fated expedition—and that woman was not one to sit still longer than she had to. Ana was sometimes amazed that the Evoker had even survived the weeks she’d been stuck with the others in what everyone now called the Trap Delve; not because of despair or anything, but because Ana half expected her to have blown herself up or something, or just spontaneously combusted from pent-up energy.

Although seeing Kaira and Brosden together, sometimes it was easy to guess where that energy had gone. They hadn’t been good for each other the first time, from what Ana heard, and they weren’t good for each other now; even she could see that. But gods below, were they bad for each other enthusiastically. Ana could only hope that none of Kaira’s blowups would become literal.

Ana tried a few more times to convince Messy to come out with them. She asked when they went to the baths; she brought it up again at dinner. She suggested it as they went to bed, and she practically begged over breakfast. Every time the answer was the same: Messy wasn’t ready, and Ana needed to learn that it was safe for them to be apart sometimes.

As they had breakfast outside their neighborhood eatery, Messy took it one step further. “Angel,” she said, waiting until she had Ana’s undivided attention.

Ana froze, reading her girlfriend in a single glance. This was something she didn’t want to hear, and Messy didn’t want to say.

One of Messy’s braids was getting loose at the end. Messy looked away from Ana’s face, fiddling with it as she continued. “Honestly, you’re worrying me. I love you. I love that you want to be close to me as much as you do, but . . . there’s your Ability, right? And I know that devotion is in the name, but I can’t help but think . . .”

With a sigh, Messy gave up on the braid and rested her face in her hands. Not crying, thank God, but clearly not wanting to continue.

But Ana had to know. She had a good idea of where that sentence was going, but she had to know. “Think what?”

Messy took a deep breath and lifted her face again, and there was so much pain and doubt in her eyes that Ana’s stomach twisted. “I wonder how much is real, and how much is the Ability. I’ve even considered dismissing the effect, to make myself not your Object of Devotion anymore and leave the Party, to see if you still want to be with me. Remember what you said? Until the crisis is over, or whatever? Well . . . it’s over. I wonder if I should just . . .”

Before she even knew what she was doing, Ana had reached across the table and taken Messy’s hands between her own. “Please don’t!” she said, her words coming out with an edge of panic to them. “Not now, at least. I know that I’ll still want to be with you, with or without that damn Ability, but if I’m going to be away for a few days, I need to know that you’re alright. Okay? You need some distance, or you think I do? Fine. I get it. But if we can’t be close enough for me to protect you, I need to at least know that you’re safe while I’m away. That won’t change if you dismiss me and leave the Party. I’ll still worry that something might happen; I just won’t have the comfort of knowing that it hasn’t. Don’t take that away from me. Please?”

Ana didn’t need her high Perception to know that people were looking at them, but she didn’t care. Messy was her person. Her one person who truly mattered, that she couldn’t just replace. She couldn’t lose her. And maybe Messy was right. Maybe part of that was her Devotion Ability messing with her head, but this was not the time to test that.

She also knew that Messy had been abandoned by the woman she thought was the love of her life, and in a fashion that was so painful that Messy still hadn’t told her the whole story. Even before then, she’d been shunned by her family and her community for loving a human girl. She had some serious trauma surrounding abandonment and issues with her own worthiness to be loved and cherished. Ana could definitely understand that, and Messy’s fear that the only reason Ana was still with her was that Ana had somehow trapped herself with her own Ability. But again, the day that Ana was leaving was very much not the time to work on that!

Then the obvious solution came to her. “We can try it when I get back, okay?” she said. “Once I’m back, when we’re both here in the outpost together again, then you can dismiss me. We’ll give it a week, two, three, however long you need to see that I’m not going anywhere—that I still want to be with you every day and wake up in the same bed as you every morning. Okay? When I get back. But not now.”

“Okay,” Messy said, with a small smile and a light in her amber eyes that Ana read as hopeful acceptance. “Okay,” she said again. “When you get back.”


Chapter five


The last thing Ana did before she and Messy left the eatery was to Level. That she would had been a foregone conclusion ever since she got the last Crystals she needed. She kept putting it off in case they needed the money, but now she was leaving the outpost, and Messy had made her promise to do it before setting foot in the forest. So why not do it while she could still see the look of surprise and delight on Messy’s face when the Vitality bonus from Bastion increased?

Ana ate her Crystals, then waited for Messy’s eyes to close, lips parting slightly as she inhaled, before looking at her notifications and opening her Summary.

Congratulations! You have reached Guardian Angel, Level 17. 17 Advancement Points awarded.

She had 19 Points to spend with the two she’d had left from her previous Level, and the choice was easy. With her Base Attribute bonus, her Effective Strength had hit 45; 2 Steps to her Strength Multiplier, from 5 to 7, brought her to 51 for a cost of 13 Points. That left her with 6 Points, and she still had two Multipliers, Endurance and Willpower, left to raise to the third Step.

Maybe she shouldn’t have let those two lag behind as much as she had, but her Enhancements made fatigue and fear non-issues when it really mattered. Now, though, the price was right.

Having spent her Points, she closed her Summary, taking a moment to appreciate the satisfied smile on Messy’s face before checking her new notification.

Congratulations! Your Effective Strength now equals or exceeds 50. You have gained the Enhancement Hammer Blows.
Hammer Blows: Nails, doors, faces . . . with mitts like yours, who needs a hammer? Your Effective Strength when striking with any part of your body is greatly increased, and your unarmed attacks count as Blunt Weapons for the purpose of activating Perks.


Ana didn’t laugh, but it was a near thing. Tor had been trying to get her to branch out and make her weapon Skills a little more well rounded, but she kept getting Perks and Enhancements that encouraged her to just forget about weapons and throw herself into fights bare-handed. Not that she would, but being a living weapon was a nice backup for when she didn’t have an axe or hammer at hand.

She really did need to test the limits of her Strength soon though. Her Big Three lifts had been pretty respectable back home, and she’d been no slouch on the clean and press either. Being a smallish woman, she’d had limited muscle to work with, so a lot of that had been technique and a willingness to push herself to her absolute limit. She wanted very much to see what she could do with almost five times the muscle power.

Across the table, Messy let her breath out as a happy little hum. “That was a nice surprise,” she purred.

“Someone once said to always leave ’em wanting more,” Ana replied.

Messy just smiled fondly as she rolled her eyes.
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The Party that gathered to leave the outpost that morning was small. There were only six of them: Ana, Jisha, and Rayni, and the core Party of Kaira, Tor, and Omda. They didn’t know exactly how long they’d be out, but they each had dry food for seven days, with the expectation of hunting and foraging for their meals as much as possible; with a Ranger and a Huntress in the Party, that would be easy.

By dint of the morning’s Leveling, Ana was the highest Level person in the Party. By unspoken agreement, this made her the leader, at least when it came to inviting people. It should have been Kaira, really, but it saved Ana an argument; she wasn’t sure if she could join a Party anyway, not when she was always in a Party with Messy.

When they’d met two months ago, Ana had been Level 3, and Kaira Level 15. Now Ana was Level 17; Kaira had gained a single Level in that time. While nobody actually voiced any envy, Ana wouldn’t have blamed them. It was blatantly unfair how quickly she’d Leveled; not only had she been getting bonus Crystals for every demon and non-changeling person she killed, but she’d been showered in Crystals by the leadership of the outpost, who’d had access to a copy of her Summary and had known a trump card when they saw one. That, and she suspected that she was gaining Skill Levels faster than she was supposed to.

From what Ana could tell, they had a well-rounded Party.

Party members:
Anastasia Cole, Human Companion (17), Leader
Kaira, Themion Evoker (16)
Mestendi, Elfin Jeweler (15)
Torden Barlo, Human Fighter (14)
Rayni, Human Huntress (13)
Omda, Human Ranger (13)
Jisha Pillai, Human Fighter (3)
Party effects:
Companionship (Anastasia Cole): All Party members within 85 feet of you recover more quickly from fatigue, mana depletion, and injury. Range and effect increases with Class Level.
Champion (Anastasia Cole): All other Party members within 17 feet of you count their Effective Willpower as 17 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.
Bastion (Anastasia Cole): All other Party members count their Effective Endurance and Vitality as 17 Points higher for all effects except Enhancements. They also benefit from your Endurance and Vitality Enhancements, if any.
Mana Confluence (Kaira): All Party members gain a bonus to their Shaping efficiency and recovery from mana depletion, based on the average Connection of the Party.
Pack Vigilance (Rayni): All other Party members count their Base Perception as 2 Points higher for all effects except Enhancements. Bonus increases with Class Level. This cannot raise their Effective Perception above yours.
Tireless Rover (Omda): All other Party members count their Base Endurance as 2 Points higher for all effects except Enhancements. Bonus increases with Class Level. This cannot raise their Effective Endurance above yours.


Messy being included was another thing Ana wouldn’t have blamed them for grumbling about, but no one did. She’d just told them that was because it let her know that Messy was fine, and they agreed to work something out to compensate for the Crystals Messy might leech. However, there was no way to avoid talking about her Party Abilities. Not when she had to warn Kaira, Tor, and Omda about Bastion and how it would hit them with 17 Points of Vitality and Endurance all at once. The experience drew some extremely crude comparisons from Kaira, despite Ana’s recommendation that they sit down and focus on their breathing before accepting her Party invitation.

“Gods below, Ana!” Kaira said, after some choice things that had Omda blushing. “I’m telling ya, charge a silver a go just to join your Party, and you’ll never have to leave the Outpost again! Wayfarer’s boots, woman, I—”

“Outside the walls maybe?” Ana suggested in a tone that invited no disagreement.

“Right, sure, yeah,” Kaira agreed sheepishly. The woman was familiar with discretion; they just weren’t particularly close.

As they started out, Ana felt like Messy should have been here to see her off. But just like when Ana had gone out with Rayni, they’d said their goodbyes outside of Master Renvi’s shop. Messy had even given her a kiss for luck—this time, though, that kiss had been rather less chaste than a peck on the cheek.

Ana didn’t have long to mull over the absence of her emotional anchor though. Kaira only managed to keep herself together for so long, and they couldn’t have gone more than a hundred yards from the dawnward gate before the Evoker burst out, “17 Points, Ana! 17 Points! We all know your Class is ridiculous—what is it? Journeyman Tier? Master?—but I had no idea that your Party Abilities were so ridiculous too!”

To be fair, they weren’t supposed to be. Her Abilities were supposed to affect only her Objects of Devotion, i.e. Messy. But the Wayfarer had done something when Ana entered her first Delve, and now those Abilities affected her entire Party. Not that Kaira was complaining—her eyes were shining with excitement, and she was grinning almost literally ear to ear as she spoke. Themions had very wide mouths.

“And if that weren’t enough, we get to benefit from your Perks and Enhancements too? Any chance you want to tell us?”

Ana thought about it. Abilities weren’t considered particularly private, since they were always the same for any given Class, but Perks and Enhancements were. Still, these were her friends. People who’d helped her when she was a clueless new arrival, and who’d taught her a lot. And it would benefit them all if they knew what her Enhancements would let them do. Her Perks, though, she wasn’t so sure about.

“The Enhancements,” she decided. “I’ll tell you about those. Close in and listen up. Kaira, can you translate to Wanteul for Jisha? I’d rather not repeat myself.”

“Sure, if you don’t mind her getting the not-for-kids version. My vocabulary’s kind of limited.”

Ana had seen those two talking. She’d seen Jisha blush, but she’d also heard the girl laugh until she cried at some of the things Kaira said. Jisha rarely even cussed, but the girl appeared to have a filthy sense of humor.

“She’s a big girl,” Ana said. “She can take it.”

“On your head be it,” Kaira said, then rattled off something to Jisha that had the teenager giggling and unable to look at Ana.

“Alright. Here’s what you need to know. Indefatigable lets you keep going, and going, and going”—there was another burst of giggles from the two children in the Party, which Ana ignored—“as long as you don’t stop. You can completely ignore fatigue. It’ll catch up to you hard once you do, though, so keep that in mind.”

“I can witness to that,” Rayni said. “When I got back in during the siege, I sprinted all out for half a mile. I had to go to Touanne for healing and stay in bed for hours afterward; the soreness in my legs and chest was so bad.”

“Right,” Ana said. “Next, Fight Through lets you keep fighting despite pain and blood loss. Not sure what the limit is—I’ve had people go down despite it—and it won’t keep you alive once combat is over. It buys you time, that’s it. But that shouldn’t be relevant, because anyone at risk of getting hurt is going to stick close to me, right?” She waited for Kaira to translate, then locked eyes with Jisha and added in French, “Especially you. Five meters! If we’re in a fight, you’re not going one step more than five meters from me, and I’ve got the rope to make sure you don’t if you can’t handle it yourself.”

Jisha nodded soberly at that, while the others exchanged uncomprehending looks.

“Finally, there’s one more. And I need a promise from each of you that you won’t spread this around, because I don’t want people hassling me. Alright? Alright. Good. So, Panacea. Poison, disease, festering wounds—you’re immune.” Ana looked around the stunned faces of the group. “Touanne knows. She says that gaining the Enhancement is known to cure any disease you may already have, and she strongly believes that just joining my Party will have the same effect. You all get why I want to keep this under wraps? I know potions can do a lot, but I don’t want people begging me for cures or trying to pressure me into using it for their benefit. You’re all my friends, so feel free to ask for yourselves, but don’t tell anyone, alright? I know I won’t be able to keep it under wraps forever, but . . . yeah.”

The Party was practically silent until they reached the trees. And of course it was Kaira who broke that silence. In this case, though, she did so privately, coming up right next to Ana and speaking so softly that she was barely speaking at all.

“How much have you told the others?” she asked. “I mean, they all know that you’re no Companion. Nobody in the outpost believes that. But I haven’t told anyone any details, so . . .”

“Like you say,” Ana replied just loud enough for Kaira to hear. “No details. Why?”

“Well, now they know that you’ve got a minimum of 50 Vitality. Which isn’t impossible at your Level if your Class has a per-Level Vitality bonus, but we’ve all seen how strong you are, everyone knows that your Charisma must be through the roof, and anyone who’s boosted their Connection knows that you’re way stronger than what you can suppress. My point is, they’re going to guess pretty soon that something’s a lot fuckier than they already know.”

Ana sighed. She couldn’t argue with that. But some stubborn part of her didn’t want to volunteer any more information than she had to, so instead of gathering the Party again, she just told Kaira, “If they ask, you can tell them the truth. And if they ask me, I’ll do the same. But don’t bring it up, alright?”

“Sure. Yeah. Fair,” Kaira said. She fidgeted a bit, plucking the string of her crossbow. Then she said, “Gods below, but I hope they ask me. You know how hard it was not to tell them in the Trap Delve?”

“I can only imagine.”
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They hiked east, taking much the same route as Ana and Rayni had several weeks earlier. It didn’t take long before they found their first demon; Rayni returned to the main group saying that she’d spotted a possessed lynx with a Threat Level of Weak to herself. After exchanging a quick look with Kaira, Rayni turned to the group.

“It’ll be Considerable or Lethal to Jisha, sure,” Rayni said as she made her pitch, “but I say we have her fight it. On her own as much as possible, with the rest of us ready to step in if it gets too much. That’s, uh . . . that’s assuming you’re not too worried about taking a scratch or three, Ana. That’s how it works, right? You just take whatever hit one of us would have, if you’re close?”

“Pretty much, yeah,” Ana said. “But I’m tough enough to take a lot more abuse than any of you. I’m in if she is.”

“Yeah, that’s the thing, right?” Rayni said. “Irry, Ana, you’ll talk to her? I can barely speak more than two words of Wanteul, and her Inter-guild isn’t.”

“Isn’t what?” Tor asked after waiting a moment.

“It just isn’t. Girl really needs to start practicing more.”

“Alone?” Jisha squeaked when Ana told her the plan. “You want me to fight one of those things alone?!”

“You’re a Fighter,” Ana said patiently. “A frontliner. That means that you’ll be standing between your Party and the enemy, keeping them safe. That’s what you want to do, right?”

“Yes. Yes, it is, but . . . alone?”

“You won’t be alone. I’ll be right there,” Ana said, and anyone could have seen how relieved that made the teenage girl. “We hope that you’ll take it out yourself, but we won’t let you get hurt. If things look like they’re going bad, Kaira will be ready to blast the thing to pieces. But they won’t, right? You’ve got your armor, your shield, and your axe, and you’re badass, aren’t you? You wouldn’t be here if you weren’t.”

“You’ll be there?” Jisha asked as though she hadn’t heard a single word that Ana had said except that.

“I’ll be there. We’ll all be there.”

“Okay. Okay!” Jisha said. She slapped herself lightly from the top of her head all the way down to her neck, psyching herself up. “Okay!” she said again. “Let’s do it!”

What followed was one of the most nerve-wracking experiences of Ana’s life. They led Jisha to where the possessed lynx was, and then they just . . . let her deal with it. They sent her in, with cheers and shouts of encouragement, and the thing threw itself at her with its too many teeth and misshapen extra limbs full of claws and spurs of bone, and then blood started flying.

It took about a second before Jisha screamed in terror. It couldn’t have taken her more than thirty to kill the thing. The whole time, from the first clash until Jisha was hugging her, crying into her shoulder and babbling nonstop in a mix of French and English. “I did it! I fucking did it! I can do this!” Ana had had to restrain herself from stepping in. Every time the lynx had lunged or snapped at the girl, Ana wanted nothing so much as to push her out of the way and kill the thing. She constantly had to remind herself that the whole point was to make sure that Jisha got a taste of combat, to see that she could hack it, and to get her the maximum Experience possible. As long as nobody else touched the demon, Jisha should be getting full credit for the kill, meaning she’d get a Crystal one Tier down from what she’d get if she hadn’t been in a Party at all. If Ana stepped in, though, that would change. And Jisha was in no danger, she told herself. As long as she stayed within seventeen feet, the girl was at no risk of anything except mental trauma and building bad habits.

The wounds that appeared on her own body every time the lynx’s claws and teeth reached Jisha, much lessened thanks to her high Vitality, made Ana feel like a failure. It wasn’t pain that made her grip tighten on the handle of her weapon until it creaked when the thing clamped its jaws down on Jisha’s shield arm, which let her finally get a few good strikes in on its head and kill it. But Ana kept herself in line, and the fact that Jisha got a Major Crystal while everyone else got Shards—which they gave to Jisha—was the payoff for Ana’s willpower. Or possibly Willpower; she didn’t know if she could have done it without her Attribute bonuses.

That one Major Crystal was enough for Jisha to reach Class Level 4, and she ate it immediately. She then proceeded to excitedly tell Ana exactly what she’d spent her Advancement Points on—Vitality and Endurance—forcing Ana to give her a hushed lecture. Not that she didn’t think she could trust the present company, nor was Jisha’s future her responsibility. But Ana kind of liked how the girl looked up to her, and she enjoyed teaching her, and seeing Jisha get hurt because of something easily preventable . . . Ana was pretty sure it would bother her. And so she ended up giving a short, to-the-point summary on etiquette and safety in a world where people could be three times stronger than they looked, and why it was a terrible idea to let people who lived violent lives know her strengths and weaknesses.

Rayni and Omda harvested what they could from the lynx. Meanwhile, Jisha insisted on helping Ana with the scratches she’d taken in Jisha’s stead, applying a thick paste to them that was supposed to help them heal quickly and without scarring. Ana didn’t care much about potential scars—Messy liked them—and was pretty sure that with her ridiculous Vitality any wounds would heal quickly anyway. But the paste took away the burning sting, and applying it seemed to make Jisha feel less guilty about letting Ana act as her whipping girl, so Ana sat patiently until it was done.

They had Jisha kill another weak demon a few hours later, and this time the girl showed a lot more enthusiasm and less screaming terror. A few hours after that, they made camp. It had been a pretty good day, all things considered.

If only Ana could stop feeling like she wanted to take off sprinting through the trees and not stop until she was outside Messy’s door, it would have been almost perfect.
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Name: Anastasia Cole
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Lead from the Front (Command 5)
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Unarmed Combat 11

Magic
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Miscellaneous
Inspect 5


Chapter six


Rayni and Omda consulted their map frequently as the Party traveled, and halfway through the second day they turned south. At first, the new path looked like a game trail. It turned out to have been strategically kept clear by the cutting of small trees and clearing of the worst thorny bushes and brambles—a half-secret, according to the others, known only by a few and revealed only to those who could be trusted not to spread the word.

By then, Ana knew for sure that the others were getting worried about her. The concern in their auras was strong enough at that point to occasionally register—except for Kaira’s, either because she didn’t notice, didn’t care, or was simply that good at masking.

Ana couldn’t blame them. She hadn’t been a very good companion for the past thirty or so hours, but she couldn’t help it. There was a leaden lump in her gut, and every step she took away from the outpost—from Messy—made that lump heavier, dragging her down in a way that no amount of Strength could help with.

She hated it, and she had no tools to deal with it. She’d never felt bad about being away from someone before. She wanted the feeling gone, but the only way she knew to make that happen was to turn back.

Sometimes she’d just stop. Without ever really deciding to, she’d turn around, looking back in Messy’s direction. She’d focus on the knowledge that her girlfriend—her Object of Devotion—was safe, and the lump would be a little lighter for a while. But the heaviness always returned, and knowing that she wouldn’t feel Messy’s warmth and affection for days more made it worse.

It turned out that Kaira had indeed noticed. Without warning, the Evoker declared, “Alright, that’s it,” dragging Ana out of her reverie. “Ana, with me. The rest of you, give us some space.” She added something in Wanteul to Jisha. She then tucked her crossbow under one arm and threw the other around Ana’s shoulders, urging her forward as the others slowly lagged behind.

“What do you want, Irry?” Ana asked despondently.

“For you to stop sucking all the joy out of the local area would be a great start,” Kaira replied casually. “You’re like a bloody inescapable whirlpool for good feelings! Even the girl is starting to feel it. I know you’ve never been in love before, but a week apart ain’t the end of the world! AND”—she added quickly before Ana could snap back—“even if it feels like it, you don’t have to go around pushing your woe into every soul around you. I know we asked you to come along, so I somewhat brought this on myself. But I also know that Telly and Touanne have been teaching you to mask your aura. Please, Ana. Do try.”

For a moment, Ana just stared. She smothered an impulse to pick Kaira up and throw her into the stream that purled and burbled only a dozen yards away. A number of replies suggested themselves, including telling Kaira to do any number of intensely uncomfortable and anatomically implausible things, but none of them seemed worth the brief satisfaction. She just felt too down to bother, and ended up with a muttered, “Sorry. I’m not . . . this is still pretty new to me. The whole aura thing.”

“What about the whole being-madly-in-love thing?”

“I’m not in love.”

“Sure,” Kaira said dismissively. “That explains the general vibe of the world being a dark and cruel place that you’re giving off.”

“I’m really not. I stand by that. But . . . Messy’s important to me, alright? I don’t like being away from her.”

Kaira nodded sagely. “Yep. That’s a completely normal way to feel about someone you don’t love. But, fine. You’re clearly not having a great time. So, leaving your denial out of it, let me tell you that it’s going to get better. You’re used to her making you feel good. You’re used to always having her around, telling you how much she loves you, holding you, giving you those sickeningly sweet glances—all that good stuff. And now you won’t get that for a few days. It sucks. I get it. I’ve been through the same thing more times than I care to admit. But it’s going to get better. You’ll still miss her, but in a few days you won’t feel like the world is a grey, pointless waste of time anymore. Okay?”

“Okay,” Ana said. She wasn’t sure what else to say, because beyond Kaira’s insistence that Ana was in love, she wasn’t exactly wrong. Ana was used to having Messy around, making her feel good about herself. Just knowing that Messy was near was enough to make pretty much anything bearable.

“Good. Love to hear it,” Kaira said. “But until then, please let me help you practice masking. You may literally be killing me.”

“Sure. Sorry.” They walked a few more steps, and one particular word Kaira had used stood out. “Did you say vibe before?” she asked. She was sure that she’d heard it right, but it was worth asking.

“Oh, yeah!” Kaira laughed. “Jisha taught it to me. Such a fun word! Vibe.”

“Of course she did,” Ana muttered, her cheeks lifting with the slightest of smiles. There was even a slight French accent on the word.

For the rest of their outing, Ana let Kaira help her practice. If she was going to be feeling as strongly about something as she was, she figured she may as well use it to get better at a useful skill. That help mostly took the form of a good-natured “Fuck’s sake, Ana!” when she slipped up, but it still helped her feel productive. And it was a good distraction, too; focusing on suppressing her aura kept Ana busy until they found their next demon.

This one, they all agreed, was not something they could send Jisha against alone. Omda reported that the possessed bear had a Threat Level of Lethal to him, making it a pretty damn tough fight for anyone in their Level range. To Jisha . . . hell, the thing might hurt her enough to cause real problems for Ana, and that was if it didn’t just smack the girl hard enough with one of its paws to send her outside of Ana’s range. No, this was going to be a group effort.

Ana was pretty sure either she or Kaira could have killed the thing themselves if they had to, but not without serious risk of injury. Besides, they again wanted Jisha to contribute as much as possible; if they could get her another Major Growth Crystal, she’d be able to reach Level 5. This would both make her more effective, and thus more useful to the Party, and very happy, which everybody else had quietly agreed was a goal in itself.

Their strategy for taking the bear down was simple, really. Ana and Tor would grab and hold its attention. Kaira, being a brilliant beacon to demons once she started Shaping, would hang back as an emergency option in case the thing needed to die fast. Rayni and Omda would treat the creature as moving target practice, aiming for its joints or, if they felt cocky, eyes. And Jisha, holding a halberd for which she had no Skill but plenty of enthusiasm, would do as much damage as she could without getting hurt.

A simple strategy. And one that somehow ended up with Ana hanging on for dear life, her arms wrapped tight around the thing’s neck and screaming, “Its legs! Cripple its legs!” in French as she used her feet to keep the thing from mauling her with its claws.

Meanwhile, Kaira was screaming, “Let go! Just let go and let me cook it!” Which Ana was sorely tempted to do, but she was confident that she could control the creature well enough for Jisha to get some licks in.

Jisha, God bless her, did what she could. She was nothing if not determined, stabbing and hacking with her polearm as hard and fast as she could. The bloated thing had deep cuts all over and was moving jerkily when Tor darted in and hacked at its back legs, and it lost its ability to support itself and crashed to the ground. On top of Ana.

That was fine. It was nothing she hadn’t experienced before. Sure, the last time it happened, she’d been trapped under a pile of corpses. She’d been convinced that she was going to die, suffocating as she was slowly pressed into the mud and gore. She may have had some flashbacks to that moment and started screaming incoherently, throwing the bear off her in a surge of desperate strength. And she may then have straddled that bear, locking her legs under it and raining down punches that made what she’d done to Karti look like loving caresses. But it was fine. She was fine. That was what she told herself as flesh split and bone shattered under her fists.

She didn’t come back fully to herself until her bonuses faded, and the pain and fatigue kicked in. She’d broken her way through the thing’s thick, spiky skull, and then she’d kept going until her fist went all the way into its brainpan. Her hands were cut and bleeding, but nothing felt broken. Beside her, spattered with blood and gore, knelt Jisha; she’d dropped her halberd in favor of her hand axe, and seemed to have taken one of the bear’s forelegs off at the elbow. Though the stump was steaming a bit, so she must have had help. Omda had pinned the other, and it looked like Tor had amputated that one.

Right, Ana thought. I stopped defending myself at some point. At first she’d been swatting the demon’s paws away between her blows, but she hadn’t needed to once the others piled in.

There was undisguised awe on Jisha’s face as she asked, “Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” Ana said, looking at her hands, thinking, Barely even a split knuckle. Jesus!

“No, Ana. Are you okay?” Jisha asked again. “You don’t look hurt, just . . . you were screaming a lot.”

Ana really didn’t feel like being questioned about her mental health just then. But she smothered the scowl she felt coming, and instead of snapping at the girl, she said, in a tone that brooked no argument, “I’m fine. Thank you. Now drop it. How did you do? Was your reward good?”

When Ana dismissed her concern, Jisha frowned. Then, at Ana’s question, she grinned, unable to contain herself as she asked, “What do you think?”

Unsurprisingly, Jisha was now labeled as a Level 5 Fighter.

“I got a bonus Crystal for killing something stronger than the highest Level person in the Party too! And two Achievements! Or one, at Tier 2, I mean. Party Hunter. It gave me 5 Advancement Points! That’s as much as a whole Level!”

Ana forced a smile. Not because she begrudged Jisha her Levels—she was quite satisfied that the Party’s efforts had paid off—but because she just didn’t feel like smiling. Her malaise was only gone as long as she was fully distracted; now half her mind was back on just how far away Messy was.

But she didn’t want Jisha to see that. God forbid the girl pity her. She hated pity. So she put on her best practiced smile, one where her eyes glittered just a little, and said, “Congratulations! You’re going to Level faster than me at this rate.”

“Oh, I doubt that,” the girl said demurely. Any praise at all from Ana had her looking away and smiling, and she did the same now. “You’re—I’ve talked to some of the others, those who speak this Wanteul I know now, and you’re a—a phenomenon! I’m only doing so well because you all are carrying me.”

“Sure, that helps,” Ana agreed. “But you’ve got the chutzpah—”

“Pardon? Chutzpah?”

“Couilles? You’ve got the couilles to make it happen. Both in my martial arts classes and now, here, you’ve shown drive and determination. You know what I’ve seen in most of the Stolen? Surrender. So many of them won’t even try to make it here. They think they’re in hell, or that they don’t stand a chance, or they’ve simply lost so much that they can’t imagine things getting better. All they have left is anger. That’s not you. You’re a survivor. I respect that, and it’s going to take you far.”

Jisha tried to speak, but all that came out was a delighted giggle, her light brown skin taking a warm, red tone as she blushed furiously. If she’d had trouble looking at Ana before, now she covered her mouth and turned all the way to the side, so Ana wasn’t even in her peripheral vision.

It was, Ana thought, adorable. More than that, though, the sheer delight and simple happiness that radiated through Jisha’s aura were strong enough that Ana not only felt it, but responded with a genuine smile of her own.

It wasn’t anything like being with Messy. Jisha’s happiness at Ana’s praise couldn’t compete with the love and contentment that Ana felt when she was with her partner. But it was enough to add some color back into the world, and that fact in itself made her feel . . . she wasn’t sure, really. Good, certainly, and she needed a reason to feel good right now. Besides, feeling happy because of someone else’s happiness was probably the closest she’d ever get to true empathy. If this was what other people felt when they did something nice for someone, she could see the appeal.

A voice from the side brought her out of her thoughts. “If you’re done breaking the poor girl,” Kaira said with a barely restrained grin, “would you mind getting off the carcass? We’ve got some harvesting to do and daylight’s wasting.”

Ana looked around. From the smiles and glances, everyone had been watching her and Jisha, listening to them speak a language that possibly not a single other person in this entire world understood. None of them seemed impatient or anything, but the general atmosphere of amusement almost, almost made Ana blush herself.

“There’s a stream about two hundred feet that way,” Rayni said with a gesture. “You should probably take Jisha and get cleaned up. You’re a mess. Again.”

“You know,” Ana said, getting to her feet, ”a girl might think she’d get a little more respect after saving this whole damn place. Especially from someone she specifically risked her life for.”

“And you might, if you hadn’t complained so much about how respectfully people were treating you. Can’t have it both ways, Ana. Go get cleaned up before that gore starts to really stink.”

“Fine.” It wasn’t like Rayni was wrong; Ana’s arms were covered in crimson, black, and purple to the elbows, and she could feel the splatter drying on her face. Jisha was nowhere near as bad, but she hadn’t gotten away clean either. None of the frontliners had; getting bloody was an occupational hazard.

As she led Jisha away, she checked her single notification.

Congratulations! Your Party has defeated: Possessed Pine Bear (Threat: Considerable). Based on your contribution, you have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Medium). For fighting in the defense of your Object of Devotion, you have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Minor) as a bonus.

No Skill Levels. Well, that wasn’t a surprise. The fight hadn’t even been hard; she’d just had a flashback and an embarrassing freak-out. But one of her own goals was to improve her Weapons Skills, with the eventual goal of merging them; she’d even traded weapons with Tor, who was happy to let her use his sword in exchange for her versatile hammer-axe. She had a brace of short throwing darts, too, similar to kunai. She was supposed to be using those to try to get and improve the Throwing Skill. Grappling a bear had not been part of the plan, but then the rush of all her bonuses activating hit her, and she’d just ended up that way.

It had, she insisted to herself, made sense at the time. Unbreakable Grip, Twist and Lock, and Close Quarters; she had two Enhancements and one Perk specifically improving her ability in a grapple. And she’d needed to stop the bear from going after Jisha; what better way than to get almost literally in its face and control its forelimbs?

In hindsight, it was insane. It was also fairly unhelpful, since Jisha had barely dared to swing her halberd at the thing for fear of hitting her. Ana silently vowed to do better.

“Does Kaira always curse so much when she uses magic?” Jisha asked as they walked. “She was quite . . . expressive.”

“Is that what it is?” Ana asked. Come to think of it, Ana had recognized Kaira’s constant, low mumbling as she Shaped as Wanteul. “I thought she was saying some kind of mantra. Something to help her focus, you know?”

“Maybe it is?” Jisha suggested? “But she was saying some very crude things about the bear and its parents.”

Ana snorted, a brief flash of amusement breaking through. “Yeah, sounds about right for the Kaira I know.”

The stream was shallow, quick, clear and, above all, cold. Jisha was quite expressive herself as she washed her arms and face, and Ana couldn’t blame her. It was as bad as the plunge pool at the baths, but here they had only the broken-up sunlight to warm them instead of a gloriously hot soaking pool. Really, they should have taken the opportunity for a proper wash, but that, they quickly agreed, was not happening until they had a fire to warm themselves around afterward. That, and a sheet or tent cloth to screen them from Tor and Om. It didn’t matter how much they trusted the two men in the Party; Jisha didn’t want them to see her in just a towel.

They continued for another three hours that day. With two scouts, they found another demon, which they killed with much less drama; as long as Ana stuck to doing her job and refrained from climbing on the enemy, Jisha could do some real damage with her halberd.

Jisha was shaping up to be a solid frontliner overall. She didn’t flinch from danger, and she didn’t take unnecessary risks. But that night, as Ana returned to their shared tent after her watch, she couldn’t miss the way the girl heaved with smothered sobs.

She considered pretending not to notice, to not embarrass the young Fighter, but according to Messy it was always better to offer comfort. So she whispered, “Hey, what’s wrong?”

Jisha froze for a second before the heaviest sob yet shook her, heavy enough that she couldn’t keep it in. “I miss them!” she admitted as though it were some shameful secret. “I miss them so much!”

Ana didn’t need to ask who. Jisha had people she loved back in Marseille: her friends, her boyfriend Maxime, her parents. She was pretty sure she’d heard something about a sister too. And unlike Ana, Jisha was an emotionally complete person. Of course she’d miss them.

Again, her instinct was to leave the girl alone. Maybe mutter some platitudes about how it would get easier. But again, Messy had told her that there was one thing that almost always worked.

“Do you want a hug?” Ana whispered, touching Jisha’s shoulder gently. When the girl responded by nodding fiercely, Ana pulled her in, wrapped her arms around her, and let her rest her face against her shoulder. Then she just let her cry like that until she quieted, and stilled, and finally went to sleep.

Jisha never mentioned it beyond a hug and a brief thank-you the next morning, and Ana was fine with that.

After breaking camp, they walked for most of the morning with no interruptions, until Omda came back with uncharacteristic excitement in his eyes.

“Delve,” he said. “Less than a mile. Decent size; not too big. Time for some fun!”


Chapter seven


“Again, do you know what to do?” Ana asked.

“Yes!” Jisha said with the level of exasperation that only a teenager could muster.

“Tell me.”

“If anyone tells me to do something, do it. Stay behind you, and don’t go more than five meters from you unless staying close to you is much more dangerous than staying back. Use the halberd unless something gets too close, and I can’t get back—though honestly, I can just hold it near the top. And”—Jisha cleared her throat and affected a terrible imitation of Kaira—“‘Leave the heroics to Ana. She may be a lunatic, but there’s no reason for you to be.’ I cleaned that up a lot.”

“Full points. Bonus if you smack Kaira on her bald head for me.”

“I’ll pass. I like my hands where they are.”

Kaira chose that moment to ask something of the girl in Wanteul. Jisha answered back, a few short words that quickly had Kaira cackling. “Alright,” the Evoker declared, “she’s good. Anybody not ready to go, speak up now! No? Great! Let’s do this!”

The rift in reality that would let them enter the Delve hung at the top of a steep hill, surrounded closely by tall deciduous trees. Not quite beech—the leaves were pointy instead of rounded—but similar. The rift itself, like the previous two that Ana had seen, was impossible to miss in that it couldn’t be seen. Not that it was invisible; it simply wasn’t there. Nothing was. Around it, reality split, leaving an ill-defined—possibly indefinable—space of nothing where Ana’s eyes simply would not focus. There was a volume of air at the top of that hill that didn’t exist. Ana knew this. She could see the effect it had on the light that tried to pass through it, which bunched and flowed around its edges. Yet her mind refused to accept both its existence and its nonexistence, leading to her eyes continuing unbidden past it whenever she tried to look. The same thing happened if she tried to turn at the neck or waist; she simply couldn’t stop so that she’d be looking directly at the phenomenon.

This was, as Ana had been told time and time again, perfectly normal.

They were a small Party, and the order of entry was simple. Ana was the toughest. Everybody knew that, and no one argued the point. Thus, she went first, together with Tor. Close on their heels would be Kaira, crossbow loaded and ready to Shape, along with Jisha and her halberd. Finally, Rayni and Om would come in with their bows, ready to switch to axes if necessary. With the size of the rift, no one expected the entrance to be much of a challenge, but they’d thought the same of Ana’s first Delve, where they’d almost died. Better overly cautious, they agreed, than dead.

They stood arrayed before the rift in their agreed order of entry, their packs and noncombat gear piled by the tear in space; they’d bring it all inside when the entrance was clear and safe. They stood two abreast because that was how wide the entrance to the Delve was. And Ana and Tor were leading the charge, which meant, in practice, that nothing would happen until Ana was good to go.

She looked to her left, seeing only an armored shoulder, then up a fair bit. Tor met her eyes and nodded his readiness.

If you have anything to say, any warning to give me, this would be the time, Ana thought.

She directed the words into the space in her mind where she could speak with the Wayfarer, the goddess of Splinters and Delves and hidden paths. The goddess did not respond. Ana wasn’t surprised. It had been over two weeks now since the goddess had spoken to her regularly; the best she’d gotten lately had been distant laughter and the occasional sense of gratitude. Although, to be fair, speaking to her directly cost the Wayfarer something, and Ana hadn’t visited the Temple or even touched the Waystone since she returned to the outpost. It was possible that the goddess was conserving energy. That, or being pissy. Ana wouldn’t put it past her.

I’ll take that as an all-clear, yeah? she said. And I’ll visit the temple when we’re back. Pinky promise.

She might have imagined it, but she thought that she got a sense of expectation back in response to that.

“Alright,” she told Tor. “Let’s do this. Count down from three?”

“No speech this time, Marshal?” Rayni called from the back.

“Fuck you, Ray,” Ana shouted back. “Kick ass, get rich! How’s that for a speech?”

“I like it!”

“Great! Tor?”

“Three,” Tor replied with a wry smile. “Two. One.”

On the silent zero, they moved.

Ana let Tor lead; between her Split Focus and her other advantages, she could easily match his pace so that they were perfectly in line. Her mind, body, and reality itself conspired to force her to look anywhere except the impossibility she was moving toward, but then they were there and that impossibility became all that there was. The world dissolved around her. She could see everything and nothing, now and then and forever, and after a sliver of time between moments which lasted an eternity, she was inside.

They hit the Delve, and it was like the two Ana had already seen. Black translucent glass walls; diffuse, sourceless light; and cool air that was neither dry nor humid. They came in, and Ana didn’t slow her step. Instead she pushed herself into a burst of speed, because in front of her were the walking bones of a whole pack of revenant wolves, their heads rising to turn empty sockets toward the two humans who had invaded their domain.

Whatever compelled the creatures to guard this entrance should have had them pay better attention. There may have been a whole pack of them, but Ana didn’t care. She was fast enough that she had the element of surprise on her side and not the other way around, and the moment they reacted to her presence, she was already among them, and her bonuses kicked in.

Along with the surge of power came a sense of near invincibility, and Ana didn’t regret her choice to move forward for a moment. Messy was right. Every time Ana fought, no matter the situation, she felt better, more alive, more herself than she ever had.

It was absolutely intoxicating.

She moved around the side of the pack, spending her momentum on a strike with the hammer side of her weapon that absolutely obliterated the skull of the right-most revenant. As she followed through, spinning to face the back of the now five-strong group of revenants, the snap and crackle of shattering bones filled the space before being swallowed by the walls. She didn’t stop to think. She didn’t put any distance between herself and the five remaining revenants. She didn’t need that. She was in her element, fighting to destroy creatures that wouldn’t hesitate to kill her and every other sapient creature in the Splinter. Already some of them were turning toward Tor, who hadn’t hesitated to follow her into battle. She punished them for ignoring her.

With her massive Effective Strength, boosted even further by Bone Breaker for the purposes of, well, breaking bone, Ana struck with the speed and force of a jackhammer. While she quickly struck down two of the three distracted revenants, the two others came for her; she fought them off with contemptuous ease, her shield shattering the jaw of one and a stomping kick snapping off the front leg of another. She didn’t bother separating or destroying the skulls; there’d be plenty of time to finish the revenants off after they were incapacitated. She could even leave them for Jisha! That’d be nice; get the girl’s contribution up a bit and get her some higher-Tier Crystals.

Actually . . .

“Don’t destroy them!” Ana shouted as Tor closed in. Behind him, Kaira and Jisha entered, shrinking, growing, fading and flashing into existence all at once as her mind tried to make sense of their sudden appearance. “Leave them broken if possible! Let Jisha finish them!”

“Easy for you to say!” Tor shouted back, but he dutifully fended off the revenant attacking him with his shield and hacked at its spine with his heavy sword, rather than trying to take it down permanently.

“Love it!” Kaira cackled behind him. She didn’t attack immediately beyond unloading her crossbow, instead circling for a better angle. Meanwhile, Jisha threw herself enthusiastically at the revenants. At least that was how Ana chose to interpret what she did; her eagerness to close in might have been because she wanted to get within the seventeen-foot radius of safety around Ana, the wild look on her face might have been from fear at seeing a number of walking skeletons with bits of dry flesh clinging to them, and the determined way that she hacked at the revenants might have been because she desperately wanted them to not exist. All those things were entirely possible. But that wasn’t how Ana chose to see it.

“Good girl!” she told Jisha as she kept breaking limbs. “Aim for the heads! You need to break or cut off the skulls to destroy these things.”

Jisha’s reply was a feral shriek that Ana chose to call a war cry, and a wild overhead strike that clove through the spine of a revenant whose back legs Ana had already taken off. Not particularly effective, but the right general idea. And the halberd was a good fit for Jisha. With a six-foot haft, she could put a lot of force behind a swing, and the ten-inch width of the bit was very forgiving when it came to accuracy.

The fight continued with Ana and Tor dismantling the revenants and Kaira, Rayni, and Omda cheering from the back. All the while Jisha hacked away at the skeletal demons, more deliberately with each swing, and one by one, they turned into nothing more than piles of flaking skin and chipped bone.

When the notification finally came, telling them that the revenants were all destroyed, there was a resounding cheer and a round of applause. Jisha, panting, her knuckles white on the haft of her weapon, looked around wild-eyed for a few moments, as though she expected some new attack at any moment. Then she straightened a little, smiled uncertainly at Ana, and gave off an embarrassed little laugh as Ana approached and clapped her shoulder.

“Good job,” Ana told her. “We’ll need to sharpen that axe, but you smashed the shit out of these revenants! Did you get a good reward?”

Ana herself hadn’t gotten much, but that was to be expected. A low Threat Rating—the revenants had all been Moderate or Weak to her—and deliberately holding back meant that she was never going to get much out of the fight. 2 Leasts and 6 Shards, and that was all. No Skill Levels either.

Jisha, though, shone up as she checked her notification. “5 Mediums! And a Major! And I got the Polearms Skill too! That’s so much! That’s so much Experience!”

“Not just Experience. You should”—Jisha’s label changed from Fighter (5) to Fighter (6)—consider keeping some to sell, Ana finished silently.

“Two Levels in two days!” Jisha squeaked, bouncing with glee—which, with a six-foot halberd in her hands, was one hell of a thing to see. Ana couldn’t even be annoyed at the girl’s impulsiveness. And not only because she’d done pretty much the same thing on her first Delve; as close as Jisha was, the joy in her aura was strong enough that all Ana could do was smile wryly and shake her head.

“Kaira!” Jisha whirled and shot off a long string of Wanteul, which the Evoker answered just as enthusiastically, rushing over to sweep Jisha into a hug. Over the girl’s shoulder, she gave Ana a look that seemed to say “See what I had to deal with?”

Ana responded by rolling her eyes and walking over to Tor, who was talking with Rayni and Omda and shooting the rest of them amused looks. “Hey, good job, Tor,” she said as she got close. “And thanks. Jisha got some good Experience from that.”

“Sure,” Tor said. “My take wasn’t great, to be honest, but, hey”—he gestured to where Jisha was still talking a mile a minute at Kaira—“worth it.”

“Yeah,” Ana said. This far from Jisha, she didn’t feel the joy anymore, but it was still amusing to see how excited the girl was. The gratitude and awe in her eyes when they’d talked hadn’t hurt either.

This particular Delve had a small entrance chamber, according to the more experienced members of the Party. There were only two ways to go, right or left. “Might be a big loop,” Kaira said, “or one way could be a dead end. Only one way to know; we’ll just have to pick a direction. Let’s ask the new girl!”

Jisha liked the left-hand path, as determined when keeping one’s back to the exit. There was a tension in the group as they went to bring their packs; Wandak and his Party may not have had any problems with their Delve a few days earlier, but Ana had still worried that the Sentinel might have done something to this particular one. She sighed softly with relief when first Tor, then Ray, and finally Om left, returning just seconds later with their gear. The Delve was safe.

[image: Scene change]


“I can’t believe this. That bastard! That void-begotten bastard! I’m gonna melt his face off! I don’t care if he’s a god—I’m gonna Ascend, become a gods-damn goddess myself, and I’m gonna melt his face off!” Kaira stopped her screaming rant for long enough to raise a double two-finger salute to the world around her in general and take a deep breath, then roared, “You hear that? I’m coming for you! Lord of Order, my tits! Lord of being a worthless, sneak-bitch coward, more like!”

Perhaps, in a world where gods were demonstrably real, someone should have stopped Kaira in her sacrilege. Perhaps vowing to reach apotheosis for the sole purpose of mutilating a god was not the best idea. But Ana wasn’t going to be the one to tell her that. She may have been more reserved than her Evoker friend, but that didn’t mean that she didn’t share her anger.

The Sentinel had it out for her. She wasn’t even entirely sure why. Because she was the Wayfarer’s Chosen, most likely, but no matter how strong she was, she was one woman, and he was a god. Yet even after he’d lost, the spiteful sack of crap was still fucking with her.

They’d taken the left-hand passage. They’d cleared a few side tracks, absolutely merking three lone demons, one by one, while letting Jisha do most of the work. Not that she minded. She was ecstatic, riding high on the Crystals she was gaining, especially when she got a bonus for one of them. She hadn’t hesitated to use them, either; barely three hours into the Delve, Jisha had gained her seventh Level. She was doing so well that Ana had finally just asked what she’d been wondering. “Why don’t people do this for lower Level acquaintances all the time?”

The answer, it turned out, was simple: they did. But since Jisha was taking pretty much none of the risk and was the only one making any real gains, anyone seeking to be in her position would need to have either very selfless friends, some high-Level people who owed them some favors, or a lot of money.

“Or be some rich shit’s kid, more likely,” Rayni had said, with no small amount of bitterness. “Some rich folks just buy their kids the Crystals. Others pay for them to be carried through Delves, so they at least pick up some Skills on the way. Fucking unfair, either way. Not that I begrudge Jisha anything; hells, I’m here, right? And she gets in there too. But none of us should talk too loud about this when we get back. Our young friend’s already an outsider because of how she got here and from not knowing the language. We don’t need to add envy to that.”

“It can build some really bad habits too,” Tor added.

Beside him, Omda nodded. “All the Levels, no experience. Bad combo.”

Right around that point in the conversation, Ana had felt a tingle in the air, but by the time she recognized it, realized what was happening, and stopped to warn the others, it had already been too late.

“Fucking barrier?” Kaira screamed, continuing her torrent of abuse aimed at one of the more popular gods in this world. “Trapping me behind another fucking barrier?! You think that’s going to hold us? Fuck you! You’d better hope gods aren’t immortal, because the shit I’m going to do to you—”

She continued like that for a while. Ana tuned her out. Instead she turned her attention to Jisha, who had only the vaguest idea of what was going on, having spent the entire time they were in the Trap Delve at the entrance with the rest of the noncombatants.

“We’re trapped?” Jisha asked anxiously, her eyes constantly flicking between Ana and Kaira. “Is that what’s happened?”

“We’re not trapped,” Ana said, shaking her head gently as she put on her most confident and reassuring mask. “The Sentinel can’t actually trap us in here. All he can do is force us to keep going forward.”

“Oh. Good.” Jisha paused for a moment, and the relief in her aura was like a cool breeze. “What is Kaira saying?”

Ana snorted softly. “She’s swearing to become a goddess so she can exact fiery revenge.”

“Is she serious?”

“She is right now. In a week, who knows?”

“Mes dieux,” Jisha said slowly, like she was tasting the words. “Kaira doesn’t aim low, does she?”

“I never had her figured for an Ascender,” Ana said honestly, “but I wonder if this might do it.”

It was Omda, of all people, who got them moving again. “Kaira, you’re done,” he stated suddenly, his rumbling voice cutting her off mid-rant. When she’d quieted, he continued in a softer tone. “Thank you. We shouldn’t loiter. We know how to get out. The same way we always intended. All we’ve got to do is do it. Let’s go.”

Nobody argued.


Chapter eight


“I’m almost disappointed, to be honest,” Tor said as they all looked down the passage to the Crystal Chamber of their new Trap Delve. “No wall or anything.”

“Rush job,” Omda suggested.

“Maybe,” Ana said. “The goddess didn’t warn me about anything being wrong with this place when I asked.”

Kaira snorted. “Definitely a rush job. None of us worship the Sentinel, so he can’t see us, right? He must have been able to tell when we entered somehow and fucked with it!”

“No matter how he did it, we’re almost out,” Rayni said. “It’s a rougher Crystal Chamber than normal, but we’ll just have to get it over with. Standard approach?”

“Standard,” Kaira confirmed. Ana may have been the one to form the Party, but in all things tactical, Kaira was the one with experience. “And yeah, that’s a nasty chamber, but we’ve got a trump card, right?” she said, clapping Ana on the shoulder.

Kaira explained what standard approach meant, first to Ana and then to Jisha. “It’s simple, really. We’ve got three demons in there, all of them Levels 18 to 21, so it could be a rough fight. But demons are thick as shit. Sometimes, quite a lot of the time, really, they’ll be so in love with the Crystals in there that they won’t notice the bastard next to them getting chunked. So we’ll go as close as we have to and no closer, and I’ll let loose with the strongest Shaping I can, without making myself useless for the rest of the fight. We shouldn’t expect that to kill my target, but if we’re lucky, it’ll be crippled. And if we’re really lucky, only my target or maybe one of the other two will wake from their stupor to come after me. Then we won’t have to deal with all of them at once. If they all come . . . normally we’d fall back and try to separate them, but with one of those barriers a hundred yards back, that’s not an option. We’ll just have to focus on one, then Om and Ray go into melee and hopefully you all can keep the other two from eating me.”

Then she turned so that only Ana could see her face, and her smile vanished. In fact, her entire demeanor changed, becoming deadly serious. In a voice low enough that Omda or Rayni, with their high Perceptions, shouldn’t be able to hear her, she said, “This is going to be a gods-damned shit-show. I’m going to burn myself out at some point, because I don’t see all of us getting out alive if I don’t. Don’t you hold back, either, alright? Whatever I’ve told you about no heroics, forget it. If ever there was a time to pull some crazy high-risk, high-reward stunt, this is it.”

For Kaira to be condoning risky behavior really drove home the seriousness of the situation. The themion woman was hot tempered, and her mood could swing wildly, but she was a careful, considering leader. Ana understood the reasoning though. The three demons they faced had high Threat Levels to everyone but herself. They’d been powerful creatures even before being possessed—a bear, a massive, shaggy wolf, and a wolverine. Now they were grotesquely grown and swollen, their fur falling out in clumps where weeping sores had formed. Their jaws were distended and riddled with surplus teeth, their bodies covered in spikes and plates of bone. The wolverine had a whole extra set of legs, which looked fully functional and carried a ludicrous number of curving claws. It would have been a risky fight for a Party like theirs at the best of times.

These weren’t the best of times. The Delve had been deep, the passages long and winding and branching frequently. Those passages weren’t empty, either; the Party had killed five more demons as they searched for the Crystal Chamber, and they’d had to use a couple of healing potions as Ana accumulated cuts, bites, and burns—both from acid slobber and from Kaira’s shots getting a little too close for comfort. They’d rested under the effects of Ana’s Companionship Ability, which boosted all recovery times, and Kaira’s Mana Confluence, which let her recover from mana depletion more quickly, but they were still worn down from the walking and the fighting. It had been a long day.

After her quiet aside to Ana, Kaira raised her voice again. “That looked like a Supreme peak Crystal with a decent factor. Lucky us, huh? So let’s get this over with so we can grab ’em and get back outside! Is everyone ready?” As everyone indicated that they were, she asked the same thing of Jisha. The girl put on a brave face, limbered up, and gripped her halberd tightly.

They were as ready as they’d ever be.

Once they’d formed up, while Kaira was doing her Shaping, Ana thought about what the Evoker had said. Kaira expected to push herself into severe mana depletion, and she’d encouraged Ana to pull out all the stops. She didn’t see them all surviving if they didn’t. Ana, though, wasn’t so sure.

They were facing three demons, one of them with a Threat Level of Serious, and two Considerable. They were strong, yes, but Ana had gone up against worse. She’d faced longer odds and come out . . . not unharmed, but alive, and she was stronger now than she’d ever been.

Ana wasn’t arrogant enough to think that this was going to be easy or without risk, but she suspected that Kaira wasn’t taking into account just how damn unfairly strong Ana was. And if Kaira wanted her to go all out, Ana wasn’t going to disappoint.

“Tor,” she said.

“Yeah?”

“Once this kicks off, I’m going to do something heroic. You may be on your own for a bit. Thought I should warn you.”

Tor sighed. “Any way I can talk you out of it?”

“Nope.”

“I thought not. Does this have anything to do with Kaira whispering to you?”

“Yep. Keep an eye on Jisha for me, would you?”

Tor sighed again. “Yeah. Sure.”

“Jisha,” Ana said over her shoulder as Kaira’s blinding projectile took shape. She pushed on her Command Skill to really drive her words home. “Stay behind Tor. Whatever you do, stay behind Tor. Okay?”

“Okay,” Jisha said doubtfully, then again with more confidence. “Okay! What about you?”

“Don’t worry about me. It’s going to look a lot worse than it is, but I can take care of myself. Just worry about yourself and Kaira, and stay alive long enough for me to do my thing.”

“Stay alive.” Jisha swallowed, then steeled herself. “Right.”

Ana wondered how much of the girl’s bravery was due to her. Between Champion and Lead from the Front, she should be providing Jisha with a healthy bonus to Willpower, but Jisha had been remarkably resilient ever since she’d been healed of the Void Plague. Sure, she’d almost pissed herself when their camp was attacked in the middle of the night a few weeks ago, but almost was the operative word there. She’d made it through, and she’d been eager to learn to fight afterward.

Ana hoped Jisha would survive to really grow into herself. She had potential. And the fact that she’d comforted the girl as she cried herself to sleep that night . . . Ana hoped that would pass. Jisha certainly seemed strong enough.

Kaira screamed something in Wanteul that drew a shocked snort from Jisha, and a miniature star flashed down the passage with a tearing scream. It moved faster than Ana could track, and before Ana finished turning her head, there was a sharp pop from the Crystal Chamber, followed closely by a wet spatter and the hiss of boiling fluid.

When Ana’s eyes reached the chamber, the bear was missing one of its rear legs. Along with most of that quadrant of its body, really—Kaira’s spell had done a hell of a number on it. Even as Ana watched, it lost its balance and settled back heavily, grey and crimson loops of intestine spilling from its ruptured abdomen.

Reacting to the attack, the wolf and the wolverine both moved. So did Ana.

If the bear survived—which it likely would, demons not playing by normal rules—it would need a moment to recover and would be slow to join the fight. It could be safely ignored for the next several seconds. The wolf was bigger than the wolverine, but its Threat Level was only Serious where the wolverine’s was Considerable. Besides, the wolverine just rubbed Ana the wrong way, worse than most demons did. It was something about how it scuttled, a multitude of tiny legs on its belly propelling it along between strides.

It was about fifty yards from where they’d formed up to the Crystal Chamber. The moment Kaira cast, Ana brought her wings out. From a standing start, using her wings to boost herself forward, Ana covered forty of those yards in the moment it took the two charging demons to move ten. With her bonuses active, she met them—or rather the wolverine—feet first, Combat Acrobatics and her Agility letting her easily turn all of her momentum into a flying double side kick. It was something she’d learned more as an acrobatic exercise than as a serious attack, and she would never have even considered using it before coming to the Splinter, but now she was moving at well above sixty miles per hour, and she didn’t trust one ankle, one knee, and one hip to handle the impact intact.

With her whole body rigid behind her heels as they impacted the wolverine’s skull, Ana’s legs, hips, and the rest of her survived. The wolverine didn’t.

Ana’s Effective Strength before Perks and Enhancements was almost 80, compared to a human average of 10. But when she kicked out at the last moment before smashing into the demon, she did so with far more force than even that would have granted. Hammer Blows not only increased her Effective Strength by some unknown number, but also turned her kick into a Blunt Weapons attack, adding Bone Breaker into the mix and raising her Strength Multiplier for that attack.

The effect was that Ana hit like a cannonball. The wolverine’s head, with its dozen madly rolling eyes, its bone spikes and hundred teeth, disintegrated into a shower of putrid blood and bone fragments. Whatever remained was pushed into its chest cavity along with Ana’s feet as the carcass, not yet understanding that it was dead, continued forward. Its momentum wasn’t canceled out, and it didn’t start moving backward, until its organs had been turned into salsa a fraction of a second later. At that point, Ana was more than knee deep into it, her feet having stopped only when they reached the thing’s pelvis.

Ana and the sack of flesh on her legs were still moving rather quickly. She was also dropping toward the ground and was about to experience some truly spectacular road rash, but instinct and reflexes caused her to beat her wings and stay in the air. She did not, unfortunately, have quite enough time to brake before bouncing off the back wall of the Crystal Chamber.

She didn’t have time to regret her excessive zeal. The bear, somehow still alive, went for the closest living thing. When she saw it, it was already coming at her, surprisingly fast on three legs and trailing innards, a ravenous hatred in its eyes.

Lightly dazed and using her wings to stay off the ground, Ana kicked off her flesh sock. She was painted red from her toes to her hips with chunky splatter reaching as far as her chest, and her trousers and skin both were torn where cracked bone had cut her during her—for the demon—catastrophic impact. But nothing was sprained or broken, and thanks to Unbreakable Grip, she still had her weapon and shield in hand.

A quick look past the bear and back up the passage showed Tor and Omda holding off the wolf. In the short moment that Ana looked, she couldn’t see anything like desperation in their faces or movements. They worked well together, their faces focused as they struck while keeping themselves between the demon and the three ladies.

During that short moment, Jisha hacked at the wolf, and her scream had far more battle fury in it than fear. Five against one. They’d be fine. Ana could stay right where she was with a clear conscience.

With a confidence that had as much to do with her battle high as it did experience, Ana set her feet back on the ground, Channeled ambient mana into Earth to power her stone-skin Shaping, and met her challenger.

Perhaps challenger was too strong a word. Yes, it was a bear. Yes, it was taller than she was, and that at the shoulder on all fours—or all threes, in this particular case. But the thing was crippled, and Ana’s blood was boiling hot. It didn’t stand a chance.

One Medium, two Minor, two Lesser, and one Least Crystal were Ana’s rewards for the fight. She gained a Level in Unarmed Combat, too, and one in Axes, bringing them to Level 12 and 7 and giving her a Major and another Medium Crystal. Not bad, she thought. Should work on my weapons Skills more though. And Defense. Hard to do when cracking their skulls open is so easy.

When Ana met up with the others, she was a mess. The damn bear had just not wanted to die. She had burns all up her arms from its slobber, but they were hard to see under all the clumpy blood and the bits of flesh that stuck to her. Her armor was scratched, even torn right through in one place, but the damage was already repairing itself as it had so many times before; a little gift from the goddess that had chosen her. And her cuts and scratches were nothing a bit of healing potion couldn’t fix.

In contrast, the others looked alright. Being more conservative fighters—Kaira excluded—they were certainly much cleaner. They’d also taken down that possessed wolf without anyone getting hurt, which was better than Ana had managed. Of course, there were five of them. They’d had an advantage.

Nobody spoke for a while. Jisha stared at Ana with a mix of awe and horror; Ana hoped that the horror was because of all the blood and because of what she’d just seen Ana do. When still nobody seemed inclined to break the silence, Ana said, “Good job, all. Crazy enough for you, Kaira?”

“Wayfarer’s tits, Ana.” Kaira’s voice was uncharacteristically subdued. “I know I told you to . . . I should just assume that whatever I think you might do, it’ll be worse. Or maybe better? More? I should, shouldn’t I?”

“I think that’s a safe bet,” Tor said, having moved up to the remains of the wolverine. “Gods beyond, I’ve heard of kicking someone’s head in, but I’ve never actually seen it done. Do you even need us, Ana?”

“Of course I do,” she said, turning toward him. She wasn’t entirely lying either. She’d been thinking about this very thing as they descended through the Delve. She’d asked herself if she should have just gone out with Ray again; at least that way, if they entered a Delve and found it trapped, just like this one was, only she and Rayni would be at risk.

Her answer to her own question had been no. Even with the Delve being trapped, she didn’t regret going with this Party.

Sure, she could handle any of the wandering demons they’d seen so far, and she might be able to clear a lower Tier Delve on her own. Sure, she really only absolutely needed Rayni and Omda to find demons and Delves for her. But having Tor and Kaira along meant that they could take on any Delve they were likely to find, and besides, she liked their company. That was worth far more than she might have guessed just two months before. And Jisha . . . it was selfish, but every time Jisha looked at her with awe, Ana’s pride swelled. In a weird way, it reminded her of Nic. She’d taken down an aggressive drunk outside a pub once, and Nic had looked at her the same way Jisha often did. As though Ana was the most amazing person they’d ever met. She hadn’t wanted to acknowledge it at the time, but looking back, it was one of the things that had made Nic tolerable.

She didn’t say any of that. Her gut told her that frank honesty wouldn’t get her the results she wanted, even if she used all her skill and experience to make it sound completely spur of the moment and unrehearsed. It would just sound like she was downplaying her own strength and trying to find ways to make the rest of them feel better about themselves. So instead she finished with, “I need someone to carry the tents and cook for me, don’t I?”

There was an amused huff from Omda, and Tor chuckled. “I suppose you do. I didn’t know it was possible to mess up breakfast pottage, but you surprised me this morning.”

“More importantly . . .” Ana said, trailing off. She felt unexpectedly nervous all of a sudden. “Do you all still want to Delve with me? This whole deal with the barriers is some real bullshit, and I wouldn’t be surprised if that’s how it’s going to be from now on. Anyone who goes with me should expect their Delves to be messed with.”

“Told you she wouldn’t give up!” Kaira exclaimed triumphantly.

“No one said she would,” Omda replied patiently, as Kaira turned to Jisha and let loose a burst of Wanteul that made the girl snort with laughter.

“I think what Kaira means is that we’re with you,” Tor said. He nudged the shattered carcass of the wolverine. “Honestly, your effectiveness in a fight more than makes up for being unable to retreat.”

Ana couldn’t help but smile. The idea that they’d judge it too risky to go into a Delve with her had bothered her more than she’d wanted to admit.

“What you said before . . . that was a joke, right?” Rayni asked anxiously as she and Ana worked on harvesting something black and spiky from the wolf’s liver. “You still need me to find stuff to kill, don’t you?”

“And to find the best camping spots, and the cleanest water, and a bunch of other stuff,” Ana reassured her. “If you’re still willing to go out with me. I thought I made that clear?”

“Oh, good. That’s good,” Rayni said. Her voice was neutral, but Ana could tell from how she held herself that she still had something to say. They worked mostly in silence for another minute, the only words being Rayni directing Ana to lift or cut something, before Rayni asked, “Are you still planning to leave?”

“Yeah. When the cycle ends. That’s in three months or so, right? Unless the white obelisk and the void plague messed up the schedule.”

“It shouldn’t have. That’s mostly about alignment and some other stuff I don’t really know about. You’d have to ask a specialized mage like Mistress Thair how all that works.”

Thair. Ana was pretty sure she’d heard the name before. A tall, narrow-faced human woman, a Summoner with her Level in the 20s. “She’s the one who runs a lot of the deliveries, right?”

“Right. Um, anyway, that’s beside the point. I wanted to ask what you’re gonna do once you leave.”

Ana finished removing the disgusting little nodule she’d been working on. She rinsed it in a small bowl of water mixed with some herb or another set off to the side, which was supposed to preserve it temporarily, then placed it in the jar they were collecting their harvest in. Then she turned to Rayni and said, “I’m going to keep Leveling, of course. I told you when we first went out together. My goal is 50 and beyond. That hasn’t changed.”

“Why leave so soon though? Sure, this Splinter is low-Level, but you’ll get some pretty strong demons further south. I’m sure you could get into the 30s before the Levels get too slow.”

Ana considered. Rayni had been the one to tell her that I don’t want to talk about it was a perfectly acceptable answer to pretty much any question here. But she was also a friend, despite Rayni trying to blackmail her the first time they met, and Rayni clearly had some vested interest in Ana. It couldn’t hurt to be honest, could it?

“I don’t like the attention,” she said candidly. “The stares. The way people expect things of me. I want to go somewhere no one knows me.”

“What about Messy? Does she want to go?”

“Gods beyond, I hope so,” Ana said grimly.

Rayni pressed on. “And if she doesn’t?”

“I don’t know, Ray. I really don’t know.”

“She’s really important to you, isn’t she?”

“Yeah,” Ana sighed. “She really is.”

They worked in silence for another while, but Rayni still held herself like she had more to say. The others seemed to have noticed that something was going on that hadn’t been resolved yet, because no one approached them.

“Take me with you,” Rayni finally said, the words tumbling out like the Huntress was afraid she might not get another chance to say them.

“Hmm?”

“When—if you go. Take me with you.”

Ana again went through the simple ritual of finishing what she was doing. “I thought you liked it here,” she said.

“It’s been good. But you . . .” Rayni said. She looked down, turning her small, curved blade in her hand. Then she stopped. She raised her eyes with an intensity in them that Ana couldn’t remember seeing before, and again the words just burst out of her. “Ana, being around you is inspiring! It’s not just that my Skills Level faster around you, for whatever reason, or that I make as much in a day with you as I normally make in a week. You make me feel like . . . like I can be more. Like I don’t have to stay a Huntress struggling to get by while helping my family with their debt. When we went out hunting together, when we were going to face Karti, now, I feel like I might be able to put that all behind me and go somewhere! Become something! Be someone! When you talk about reaching Level 50 and becoming an Ascender, it feels like I can do it too! You give me hope, Ana.”

Rayni looked down as the fervor left her, but she smiled. “It sounds stupid and childish, but there it is. You give me hope. Don’t take that away. Please? Take me with you.”

Ana stared at her silently. Rayni had looked as shocked at her own outburst as Ana felt. Then she said, “I’ll think about it. Alright? I’ll think about it.”

“Alright,” Rayni said, and they got back to work.


Chapter nine


After finishing their harvesting, the Party picked up the Crystals from the mound in the center of the Crystal Chamber. It was a fair haul. Nowhere close to what they’d taken from the Trap Delve, but with a Supreme at the peak and a Factor of 3, the take was better than in Ana’s first Delve.

By long-standing tradition, Jisha, as the youngest and least experienced member of the Party, was the one to take the peak Crystal and trigger the collapse of the Delve. She’d been a little nervous to do so—apparently the sudden collapse of the Trap Delve had shaken her—but she’d steeled herself and taken it. She’d then tumbled halfway down the mound the Delve had been suspended above when they were unceremoniously dropped back into the real world.

She didn’t seem to mind. When Ana helped her to her feet, she declared that she’d gotten another Achievement, Party Delver. Ana couldn’t help but smile. That had been her own first Achievement, and now she herself had a notification telling her that she’d gained the next Tier.

Congratulations! You have completed the Achievement Party Delver II! 3 Advancement Points awarded!
Party Delver II: In a Party, clear a total of three Delves.


She intended to make that number go up again before she left this Splinter. Three months, she figured, should be plenty of time.

They’d been inside the Delve longer than Ana had thought. It was morning now, but they were all pretty tired and decided to take the day off from travel. Rayni and Omda found a good site for a camp nearby, next to a clear stream. There they set up their tents, cleaned up as well as they could—water could only do so much for Ana’s blood-soaked clothes—and had a meal before splitting their gains.

“Woo!” Kaira cheered when the Party had all the Crystals spread out on a sheet between them. “Those death-cult bastards really made a mess, but the Waystone not doing its job properly really let some mana build up in the Delves, huh? What a haul!”

“This is . . . about 40,000 Experience total,” Ana said, pausing to let Acuity step in and help her with the math. “Are we selling the Supreme?”

“That’s usually only pickup groups,” Tor said. “At least our Party never did that. I’m sure we can work things out so everyone’s happy.”

“Alright. In that case, we have a bit more than 6,500 each for the six of us, though I should probably take a cut to 6,000 to compensate for Messy.”

“Forget it,” Kaira said with an imperious wave of her hand. “She won’t have made that much of a difference; you did more than your share of the work, and trying to figure things out fairly with silver versus Experience value in mind would take forever. Agreed?”

She looked around the group, getting their approval, then asked Jisha something in Wanteul. Jisha looked shocked and asked a question of her own. Kaira stared before erupting into a fit of snorting giggles, then replied quickly before turning back to the others and barking, “She wondered why I was asking her opinion. She didn’t think she was getting a cut!”

“What?” Rayni asked, one corner of her mouth pulling up sharply. “Where’d she get that idea?”

“She thought that since we’ve been carrying her, the combat rewards and Skill Levels were all she was getting! Like we’re not getting half carried ourselves!”

Jisha was understandably excited at the news that, no, she was getting a full share.

They ended up with Rayni taking the Supreme Crystal to sell and some lower Crystals to consume. The gold she’d make should help put a small dent in her family debt, so she was very excited. Jisha, after having had everything explained to her, took a single Greater, also for the money, and the rest in lower Crystals. She’d been bitten by the Leveling bug, and Ana loved to see it.

The girl also wasted no time getting herself to Level 9, gaining two Levels at once from her total rewards. At least she’d specifically set aside a high-value Crystal to sell this time.

Ana herself ended up with an even 7,000 Points, taking 10 each of the Lessers, Minors, and Mediums. Counting up the Crystals she had in storage, she felt a familiar excitement. She was two-thirds of the way to Level 18 now. If they took the long way home . . .

She was about to speak up when Kaira said, “So are we looking for another Delve tomorrow, or do we put it off for another day?”

“That last fight was a lot easier than it had any right to be,” Tor said. “I say we start searching tomorrow morning.”

Omda looked up from the trousers he was stitching. They were Ana’s, but her needlework had never been more than barely adequate, while his was excellent. “Same,” he said before returning to his task.

“Plenty of potions left,” Rayni said. “Same for the dried foods, and the hunting is good out here. And the rewards so far . . . the sooner, the better, I say! Uh . . . assuming . . .”

Everyone’s eyes turned to Ana. Including Jisha’s, who looked like she mostly wondered what everyone was looking at.

“So?” Kaira asked. “What do you say, Ana?”

“Another Delve?” she asked. She hadn’t expected it. They all said that they were fine with doing more Delves with her, but she hadn’t thought that they meant immediately. She’d expected everyone to want to return to the outpost and think it over, especially since this outing was already a resounding success.

And she’d been looking forward to returning. She missed Messy.

Four days. She’d been away for four days, which wasn’t long for a Delve, but now that they had some real downtime her thoughts were already back on Messy to the degree that she was seriously considering demanding that they return. She was pretty sure that they’d listen, too, or that she could convince them if necessary.

Was that healthy? Did she care if it was?

Was Messy right? Was Devotion or some other aspect of Ana’s Class making her obsessive? Ana didn’t want to think so, but she’d never felt so dependent on anyone before. She’d never had her happiness and comfort be so connected to someone else’s presence. In some ways, it was like she’d lived in constant cold her whole life, never feeling the chill until she’d known Messy’s warmth. And now, with dozens of miles between them, she was freezing.

Was that all her Class? She didn’t see how it could be. There had to be more to it. It had to be more real than that.

But at the same time, she couldn’t let it rule her.

“If Jisha’s alright with it, sure,” she said, careful not to let any of her distress and doubt show. Maybe the city girl would be done with sleeping under the open sky and hacking at monsters for a while, and Ana could take her back without it being her own fault.

No such luck. Jisha was more than alright with another Delve. Of course she was.

[image: Scene change]

What a fucking mess I am, Ana thought. Wood cracked and snapped as her fist slammed into the trunk of one of the beech-like trees. When did I become such a sad, clingy coward?

She’d already stripped a foot-high section facing her of bark. Now the tree shuddered, and wood splintered with every blow as Ana’s fists, feet, knees, and elbows slammed into it at a relentless pace. She’d wreathed them all in mana, toughening the skin so it shouldn’t split as she slowly wore the trunk down.

Embarrassing. It was fucking embarrassing, the way she’d laid the decision to go on or not on Jisha. Ana wanted to return to the outpost. She wanted to return to Messy, and their tiny apartment, and their narrow bed, and she should have just said so. But the others had been so determined to go on that she hadn’t been able to tell them that. Instead she’d left it to an excitable girl who was having the time of her life, and somehow expected her to make the decision Ana herself wanted.

How stupid could I be? she cursed herself, unleashing a rapid left-right-left followed by an elbow strike that scattered shards of wood across the mossy ground. When did I become so fucking scared of disappointing anyone? Is this how my life is going to be from now on? Fucking pining for Messy? Constantly sick with worry that something might happen to her? Miserable whenever I’m more than five minutes away from her?

Taking a step back, Ana snapped a vicious side kick at the wounded section. It was the kind of kick where she could just feel the power; the kind of kick that drove her foot inches into the ground as she made herself a conduit for the strength of the very earth below her feet. Through her body she pitted that strength against the enduring solidity of the tree, and the earth won. Chips and splinters of wood flew. The tree shuddered and groaned.

Ana barely noticed as she asked herself, Why doesn’t that bother me more than it does?

With a crack, a groan, and a series of deep, popping snaps, the tree slowly toppled toward Ana. She leapt to the side, her surprise not stopping her from putting some distance between her and the trunk that fell right where she’d been standing, stripping branches from its neighbors as it went.

As the tree crashed to the ground, then slowly settled, a stinging pain in her knees, elbows, and hands forced itself into Ana’s awareness. Her knuckles were scratched and bruised. Two were bleeding. When had she split them? She hadn’t noticed how long or how hard she’d been beating on that innocent tree or at what point the force behind her blows had become too much for her protective Shaping.

Embarrassing, she thought as she regained her breath. Fucking embarrassing.

“Feeling any better now?” Kaira asked from behind her. Ana whirled. She hadn’t noticed the Evoker’s approach.

“How long have you been there?” Ana grumbled.

“Oh, a few minutes. Ever since Jisha got proper worried. She was scared of embarrassing you though. I’m not. So, are you feeling any better?”

Ana looked at the tree, then her knuckles, and finally back at Kaira. “Yes and no,” she said honestly.

“Oh? Want to explain?”

“I knocked down a tree. Pretty impressed with myself.”

Kaira gave her one of her creepy grins, too wide and too full of sharp teeth. “Yeah, that’s not something you see every day. And the no, is that about Messy?”

Ana scowled at the tree. “You know it is.”

“You wanna go back.”

“Yeah.”

“Alright.” Kaira sighed, rolled her eyes, and gave Ana an exaggerated shrug all at once, as though the whole situation was ridiculous, but she couldn’t be bothered to argue. “I’ll tell the others.”

Ana let Kaira turn and take a single step before she forced herself to say, “Don’t. Please don’t.”

Kaira brought her right foot forward to join the left and stopped, then half turned. She said nothing but raised her eyebrows at Ana, inviting her to explain.

“I’m a big girl,” Ana said, barely able to look at her friend. “I’ll deal. I can’t be hanging onto Messy’s skirt for the rest of my life. If nothing else, if I let myself be clingy, she’ll get tired of me sooner or later. Let’s go on. We’ll find another Delve and clear it. Get everybody another good payday. Then we can go back.”

“You’re crazy, you know that?” Kaira asked with a little laugh and a fond smile. “They say I’m unstable, but you’re the crazy one if you think Messy will ever get tired of you. You could keep her in that twenty-foot bubble of yours for a century straight, and she’d never complain once. That said, yeah, you should probably get used to being away from her sometimes. And I appreciate the effort. I really don’t want to head back yet. I barely even got to pop anything! You keep hogging the kills!”

Kaira delivered the last two sentences with such a straight face and with such earnestness that Ana couldn’t help but smile back at her. “Psycho reason,” she said, “but I get it. Let’s head back.”

“You could have picked a dead tree, you know?” Kaira scolded as they returned to camp. “We could use the firewood.”

[image: Scene change]

“You know what’s been bothering me about that Delve?” Tor asked as they hiked southeast through the rolling forest. “I forgot about it, with the barriers and all, but now it’s back and I can’t let it go. The wolf pack!”

“Uh . . . oh, yeah!” Kaira agreed. “That was weird!”

“What was?” Ana asked, looking between the two.

“A whole pack of wolf revenants in one place,” Tor mused. “It’s rare enough to see two of the same species of possessed creature in the same place. Two revenants is exceedingly rare. To see a whole pack like that . . . I mean, there’s only two options, really, and both are almost impossible. Either a whole pack of wolves died in the same place, and then enough spirits invaded the Splinter there to possess all of them, and then they stayed together. Or, six revenant wolves just wandered into the Delve one by one and gathered at the entrance.”

“Huh.” He might be right. Ana couldn’t remember seeing two demons of the same species together before. “There’s a third possibility though. Maybe, at least. Is it possible to summon the possessing spirits into the Splinter intentionally with a ritual or something?”

“I mean, yeah,” Kaira said with some confidence. “I’ve never seen it, but they dragged you and Jisha here, soul, mind, and body. Just a spirit seems like it should be easier.”

“So, could someone have used some kind of ritual on a pack of wolves to possess them?”

Tor and Kaira both turned to stare at her. “Ana,” Kaira said after a while. “If we hadn’t just been through this whole insanity with Karti and his damn cult, I woulda said you’re crazy for even thinking that someone might willingly create a demon. Please don’t be right.”

Well? Ana asked silently into the part of her mind where the Wayfarer spoke to her. You’re the goddess of the Splinters and all. Even if you really dropped the gods-damn ball on that Delve.

She got an answer. Not a great one though. It was tired, strained, distant, and very simple: Go to the damn temple.

“You know what else is weird?” Tor said into the silence between them. “No changelings. Where did they all go?”

“Will you two please stop calling down evil on our heads?!” Kaira said, shoving Tor hard enough to make him stumble a half step off the path. “Who cares where they are? They’re not here. Good enough! We can’t take prisoners, and I’d rather not kill any more people if I can avoid it. Don’t tempt the Lady of Fate! She’s got a wicked sense of humor!”

Some Wanteul poured out of Jisha, and after Kaira answered her, the girl told Ana, completely straight-faced, “She’s surprisingly superstitious. She thinks you two are calling down a curse on us.” When Ana’s reply was a single bark of laughter, her face scrunched up, and she asked, “What’s so funny about that?”

“Think about it,” Ana said. Jisha’s comment had filled her with grim humor, and she leaned into it. “Kaira’s a demon-killing sorceress. I can fly, absorb the wounds of my allies and fell trees with my fists and feet. You yourself were cured of a magical disease that turned you into a zombie, and you’ve spoken to a goddess. If Kaira is worried about curses and becoming the butt of some goddess of fate’s joke, I’m going to take her seriously.”

“Merde, you’re not wrong. This place . . .”

“Yeah,” Ana agreed. On a sudden impulse, she closed in and wrapped her arm around the girl’s shoulders, pulling her into a side hug as they walked. “You’re going to be fine though. You’re smart, and you’re tough. You won’t let this place wear you down.”

Jisha turned to look at Ana, and despite her armor and her halberd, she looked both younger and more vulnerable than Ana had seen her since they first met in the cells under the guardhouse. “That’s only around you though,” Jisha said. “When you’re around . . . and I know that you have some Ability that gets into my head and makes me brave. But even when it’s not affecting me, when we weren’t in a Party, you still make me feel like I can do this. Like I can handle all this crazy shit.” Then she looked away and muttered, “But only when you’re around.”

It took half a second for things to click, and for Ana to frown and say, “Shit. Someone told you that I’m leaving.”

Jisha neither confirmed nor denied, but her body language spoke volumes.

“I wanted to wait to tell you until you’d settled in properly,” Ana said. “It’s true though. Once the cycle ends in a couple of months, I’m out.”

They walked beside each other, not saying anything for a while, listening to the low conversation of the others. Then Jisha asked, “Do you have to?”

“No,” Ana said frankly. “But I want to.”

“Where will you go?”

“Don’t know. The Core Cities, I guess, or some other Splinter where I can Level in peace for a while. Don’t get me wrong. I like this place well enough. I like the people here most of the time. But I’m sick of being stared at. I’m tired of their expectations.”

“So you’re running away?” Jisha asked, but there was no heat in it.

“No,” Ana said, not letting the accusation provoke her. She even put some cheer into her voice to show how much she was looking forward to the day she could move on. “I’m walking away with a smile on my face. There’s a difference.”

After another few moments of silence, during which Jisha looked like she was about to burst, Ana said, “Are you going to ask or not?”

“Take me with you!” Jisha begged.

“That’s not a question.”

“Can I go with you?”

“Sure.”

“Please! I—” Jisha stopped still on the track, her brown eyes growing huge. “Wait, what?”

“Don’t slow us down,” Ana said, and Jisha started moving again, not taking her eyes from Ana’s. “I said sure,” Ana repeated. “You’re welcome. On one condition.”

“What?” Jisha asked eagerly.

“You can’t be a liability. When it’s time to go, I expect you to speak Inter-guild well enough to work with a Party, and I expect you to be a good enough frontliner to hold your own. You don’t have to be exceptional, but I need to know that I can trust you to stay alive and protect whoever we have on the backline.”

“I can do that!” Jisha answered eagerly. “How many months?”

“Three.”

“Alright. Three months.” Jisha slowly nodded and turned her eyes to the path ahead, ignoring or oblivious to Kaira and Tor’s curious looks. “Three months,” she repeated under her breath. “Merde, a language in three months?” Then her eyes locked on to Kaira, and she let out a torrent of Wanteul, where Ana recognized exactly one thing: Inter-guild, said with a heavy French accent.

Yeah, Ana thought as she listened to the two women talk. Despite Messy being so very far away, she felt a little less alone. She’s going to be just fine.


Chapter ten


“That was super! I can’t believe you did that!” Jisha gushed as she wiped sludgy black blood from Ana’s face. “How do you throw a fucking bear?!”

“Grip, the right pivot, and a lot of raw strength,” Ana sighed. “And it’s not like I threw it across the room. I just flipped it.”

She was exhausted, and the healing potion and burn ointment hadn’t quite numbed the pain yet. She gingerly ran her fingers over the burnt stubble that was all that remained on the right half of her scalp, strangling a hiss as she touched the burned skin there.

It had been a solid day overall. They’d killed a demon in the forest—a possessed lynx, which had eight limbs and teeth growing out of its skin but was so degraded from long-term possession that it was practically falling apart. They’d let Jisha deal with it pretty much on her own. Then Rayni and Omda had found this Delve. They could tell from the rift that it would be smaller and less profitable overall, but a Delve was a Delve. They’d discussed if the Sentinel would bother messing with it at all, but nobody wanted to back out either way.

Resistance had been light. Four demons at the entrance, all fairly weak. Another three during the short hike down to the Crystal Chamber—no more than an hour, including backtracking from dead ends. Ana had taken a few scratches, but nothing serious; they’d finished off the opened healing potion they’d been using, but they had three left, along with plenty of ointment for acid burns.

The accident happened in the Crystal Chamber. The two bears there had been stronger than anything else they’d met in the Delve, as usual, with one of them being higher Level than Ana—18 or 19—and the other being her Level or just below. An easy fight, any day of the week. And it went fine right up until the end, when Kaira took out the one Ana had been grappling and almost popped Ana’s head like a grape in a microwave.

“Do you need more ointment?” Kaira asked sheepishly from off to the side.

“I’m fine,” Ana snapped for probably the tenth time.

“Are you sure? I’m really sorry!”

“I know that you’re sorry. You don’t have to keep apologizing. And yes, I’m sure. I’m sticky enough as it is.”

“What about water? Something to eat? Do you want to lie down for a while?”

Kaira was feeling understandably guilty. She had, after all, nearly taken Ana’s head off with a fireball or plasma bolt or whatever it was she liked to throw around—something that Ana’s poor, burned hair and scorched skin could attest to. It wasn’t like she’d done it on purpose. Ana knew that. But between the constant apologies, the pain, and the near-death experience, Ana’s patience was see-through. But snapping didn’t help. So Ana swallowed her irritation, sighed, and said, “Let’s just grab the Crystals and get out of here, alright?”

“But I—”

“But you should leave Ana alone for a while.” Rayni put her hands firmly on Kaira’s shoulders and turned her around, Kaira’s head tracking Ana until her neck wouldn’t let her anymore. “Let’s finish harvesting with the guys, and those two can yap away in their weird language until the burns and all cool off a bit, eh?”

“So, uh, I couldn’t understand what she’s been saying, but I can tell that Kaira’s pretty sorry,” Jisha said as Rayni led the Evoker away.

Ana sighed. Again. She’d been doing that a lot in the last ten minutes. “Yeah. She is. Ah, merde, a little gentler, please!”

Jisha jerked the damp cloth away from Ana’s face, then resumed, a little more carefully. She’d been cleaning near the burns. “So, you two, are you going to be okay?”

“What? Me and Irry? Yeah. Why?”

“You’ve been pretty cold to her since we finished that fight.”

“She burned my—” Ana snapped, softening her tone when Jisha jerked back. “She burned my hair off, Jisha!”

“Only half,” Jisha said with a forced laugh, which died as fast as it came. “Yeah. That would make me pretty mad too.”

“I’ll get over it,” Ana said, leaning forward so Jisha could continue. “I needed to do something about it anyway. And it’s not like mine was ever as long as yours. But it’s the same damn side as this!” Ana gestured to her ear, where part of the helix had been bitten off, leaving it flattened at the top. “Can’t even try to hide it now. Kaira needs to watch her goddamn fire!”

Jisha shuddered as she rinsed her cloth with some water from Ana’s steel bottle. “She really does. But, ah . . .”

“What?”

“Sorry, you’re the victim here, and I don’t want to put any blame on you or anything, but . . . It would be a lot easier for her to do that if you didn’t try to wrestle half the demons we fight. It makes it hard for her to do anything. And she’s . . . you know? She doesn’t like to just stand there.”

Ana wanted to snap back. She was tired. The burns really stung, and she hadn’t actually planned on shaving half her head, but it was that or everything now. And she hadn’t seen Messy for days. But embarrassment held her back from saying anything.

Jisha had, perhaps unintentionally, hit on something: Ana hadn’t been doing her job properly. She’d been doing an exemplary job of distracting demons; nobody could say that she hadn’t done that part. But that was only half of her role. The other half was to try to create openings for the back liners to exploit, and there she’d failed more often than not.

She really hadn’t made it easy for them to be effective. Ana constantly got right up in the face of whatever they were fighting, usually the strongest one if they had multiple opponents. Half the time she actually grappled them in some way. How the hell was Kaira supposed to contribute if Ana was right in the line of fire all the time?

For most of their fights, Kaira’s rewards must have been pitiful. She hadn’t voiced a word of complaint either. Was it any surprise that she’d used an opening when she saw it?

Realizing that she herself was partially to blame didn’t make Ana’s burns hurt any less, but it made her irritation feel at least a little dishonest.

“I should talk to her, shouldn’t I?” Ana already knew the answer, but she asked anyway.

“Yeah, probably,” Jisha agreed. She pulled the cloth away. “There. At least you won’t get that stuff in your eyes and mouth now.”

Closing the Delve, setting up camp—the sun was setting already—and splitting the Crystals was a smooth, if somewhat tense, process. Everybody felt it; how could they not? Kaira still led the process but could barely look at Ana, her awkwardness and shame bleeding through to her aura no matter how she tried to mask it. Ana did her best to keep her voice and face neutral, but between what she was feeling from Kaira and her own embarrassment over how she’d handled her role for the past several days, she found it hard to talk to Kaira in front of the others.

Well, she could have put on a mask. There was always good old Stacy to slip into. Stacy was useless and giggly and only cared about being pretty and people liking her. Stacy could talk to anyone at any time, no matter how she felt. But these were her friends, and Ana was deliberately avoiding being anyone but herself in front of friends. That kind of honesty was a new, liberating, and sometimes scary thing, but something she felt she could do here and with these people.

She needed to be honest with Kaira.

After collecting her 4,000 Experience Points worth of Crystals, Ana looked at her themion friend and said, “Alright, we shouldn’t put this off any longer. Come on, Irry. Walk with me.”

Kaira was almost trembling as she got to her feet and followed Ana into the trees. Despite that, she was the first to speak. “I’m so sorry, Ana!” she said, her voice raw with emotion. The same thing she’d said, over and over and in various ways, ever since it happened. “I really am! I don’t know what I was thinking! I fucked up, bad! I . . . Gods, Ana, I’m so sorry!”

Ana took her time thinking of an honest, heartfelt answer, but Kaira’s nerves had grown too taut to wait, and after a few seconds she wailed, “Say something!”

And Ana, with honesty in mind, snapped.

“You’re right! You did fuck up! You almost fucking killed me, Kaira! I’ll be lucky if this”—she pulled her remaining hair to the side and pushed her burns right in Kaira’s face—“grows back!”

Kaira’s face went crimson, and she looked away. “Touanne’s—” she mumbled, but Ana didn’t let her continue.

“I know Touanne’s brilliant! That’s not the point! How many inches, Kaira? How many inches closer for this”—she pointed to her burns, not caring if Kaira looked or not—“to not be survivable? What if I didn’t have over 50 Vitality? If it had been Tor? Jisha? You think she would’ve survived this?”

Kaira’s whole face trembled, and she croaked out a barely audible, “Maybe?”

“Maybe? You think maybe’s good enough? Dammit, Kaira! It’s enough that I’ve got a target on my back, that everyone around me is at risk because two gods are fighting! I need to at least know that I can trust my friends!”

By the look Kaira gave her, Ana might as well have slapped her. Finally her face contorted, and her voice broke. “I know! I know, alright?” Kaira said, tears spilling down her cheeks and catching on the corners of her mouth. “I’m sorry! I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry! How many times do I have to say it?”

“It doesn’t matter! Saying it doesn’t change anything! I know that you’re sorry! I know that you didn’t mean to! What I need to know is that it won’t happen again, because we might not be so lucky next time!”

“Well I wouldn’t have to if you didn’t make me feel so damn useless!”

Kaira had tried to snap—Ana was sure of that—but it came out in hiccupping, blubbering sobs. And of all the things Kaira might have said, that was one Ana hadn’t been prepared for at all.

“Useless? What the hell are you talking about, Kaira? I know I’ve been getting in the way—”

“Yeah, you have! But it’s not like that makes any difference, is it?” Kaira was full-on ugly crying now, snot and all. “So what if I can’t get a clear shot? You’ll just paste whatever it is ten seconds later anyway! And all I’m good for in a Party is killing things, Ana!”

Ana had been ready for a few likely reactions. Shame, anger, or defiance had seemed the most likely based on what she’d seen in Kaira’s body language. This complete breakdown of her self-confidence was absolutely not among them. “Kaira—” she said placatingly, but her friend plowed right on.

“What am I even doing here, Ana? Tor was right! You don’t need us! You don’t need anyone, except maybe Omda or Rayni to find you things to kill! You should just go out without us!” She sniffed and fell into a short coughing fit, which gave her a break in the sobbing at least. “Gods, I thought I wanted a free ride, but we’re just holding you back. Just . . . go back to the others. I’ll follow once I calm down, and then we can forget about Partying up in the future. It was stupid of me anyway.”

“Dammit, Kaira!” Ana grabbed her friend by the shoulders until she looked up, then let go and spread her arms slightly. Kaira looked at her blankly for a moment, then her face contorted, and she launched herself forward with enough force to fell a lesser woman. She wrapped her arms tight around Ana as she blubbered over her shoulder, “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry! Please don’t hate me!”

“I don’t hate you,” Ana said, returning the hug with more reasonable force. Kaira really was a lot stronger than she looked. “I’m not ditching you either. None of you. You think I have enough people I like to just throw them away?”

Besides, she would have had to be deaf, blind, and stupid to think that Kaira actually wanted to be left alone or that she didn’t want to keep Delving with Ana, no matter what she said.

Congratulations! Your Skill Sense Motive has improved to Level 8! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Medium).

Ana read and dismissed the notification without a trace of satisfaction. Was it really necessary for the System to cheapen every important moment by rewarding her?

“Irry, listen,” she said. “You’re right that I could have finished some of the fights we’ve been in on my own, given time. But none of you are useless, least of all you. Nobody else in this Party can kill or disable a whole-ass demon before the fight even starts. And none of us can finish a fight as decisively as you can.”

Kaira started to protest, so Ana quickly added, “Yes, okay, I can do that sometimes. Not as reliably as you though. But for you to do that, we need to set you up for success, and I’ve been failing to do that. I get too into it. I focus too much on what I can do, without thinking about how I can help the rest of the Party be effective. I won’t pretend that I’m not an asset, but I have to admit that I’ve also been holding the rest of you back, and you especially, Irry. I understand why you took that shot. I can imagine how frustrating it must have been. I know that you’re sorry. Well, so am I. I’m sorry for not considering how I’ve been making your role on this team harder. Can we agree to forgive each other for now, and to both promise each other to try to do better?”

“You—you really mean that?” Kaira sniffed, squeezing Ana even tighter. “You still want to Delve with us? Even—”

“Yeah.” Ana gave Kaira a couple of firm pats on the back, then gently pushed her to arm’s length so they could see each other. The relief and hope and affection in Kaira’s eyes was even stronger in her aura, and it was . . . Goddess, it wasn’t as good as the love Ana felt from Messy, but it was a close second. A smile came to her face, completely on its own. “Whatever you were about to say, yes, I still want to Delve with you. We’re friends, aren’t we?”

Kaira sniffed and gave her a fragile smile back. “Gods, I hope so.”

When they returned, Kaira, puffy-eyed and smiling, and Ana at least no longer grim, the rest could finally share a relieved breath.

“So, good talk?” Jisha asked Ana as the others surrounded Kaira.

Ana smiled. “Yeah. Good talk.”

“You made up and all?”

“Pretty much, yeah.”

“Great.” A last bit of tension left Jisha, and she said, “So, I Leveled again. Level 10!”

Ana smiled. The pride that washed off the girl did as much to soothe her frustrations as the ointment did for her burns. “Of course you did. Congrats! You’re gonna catch up with me at this rate. You’re not forgetting to save some Crystals to sell, are you?”

“I have some of the bigger ones earmarked,” Jisha said seriously.

“Good girl.”

Jisha rolled her eyes. “Beurk! Don’t be weird about it!”

“Sorry. So, Level 10? That’s a milestone. What did you get?”

Jisha’s feigned disgust turned into a beaming smile, her aura brightening even further with pride and satisfaction. Then all conversation in the small camp stopped, and all eyes were on her in amused confusion as the teenager broke into a less-than-perfect and heavily accented rendition of a—to absolutely no one but her and Ana—well known pop number.

Ana gave Jisha about ten seconds to make a fool of herself before she let her own amusement bubble over.

“Aren’t you too young for that song?” she laughed. “I think I was a baby when that came out.”

“Queen Bey is eternal,” Jisha replied piously before laughing at herself. “And Destiny’s Child counts!”

“So,” Ana said once their laughter had petered out. “Survivor, huh?”

“You said I was, remember?” Jisha said without a trace of embarrassment. “The System agrees!”

“I think all Fighters get that same Ability, but yeah. I guess it does. What’s it do?”

“That’s the great thing! You can worry less about me now! I’ll get hurt less, and heal faster if I do!”

“Really?” That did sound useful. She supposed that her skyrocketing Vitality did the same for her, but Ana herself really wouldn’t mind an Ability like that. I should tell her that, she thought, but along with the pride, she could see a hopeful anticipation in the way the girl looked at her. She decided that admitting her envy wasn’t quite enough.

Ana smiled, clapping Jisha gently on the arm. “That’s great,” she said. “And, yeah. Knowing that you can keep yourself in one piece really does help me out.”

Jisha looked away bashfully. “It’s better than that Campaigner Ability at 7, at least,” she said, suddenly dismissive. She couldn’t fool Ana though. The girl was as pleased as anything. “I mean, really? Getting a bit less tired from walking? Being able to go without food for a while? What a scam!”

“Spoken like someone who’s never gone hungry.” Ana knew that Jisha didn’t mean to dredge anything up; the girl didn’t know much about Ana’s past. But there were too many bad memories, too many cold, hungry nights when she’d been too scared to beg. For all her Attribute Points, and all her Skill Levels, and all her experience masking, Ana couldn’t stop an edge of bitterness from creeping into her voice. “Try going without food for a couple of days. It’ll be your favorite Ability.”

Jisha looked up, confused and hurt by the sudden shift of tone, but when she looked in Ana’s eyes, her face fell. “Sorry,” she said. “I haven’t. But you have, haven’t you?”

“Yeah.” Then Ana forced a smile, honesty be damned. “But that was a long time ago. What I meant was that Ability could come in damned handy one day, alright? Don’t knock it just yet.”

“Alright,” Jisha said apologetically. “I won’t.”

[image: Scene change]


They decided not to look for another Delve. Instead, after breaking camp the next morning, they started on a roundabout path intended to lead them to the road.

They left encounters to chance, with neither Omda nor Rayni ranging too far from the rest of the Party. Even with no fighting, they expected it to take two days to reach the road, and then another half day or so to get back to the outpost, depending on where they joined it.

That wasn’t how it turned out.

The first day of their return trip was near its end, and they were looking for a good place to camp when Ana’s heart clenched. She stopped in her tracks so suddenly that Jisha turned with a look of concern and asked, “Ana, is something wrong?”

Kaira, at the front, turned around and took one look. That was all she needed. Her eyes widened, her mouth falling open, and she said four words. “Oh, shit. Go. Go!”

Ana moved.


Chapter eleven


Ana’s boots tore up moss and gouged deep tracks in the earth as she pushed herself to her limit. They’d estimated that they had between forty and sixty miles to go, circling around the Outpost until they met the road and then following that back home. In a straight line back through the forest, though, it was probably more like fifteen or twenty.

Twenty miles. Ana had never actually run twenty miles before—doing a marathon had never been something she was interested in, except recently and out of sheer curiosity once her Attributes started getting up there. She was about to find out just how fast she could do it, because Messy was in danger.

All had been well. Messy had been fine. And then she’d been afraid and in pain, and now Ana was tearing through the forest, trees flashing past, anything that snagged her clothes or feet snapped, torn off, or ripped out by the roots. Without a road or path, the ground was treacherously uneven, but her high Perception let her spot most pitfalls well ahead of time, and Perfect Balance wouldn’t let her fall even when she stumbled. Her pace should have been unsustainable, but with Indefatigable, fatigue couldn’t touch her until she stopped. That made things easy. She simply wouldn’t stop.

She had twenty miles to cover through difficult terrain. The terrain and her pack didn’t allow for an all-out sprint—not like when she’d rescued Rayni, when she’d run so fast the wind roared in her ears, and it became hard to breathe. She still ran faster than any human on Earth ever had.

A minute in, it occurred to her that there were two things she could do, two tiny additional edges to eke out. A quick check at her Storage confirmed what she’d already known, and she consumed all her Crystals except her two Majors and one Medium.

Congratulations! You have reached Guardian Angel, Level 18. 18 Advancement Points awarded.

With the 3 Advancement Points from Party Delver II, she had 21 Points to spend. 17 went immediately into 2 Steps in her Strength Multiplier, letting her legs drive her just that bit faster. The remaining 4 went to a single Step in Perception; her balance couldn’t get any better thanks to her Perfect Balance Enhancement, and she could fly for three minutes if she had to, but missing an obstacle and crashing hard might slow her just that tiny bit that was the difference between a bright future and one she didn’t want to imagine.

With that done, she Shaped. It was the same Shaping she’d practiced over and over, hoping to make herself heavier to lend mass to her hits and her throws, but which only ever succeeded in making her lighter. Well, light meant fast—once the Shaping was in place, every powerful, driving stride moved her a tiny bit further. And now, finally, she was apparently under enough goddamn stress for the System to recognize her hard work, as she got a notification.

Congratulations! Your Skill Shaping has improved to Level 5! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Minor). You have gained the Perk Alter Self.
Alter Self: Many focus their Shaping on the world around them, be that nature, friend, or foe. You instead choose to focus inward. When performing a Shaping that targets only you or your held or worn equipment, your Connection Multiplier is treated as though it were 1 Step higher. Value increases with Shaping Skill Level.


In that moment, Ana was caught between loving the System and cursing it for not giving her this earlier. Not that it mattered, or that she had time for Skills or Perks or anything else. Having done everything she could, half of Ana’s focus was constantly on the path ahead, as straight as possible. The other half she split between two things: making sure that Messy was still there, her pain and fear proof that she was, at least, still alive; and cursing her own carelessness.

Under the fear and the building rage, she felt so stupid. She’d let herself think—let herself be convinced—that Messy would be safe. Messy was Level 15 after all, with the skills—System and regular—of an amateur fighter. How could she have let herself believe that? How could anyone connected to Ana be safe? She’d have to be smarter in the future. More careful. She’d have to stay close and make absolutely sure that Messy wouldn’t be alone if, for whatever reason, Ana couldn’t be there.

She couldn’t lose the only truly precious thing she’d ever had. She’d have to be better.

Ana ran. Messy was in pain. Messy was afraid. Messy was still alive.

Ana ran. Messy was in pain. Messy was afraid. Messy was still alive.

Ana ran. Messy was in pain. Messy wasn’t afraid anymore. Messy was alive, but she wasn’t afraid anymore, and Ana prayed that meant that the danger was past, and not that Messy had made peace with some horrible fate.

Ana ran, and her vision blurred. She tried to tell herself that it was only from the wind in her eyes. A ridiculous lie. She didn’t slow down. She couldn’t. She wouldn’t. She blinked away the tears and ran on until she bounced off a small tree, spinning to the ground and catching herself on all fours before instantly picking up speed again. She hadn’t been able to see it.

Messy was alive. She was in pain, but she was alive, and she wasn’t afraid. And then the pain was gone too.

Messy was alive. Ana had to focus on that. The pain was gone, but she was not beyond pain. No matter what possibilities Ana’s mind conjured up, Messy was alive.

She wasn’t sure how long she’d been running for when she burst out of the trees and into the clearing surrounding the outpost, but the sun was still nearing the horizon. It took her a minute and a half to cross the clearing. The southern gate was closed; it didn’t even slow Ana down. There was a volunteer guard on the walk behind the palisade who waved and called to her, maybe asking her to wait. She neither heard nor listened. Two hundred feet before the gate, she manifested her wings and threw herself into the air, passing high above the gate and then continuing above Main Street, her lightness making flying easier than ever before.

Only when she knew that her Ability was leading her to Touanne’s did she allow herself to believe that things may be alright.

Below her, the few people who were out stopped and stared; they’d most likely seen her before, but that didn’t change the spectacle of her ethereal wings, nor of her dropping onto the street outside of Touanne’s shop, skidding several feet as her feet and wings together halted her momentum.

She didn’t acknowledge a soul. She barely held back her strength so as to not tear Touanne’s door off its hinges when she wrenched it open and burst inside with a choked cry of, “Messy!”

Then her vision blurred and her legs gave out. There was a brief moment of darkness, and she found herself with her cheek on the floorboards, tasting blood as her lungs heaved for breath and her ears rang. Someone undid the straps of her pack and got it off her, and she was rolled onto her back, her vision filling with Tellak saying something Ana could barely hear, and certainly not understand. Not with her ears roaring, and black spots dancing before her eyes.

“Messy,” she croaked after swallowing the coppery foam that built up in her mouth. “Okay? She’s okay?” She had to force every word out, a breath for each syllable, as her lungs burned unbearably.

Tellak filled the world with soft noise again, then smiled and nodded slowly.

“Okay,” Ana said again, and allowed herself to relax as Tellak put a bottle to her mouth.

Incredibly, she didn’t pass out. That might have been out of sheer force of will. It certainly wasn’t for lack of her treacherous body trying. The darkness crept in once or twice, but she fought it off. The coughing helped, if only because it hurt so damn much. Soon her hearing and comprehension came back, and moments later Touanne appeared above her, frustration and relief all over her face.

“Dammit, Ana,” the Healer said, wiping Ana’s mouth with her sleeve. “Telly, lock the door, please. Ana, I’m going to take your armor and your tunic off. Is that okay?”

“Okay,” Ana managed between labored breaths.

“Messy told me this would happen. She told me! I didn’t think—gods beyond, Ana, she’s safe. She’s been safe for a while now. There was no need to kill yourself getting here. Thank you, Telly. Could you please fetch a healing potion—a small one should do—and plenty of water?”

“I already gave her a potion, but I’ll get the water,” Tellak said, and there was the sound of someone going into the back.

“I’m not kidding about killing yourself, Ana!” Touanne scolded as she worked on the straps holding Ana’s armor on tight. “I know very well you don’t feel fatigue, but it only lets you ignore the warning signs. The body can only take so much!”

Before Tellak returned, Touanne had managed to get both Ana’s armor and her sweat-soaked tunic off. She quickly asked for and received permission, then straddled Ana’s stomach, one hand on each side of Ana’s ribcage.

“I can’t believe you managed to do this to yourself,” Touanne said after a short while, with something between fascination and horror. “Your lungs are a mess. I would have thought you had some kind of hemorrhagic plague if I didn’t know what you’ve just done to yourself.”

Wow, Ana thought as she felt that blessed, numbing warmth that accompanied Touanne’s healing. I must have really done a number on myself if Touanne’s mad at me.

As beautiful heat filled her chest, her breathing grew easier, though she still had to bring up red foam and globs of bloody phlegm time and time again in convulsive fits that threatened to buck Touanne right off her. Tellak propped Ana up to a sitting position, holding a thick napkin or handkerchief to her mouth and keeping her from making too much of a mess as Touanne worked.

“There’s a lot of tearing inside your chest,” Touanne told Ana afterward, in as close to a scolding tone as she’d ever heard the Healer use. “A lot of bleeding. You likely would have literally killed yourself if you hadn’t come straight to me, and if no one could get a healing potion in you. Gods beyond, Ana! What were you thinking?”

“Messy,” Ana whispered. The pain was gone, but the damage still had to heal fully, and the exhaustion was doing its best to bring her down. She was still on the floor, and didn’t see herself doing anything about that for the foreseeable future. She was only barely staying awake. “Messy. She was . . . pain. Pain and fear.”

Touanne sighed. “Yes. Yes, she was in a bad way when she got here. She’ll be fine, but she’ll need you when she wakes.”

“What happened?”

“No! Not until you’ve rested. Don’t you dare tell her either, Telly!”

Tellak raised her hands defensively, the bloody cloth still clutched in one hand. “I wouldn’t!”

“She’s asleep?” Ana asked weakly.

“Yes,” Touanne said. “She’s asleep in the patient room. I’m going to heal your legs and feet now, if that’s alright?”

“’S . . . yeah. Please.” Ana blinked, and Touanne was by her side, running her hands down her leg. “Can I . . . Messy. Can you take me to her?”

“Sure,” Touanne said, and her voice was back to its kind, worried normal. “Once I’m done, and once I wipe you down, because you’re awfully sweaty, then . . . Telly, you don’t mind, do you?”

Ana didn’t hear Tellak’s reply. She was gone by sure.
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When Ana woke, she almost thought that she was back in the apartment—the bed and the warmth of another body were wonderfully familiar. But the bed was softer than she remembered. Messy didn’t usually clutch her so tightly in the morning, and her breathing was normally calm and even. Now, Ana heard the soft gasps and whines of a bad dream from behind her as Messy clung on to Ana with a desperation that Ana had never felt, twitching and jerking and renewing her grip every time her dream-induced movements caused her to let go.

It was disturbing enough that Ana simply couldn’t let it continue. It only got worse when she rolled over to face her girlfriend. The movement caused Messy to lose her hold on Ana entirely, and her entire face screwed up in misery as she groaned and whimpered pitifully.

“It’s okay,” Ana whispered, wrapping her own arms around Messy and pulling herself back into her embrace. “It’s okay. I’m here, okay? I’m here, and you’re okay. You’re okay.”

As Messy slowly calmed down, Ana didn’t even realize that she herself was crying until she found herself sniffling to clear her nose. Goddamn Abilities, she thought. Goddamn Connection! What’re they doing to me?

If the Ana of two months ago had seen her now, crying with relief that another person was alive, trying to comfort her because she didn’t want her to hurt, she wouldn’t have recognized herself. She would have thought her present self some imposter, and wondered who the hell was trying to con her. And when she thought about it like that, the way she felt—the genuine affection that she could no longer deny—was terrifying.

What was almost worse, objectively, was that she didn’t actually care too much. Either she was changing or something was changing her. And either way, this was the best time of her life. She’d known contentment in the last ten years. She’d felt pride and satisfaction, both with her professional accomplishments and her private ones, in education and martial arts and other things. But she couldn’t remember ever being genuinely happy.

Messy made her happy. What an amazing thing that was.

And she might have almost lost that.

“You’re okay,” Ana whispered again, more to reassure herself than Messy. “I’ll never let anything hurt you again.”
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The next time Ana woke, a soft light shone through the window. She could hear the muted sounds of movement inside the house, and of people going about their business outside.

She found herself being held close, head pressed to Messy’s chest. Messy’s breathing and the beat of her heart suggested that she was awake, but she didn’t seem to have noticed that Ana was too.

“Oh, Angel,” Messy said under her breath, her voice shuddering. She gently trailed her fingertips over the newly bald side of Ana’s head. “What happened to you?”

“Got in Irry’s way,” Ana murmured. “And I almost ran myself into the ground.”

“You’re awake!” Messy gasped softly. “Gods beyond, Angel, I’ve missed you more than I thought possible.”

“I missed you too.” Ana pushed herself away so she could look Messy in the eye. She must not have been quick enough to mask the rage that blossomed inside her when she saw her girlfriend’s face, since Messy instantly said, “No, no, I’m alright! Really. It doesn’t even hurt. Don’t go!”

The last was said with such desperation that Ana couldn’t imagine disappointing her. “What happened to you?” Ana asked flatly, squashing every sign of what she felt out of fear of worrying Messy even more.

“Please, Angel,” Messy said, fast and anxiously. “Can’t it wait? There’s no need—”

Dammit. Messy knew her too well. But she didn’t want to truly mask—not with Messy. She was burning with a need to know though. She had to know who to direct this anger toward. “I won’t go anywhere,” she promised, offering a compromise. “I won’t do anything. Not yet. But, please, tell me what happened.”

Messy looked her in the eyes, as though for any sign of deception, then turned her face away in embarrassment. “Some of the Stolen,” she said, and it was all Ana could do to keep the promise she’d just made. “Blind drunk, and the sun hadn’t even set. I met them on my way to Petra’s. They caught me by surprise, or I would have run, but . . . I don’t think they were looking for me. They looked surprised to see me, too, but they must have known who I was. I don’t know exactly what they said—they were speaking Wanteul—but I can guess. I’ve seen those looks before.”

Staying absolutely still was the only way for Ana to not leave immediately. She didn’t know how many people had attacked Messy; she didn’t know their names or what they looked like. She didn’t care. Someone would know, and she’d work her way through the entire little community of Earthlings if that was what it took to find those who’d done this. Messy hadn’t just been hurt; she’d had the shit kicked out of her. Touanne’s healing and potions had done much overnight, but they couldn’t hide the split lips. There were still green and yellow bruises around her nose, one eye, and her wrist.

“How—” Ana started, but she stopped herself. She’d been about to ask Messy how badly she’d been beaten, but fortunately some sensible part of her cut through the anger to scream just how idiotically insensitive that would be. “How did you get away?” she asked instead. She didn’t have a good sense of how long the attack had lasted; the period of fear had been a short handful of minutes at most, but Messy would have been afraid until she felt safe.

Messy flushed and slowly turned her face away. When she spoke, her tone was embarrassed. Strangely apologetic, even, as though what had happened was somehow her fault. “I almost didn’t. I was so shocked, I . . . But it was at the end of the working day. Someone must have seen or heard. I don’t know, I was—” Messy stopped mid-sentence, and when she continued, she was almost frantic. “Oh, gods, I don’t even know who brought me here! I need to thank them! Touanne would know, right? I need to ask Touanne! I need to—”

“Rest.”

Messy tried to leave the bed, but Ana blocked her, throwing one leg over both of Messy’s as she spoke over her. “You need to rest. That’s what Touanne will tell you. She’ll be here to check on us soon—you can ask her then, okay?”

Messy might have been able to push Ana off, but relented quickly, relaxing back into the mattress. “Okay,” she said. It was almost a whimper, still filled with that irrational shame, and she still wouldn’t look at Ana.

“Messy, look at me.” Ana put her left hand gently on Messy’s jaw, applying just enough pressure to turn her unresisting head. “This isn’t your fault. Not at all. You know that, right?”

Messy closed her eyes. “I broke my promise to you. I said I’d be fine.”

“That isn’t your fault either.”

“I know,” Messy lied.

Ana didn’t call her on it. “It really isn’t.”

If anyone but the walking corpses who hurt Messy was to blame, Ana thought, it was herself. She should have known better. She’d been so impressed with herself that she let herself think that she had them all cowed. Clearly not. She was going to have to fix that.

Messy didn’t see it that way. “I froze,” she whispered, her voice slowly breaking. “Even with six . . . maybe seven of them, when I saw the anger on their faces, I just . . . even after they started, I didn’t even draw my dagger. I couldn’t! I killed so many of them already, Angel! I just couldn’t!”

“They’re not changelings anymore,” Ana said, drawing Messy close.

“I know. I know!” Messy sobbed. “I know.”

That was all Ana got out of her, but at least she’d given up on leaving the bed. Ana just lay there, holding her, half her attention on murmuring soothing nothings—something she’d become quite good at ever since Messy’s nightmares got really bad a few weeks earlier. Messy quieted down after a minute or so and was asleep a minute after that.

Ana’s other, very dark line of thought was on how to identify and find the people responsible, and how to make such an example of them that no one would ever dare think of Messy again. This world might not have pressure washers, but she was sure the Water-mages would be able to clean up after her somehow.
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Chapter twelve


Ana didn’t keep track of time. She didn’t know how long she’d lain in bed, holding Messy close. But it couldn’t have been all that long before steps approached the door, followed by a light knock.

“Come in,” Ana said, softly enough to maybe not wake Messy. Her chest still protested anything much louder than a whisper anyway.

Touanne entered, carrying a large tray with two bowls, two mugs, and a pitcher. “How are you both feeling?” she asked with warm concern as she approached and set the tray down on the side table.

“My chest and legs are stiff,” Ana admitted. “Messy blames herself, but she didn’t mention any pain or anything.”

“I was afraid she would,” Touanne said, pulling up the stool that stood next to the side table and sitting. “Blame herself, I mean.”

Ana nodded. “She’s carrying a lot of guilt about the changelings she killed.”

“Perhaps. I couldn’t say either way. We’ve spoken quite a bit in confidence. You understand.”

“Yeah. And I appreciate the discretion.” Ana looked down at the bruises on Messy’s face. “How badly did they hurt her? Can you tell me that?”

“Badly enough that I need to examine her stomach before I can give her food or water,” Touanne said. “Badly enough that I suspect the bonus Vitality you provide her is what kept her alive. If she agrees, I can give you the details once she wakes.”

“Alright.” Ana wasn’t sure that she actually wanted to know. Not after what Touanne had just said. Not daring to feed her pointed to a ruptured stomach or intestine, and if the bonus Vitality was truly all that had kept Messy alive, then the beating must have been worse than Ana had imagined.

She had an idea of what Messy had gone through. Her mind flashed back about twelve years to when an old-timer with a shopping cart had found her bleeding, half conscious and barely able to breathe behind a dumpster. She’d survived thanks to a free clinic and that kind old homeless man. Just as Messy had survived thanks to Touanne, and whoever brought her here.

And whoever got her to Touanne might know who was responsible.

“Who brought her in?” Ana asked, careful to keep her voice free of anger. “I’d like to thank them.”

“I’m not sure, to be honest. I only saw them for a moment, and I didn’t recognize them immediately. A man and a woman. Young, the man pale with red hair, the woman dark with a strong build. Telly would know better. Now, shall we try waking her? She needs to eat, and as I said, I need to examine her first.”

A scant minute later Messy was awake, and Touanne asked her, “Is it okay if I examine you and discuss your injuries in front of Ana?” Ana had shifted them around so that Messy was on the side of the bed closest to Touanne; she herself sat with her feet on the floor, holding Messy’s hand and with her legs in her lap.

“Alright,” Messy said. Her voice was very small, and she wouldn’t look Touanne in the eye. Touanne went through what she wanted to do, putting her hands on Messy’s belly, then on her chest, her arms and hands, and finally on her head. Messy just nodded her assent, mutely letting Touanne examine her.

“Good. Very good!” Touanne said brightly when she was finished. “Everything is healing wonderfully.”

“I’m so sorry for the trouble,” Messy mumbled.

“Not at all. You have nothing to be sorry for,” Touanne said gently.

“I told Ana she could go. I promised—”

“This is nobody’s fault but those people who attacked you,” Touanne said firmly. “I’m just glad I could help.”

“I’ll pay you—” Messy started, but Touanne cut her off.

“There’s no need. You didn’t choose to put yourself in danger. I couldn’t possibly—”

“No,” Messy protested, “if I’d paid more attention, if I hadn’t frozen up—”

Now it was Ana’s turn to interrupt. “Touanne, please. We’ll pay you.” She held her hand out, palm up, and with a thought, she made one of the Major Crystals in her storage appear there. “Here. I hope this covers it.”

“Ana!” Touanne said, recoiling from the proffered Crystal like it might bite her. “I couldn’t possibly! And that is far too much, in any case!”

“Alright, here, then,” Ana said, taking the Crystal back into storage and replacing it with the Medium she also carried. “Take it. You do so much good for this community. You’ve healed me for free more times than I can count. And I know that you get some small amount of Crystals from your Class for healing, but you deserve to get something more in return. Let us at least repay you a little for all you’ve done.”

Ana could see Touanne wavering under some combination of her arguments, Charm Skill, her raw Charisma Attribute, and her Motivational Speaker Perk, which made her Charm that much more effective when trying to convince someone to do something in their best interest. She went in for the kill.

“Please, Touanne,” she said. “I’d feel a lot better knowing that I’m contributing to making the settlement’s only Healer stronger.”

Touanne looked for a moment like she was going to argue, then slowly reached out and took the Crystal, making it disappear into her own storage. “I barely did anything,” she complained weakly.

“How badly was I hurt?” Messy asked. It didn’t sound like she really wanted to know; Ana guessed the question was for Touanne’s benefit. “I need to know. And I don’t mind if Ana hears it.”

“Very,” Touanne said, heaving a deep, sad sigh. “Your intestine was leaking into your belly. Your liver and spleen were both bleeding, and one of your kidneys was bruised and swelling. You had two broken ribs and a collapsed lung, a broken clavicle, several sprained and broken fingers, a broken nose, and a fractured cheekbone. Both lips were split, and several of your teeth were loose—I’m amazed you didn’t lose any, to be honest. And then there was the black eye and all the bruising besides.”

Messy looked sick at the litany of injuries. “I shouldn’t be alive,” she whispered. “But I am, thanks to you, Mistress Touanne. Please don’t downplay that.”

“I’m sure the bonus Vitality from Ana—”

“Yes, I’m sure that helped. I’d guess I would have never made it to you if not for that. But if not for you, your potions, and your magic, could I have lived?”

“No. No, you . . . not with the bleeding into your belly and your lung. No.”

“So Ana may have let me make it this far. And her Party Ability let me recover a little faster. But it was you who saved my life. Thank you, Touanne. Thank you.” Messy held out her free hand. Touanne took it in both of hers, and that was the end of the argument. Touanne left a moment later, leaving the tray with the food and drink on the nightstand.

“We need to thank whoever intervened and brought you here,” Ana said as they ate their porridge. “Touanne said Tellak would know, but I’m guessing she’s not here.”

“She would have come to say good morning,” Messy agreed. “But I’m sure she’ll be back soon. She spends a lot of her time here when she’s not with Jancia.”

“Are they looking for a new Party?” Ana asked, actually interested. She hadn’t talked to Tellak about Delving much since the white obelisk fell, but she had seen Tellak fight. The woman did so with the serenity of a warrior monk, a point of calm and stability in the chaos of battle. Ana simply couldn’t see her being content to remain as Touanne’s assistant for long, no matter how deep their friendship had grown.

“Yeah,” Messy confirmed. “Either a Party to join or new members.”

“Maybe they should talk to Kaira, Tor, and Om,” Ana said. As she did, she reflexively checked the state of her own Party, finding them all alive and well. She didn’t have any notifications, either; so they must not have fought after she left.

“I don’t know,” Messy said, frowning with the half of her face that wasn’t stiff with bruising. “Irry and Tellak don’t get along great.”

“Really?” Ana hadn’t seen anything like that. Though she could see it, when she thought about it. Between Tellak’s calm stability and Kaira’s impulsiveness and mercurial temper, things were pretty much guaranteed to go one of two ways: either they’d balance each other out, or they’d wear each other down. Listening to Messy, it sounded like the latter. “Well, that’s too bad,” Ana concluded. “They’ll need a scout of some kind.”

“How about Ray?” Messy suggested, and now it was Ana’s turn to frown.

“Maybe,” she said. “But I liked having her along, and she worked well with the others. I don’t want anybody poaching her.”

Messy gave her a small, hesitant smile, the first one Ana had seen from her since her breakneck run back to the outpost. And even if it was uncertain and half forced, it was a wonderful thing to see. “Well,” Messy said slowly, “for a small Party they’d probably want a more combat-focused scout anyway. But what’s this I see? Jealousy? From you? Should I be worried?”

“You know you shouldn’t,” Ana said seriously, reaching out to put her hand on Messy’s. “This is different. I don’t—”

“Yeah, I know, Angel,” Messy said, her smile widening a fraction as she put her other hand on top of Ana’s. “I was just teasing.”

They finished their breakfast in silence, but the whole time it was clear that Messy wanted to say something. There was an anxiety to her, both in her body language and in her aura, and Ana could think of a few things that might be the cause.

“About what we said before you left,” Messy started. Then she hesitated and fell silent again.

Ana stiffened. There was only one thing Messy could reasonably be referring to. “You want to talk about that now? After you almost died?” she asked, her voice flat to hide the hurt and anxiety that the subject brought with it.

Messy wilted slightly. She knew what that flat voice meant better than anyone. But she visibly gathered herself and pressed on. “We need to talk about it sometime. And it’s not as bad as you fear. What I wanted to say was . . . I think we should put it off for a while. I still think we should try me—what was the word? Dismissing you?” She frowned slightly again. “That sounds horrible. Let’s say I should try to do what’s necessary for me to leave your Party for a time. Nothing else would change. We’d still be together, and I’d still love you, but I need to know. You understand? I need to know that there’s something real here, and that it’s not just the System keeping you with me. But not yet. I . . . I’m scared, Angel. The anger and . . . and hate in those people’s eyes, I . . . they almost killed me, Angel! They tried! They pulled me down, and they kicked and they stomped and . . .”

Messy’s voice quavered, her eyes brimming with tears, but she swallowed it down. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and continued. “I’d be an idiot to ask that we try this now. They’re still out there, and maybe others like them. Gods only know. The Vitality and the . . . I don’t remember what your Enhancement is called that lets you handle pain.”

“Fight Through,” Ana supplied.

“Right. That. If I’d had to really experience the pain, I don’t think I could have put up even the pitiful defense that I did. They’d have killed me before anyone came along and scared them off. So, no, I don’t think I can go out there without your protection, whatever form that takes. But Ana . . . they attacked me to get to you. We both know that. And I’m not saying that it’s your fault. I know you think that it is, but it’s really not. But that doesn’t change that I’m . . . if you have a weakness, I’m it. Aren’t I?”

“Mess . . .” Ana said, not knowing how to continue. She wanted to deny it. She wanted to tell Messy that she was wrong. But she’d promised not to lie to her, and so she didn’t know what to say.

After a few seconds’ silence, Messy said, “I don’t know if they wanted to provoke you, or just to hurt you, or if they weren’t thinking at all and just saw me as a convenient extension of you. But they hurt me because they couldn’t hurt you. You suffered because I couldn’t defend myself, and I . . . I hate that. I hate that you suffered because of me. I love you, Angel. And that’s why I think we should try; why you shouldn’t be bound to me by anything that doesn’t come from you. I can’t live with the idea that . . . that I make you vulnerable in any way, when I could so easily free you. I love you too much to let them hurt you if it isn’t real. If you still feel the same without your Ability influencing you, then . . . gods, that would be wonderful. And if not . . . but we have to try, okay? Later. When things are safe again.”

Ana wanted to refuse. She wanted to tell Messy that it was pointless; that nothing would change, that what she felt was too real and too wondrous to come from any outside source. But she couldn’t. For all her certainty, she didn’t know. There was only one way to know for sure. Besides, she’d already agreed.

“Okay,” she agreed reluctantly, a witch’s brew of emotions roiling inside her: rage and sickness at Messy’s pain, fear that she might feel any different without Devotion, and fear that she’d feel exactly the same, and relief, incredible relief, that Messy was putting off her dismissal.

“You need to promise me, Angel,” Messy said, her red-rimmed eyes seeking Ana’s. “Once we know that I’m safe, we have to try. For a week, at least. I have to know. If I’m going to be your weakness, if you’re going to suffer because of me, I have to know that you’re suffering for something real.”

“Okay,” Ana said again.

The word was poison in her mouth.

[image: Scene change]

A little later, Ana reluctantly left Messy at Touanne’s. Messy was still on strict bed rest, and Touanne would have preferred that Ana stay with her, but as much as it comforted Ana to be there for Messy, she couldn’t just lie there and do nothing.

As she went out to check if Tellak was back yet—no way was she leaving Messy undefended—she met Wandak drinking some of Touanne’s tea in the storefront. Word had gotten out about the attack, and the extensively pierced Swordsman—Level 21, now—had apparently come on his own accord to check on Messy. And when Tellak had asked him to watch the place while she was away, he’d readily agreed.

Wandak had always been reliable. And while he was a devout follower of the Wayfarer and very much identified Ana with her role as the Chosen, he wasn’t weird about it. When Ana thanked him on her way out, he just smiled, the stud in one of his dimples catching the light just so, and said, “A friend asked me to watch over a friend. How could I say no?”

And so, Ana set out to set things right. A group of Stolen had hurt Messy. Less importantly, they’d defied Ana’s command to keep the peace. There needed to be consequences.

Her first stop was the guardhouse. On the off chance that the perpetrators had been caught already, or even turned themselves in, things would be simple. She might even find herself feeling merciful, depending on what they had to say. It was unlikely, but not impossible.

She recognized the guard at the door—she recognized all the combat- and hybrid-Classers at this point—but she didn’t know his name. He knew hers, though, because of course he did.

“Miss Ana!” the young man said. “Good to see you up! The captain asked that anyone who saw you send you up to him.”

“Thanks,” she said noncommittally. She’d resigned herself to being a target of gossip for as long as she stayed in this Splinter, but seriously! She’d only been out of commission for a single night—twelve hours at most—and apparently everyone knew about it.

She didn’t go right up to the captain. She had nothing against him, but she had her own business to deal with, and from what the guard said, it sounded more like a request than an order. Frankly, despite having been one of the leaders of this little place for a short while, she didn’t know if the captain could demand much of anything from her; she was pretty sure that all he could do now that martial law had been lifted was ask.

She passed the few guards and Delvers using the common room, returning a wave or two and ignoring their curious looks as she crossed to the stairs at the back of the building. Instead of going up to the captain’s office, she went down to the cells. The guard here was one she knew better than most: Sira. The Peacekeeper was reliable and no-nonsense, and while they weren’t close, Sira made sure to attend all of Ana’s martial arts sessions. Ana liked her.

“Miss Ana!” Sira greeted her, putting aside the book she’d been reading and standing up from her chair. “Morning! Haven’t seen you for a couple days.”

“Morning, Sira,” Ana said, looking into two cells that opened into the guard room. Each was sized to house four people in something resembling humanitarian conditions, but they were both empty. Beyond Sira, a doorway led into a hall with four more cells, each shut tight with a heavy door. That was where the traitors were currently kept, though there was a plan to expand the stockade so all the prisoners could be watched more easily. “Has anyone new been brought in since last evening?”

“Afraid not. Thought that might be why you’re here, honestly. Word about Mestendi spread fast.” Sira’s voice softened. “Is she going to be alright?”

“She is,” Ana confirmed. “Thanks to whoever it was who helped her. I don’t suppose you know who they were? I’d like to thank them.”

“Not a clue. I wasn’t on duty when it happened. The captain would know who reported it though.” Sira gave Ana an apologetic half smile. “I, ah—all of us, really—I’m supposed to ask you to go talk to him if I see you. Like . . . I think I’m supposed to insist.”

Ana sighed. “Of course you are.”

“Listen, Ana,” Sira said, dropping the Miss and taking a tentative step forward. “I don’t know what you’re feeling, but I think I can guess what’s going through your head right now. Please talk to the captain before you do anything, alright? Nobody’s going to get in your way, but please, at least talk to him.”

Ana scowled. She liked Sira. She didn’t like how obvious her own intentions must be, but all she got from the Peacekeeper, either through her admittedly weak aura or Ana’s own Sense Motive, was earnest concern. She believed Sira when she said that she wouldn’t stand in her way, but that she also didn’t want Ana to do anything hasty.

Ana found herself not wanting to disappoint the woman. Fine. If all it took to avoid that was a short conversation with a man she respected, she could do that.

With a curt nod, Ana said, “I’ll talk to him.” Then she turned and walked back up the stairs.

A conversation. That was all she’d promised. And if Falk could talk her out of hunting these people down, then either she wasn’t as furious as she thought—which was unlikely—or he had some very good arguments.

Upstairs, Marra’s door stood open as it always did, the soft sound of a pen scratching on paper floating out through it. Out of habit, Ana approached her office first, and as always, despite Ana treading softly, Marra greeted her without looking up from whatever she was writing. “Good morning, Anastasia,” Mistress Falk said, finishing her line and putting down her pen before lifting her face. “I was sick to hear about Mestendi. But Miss Lesirell and Mister Perrion said that they’d brought her to Mistress Touanne, so I trust she’s fine?”

“Morning, Marra,” Ana said, standing in the door. “She’ll heal. But fine? No. She’s . . . shaken. Badly.”

Something dark passed over Marra’s face. “I can imagine. If it were up to me . . . but I’m glad to see you’re here; we were about to send people out to find you. You’re here to speak with Tober, yes?”

“The guards keep telling me he wants to talk to me, yeah. Is he in?”

“He is. You know the procedure.”

“Knock and go right in. Got it,” Ana said, turning to do just that.

“Ana?” Marra said from behind her.

Ana turned her head, looking back over her shoulder. “Yeah?”

“Tober can be very forgiving. Very understanding. Remember that.”

“I will,” Ana said, a hint of a smile finding her lips. Marra’s words could have been interpreted at least two ways. The darkness in the older woman’s eyes made it quite clear which one she’d meant.


Chapter thirteen


“Awful business, this. Yes, indeed. Plain awful.”

Guard Captain Tober Falk, one of the two de jure leaders of the Splinter, wore a deep frown as he gazed sympathetically at Ana across his desk. They’d covered the pleasantries quickly, with Falk’s first concern being Messy’s recovery—Falk was a perceptive man, and he knew not to waste Ana’s time.

“Yeah,” Ana said impatiently. “What’re you doing about it?”

“Since we have no names or real descriptions of the guilty parties, I was planning to call another meeting in the square. There I would ask Miss Lesirell and Mister Perrion, who interrupted the assault, to try to identify the perpetrators. Unfortunately, as I’m sure you can see, this is not foolproof. Not at all.”

“Yeah. How would we know if they just stayed away unless someone snitched on them? It’s not like any of us can recognize every one of the Stolen.”

“Just so. Instead, I believe that a subtler approach is necessary. Would I be far off if I supposed that you have already started your own search?”

“Do you have a problem with that?”

“Not as such. Let me be clear. I gave you free reins to keep your fellow Stolen from doing anything unfortunate, and I stand by that. I trust in your restraint and judgment. But I am thankful you came to me before meting out justice on your own. I am concerned, you see, that this is not only a drunken assault on Miss Mestendi. I wonder if it may not be an attempt to drive a wedge between the Stolen and the community at large, or you, in particular.”

“I’m wedging myself apart from the Stolen just fine on my own,” Ana replied in a rare moment of snarky honesty. Falk could have that effect—the impulse and desire to tell him the truth, and even to elaborate, if you weren’t careful. “I don’t consider myself one of them, and frankly, I don’t care about their opinion of me,” she clarified. “I’m going to find who laid hands on Messy, and I’m going to make an example of them. But you already knew that.”

Falk nodded solemnly. “I knew the moment I spoke with Miss Lesirell and Mister Perrion and learned just who had been attacked. And, as I said, I will not go back on our agreement. I believe that you are likely to have a better chance of finding who our perpetrators are than me or my guards. All I ask is that you make absolutely sure that you have the right persons, and that you give me a chance to question them and establish their guilt before you do anything irreversible. I am stretching my authority as it is; I cannot allow you to harm an innocent, you understand.”

Falk’s polite and oh-so-reasonable request brought a scowl to Ana’s face. She wanted vengeance, immediate and brutal, and she suspected that she was slowly being talked out of it. She did not appreciate that, especially when she couldn’t convince herself that Falk wasn’t right.

It had been a mistake to come up here.

“Why do you think this is some conspiracy, and not just a bunch of drunk, vindictive shitheads?” she asked, hoping that Falk wouldn’t have anything beyond a hunch.

“A few reasons. Firstly, because my gut says so, and it has been dependable this past half century or so. But more substantive, I find the coincidence of their meeting to be suspicious. There are no inns or taverns near where the assault took place, nor was it on the way between one and any place where any Stolen have their lodgings. How, then, did a group of them, drunk before the evening meal, run into Miss Mestendi? Where did they find the silver for strong drink? Why did it happen on the least trafficked part of the route Miss Mestendi normally takes to Miss Petra’s inn after finishing her work day? No, I believe these Stolen were plied with alcohol, and then led into Miss Mestendi’s path.”

God dammit, that does sound suspicious, Ana thought. Suspicious enough to warrant going along with the captain’s request and take whoever was responsible in for questioning.

Which—and the realization struck Ana suddenly—should have been the way to go all along, but she’d been too damn furious to consider questioning them to find out why they’d attacked Messy. In Ana’s head, it had been so clear. She’d been absolutely certain that these people attacked Messy by chance, simply because she was connected to Ana. They were a threat because of their anger over their situation in general, and their anger at Ana specifically for her perceived betrayal. There might also have been an element of plain old homophobia—goddess knew Ana had caught enough filthy looks thrown her and Messy’s way. As she’d imagined it, they’d been drinking to dull the fear and uncertainty, and then there Messy had been. It seemed a likely sequence of events and a likely explanation for why they’d hurt a woman just going to get dinner. Pathetic but simple.

The way to make sure it didn’t happen again had seemed just as simple. She’d find who they were and deal with them in a way that left no doubt that Ana’s threats were not idle, and that would be that. Messy’s pain would be avenged, and the threat would be permanently removed.

But simply hearing Falk voice an alternative had broken that certainty, and now Ana saw how monumentally stupid she’d let herself be. Of course it might not be so simple! Of course someone might try to use the Stolen—whose reasons for attacking Messy could very well be just as Ana imagined them—as their cat’s paws. Ana had literal enemies in the outpost. Most of those of the Sentinel’s worshipers who opposed her, those whom she’d identified anyway, hadn’t joined Trig. They were walking around as free as Ana was, and in her desperate desire for things to calm down, to be simple, Ana had let herself believe that because they hadn’t acted at the white obelisk, they wouldn’t act now or in the future.

For the briefest moment, Ana’s shoulders slumped in embarrassment. She’d let her Class and Abilities get to her. She’d been so focused on the Stolen, on the ones who’d hurt her source of comfort, her Object of Devotion, that she’d let her attention slip from the followers of the god that wanted her dead.

She’d let the System mess with her head—that was the only explanation. She’d let it make her irrational, and she had the captain to thank for snapping her out of it.

Feeling oddly defeated, Ana told Falk, “Fine. Sure. When I find whoever’s responsible, I’ll let you question them first.”

“Thank you, Miss Cole,” Falk said with undisguised relief.

“And in exchange,” Ana said, her tone leaving no room for argument, “if it turns out that there was someone behind the attack, when we find who it is, they’re mine. I don’t care who they are.”

“As long as their guilt is established beyond any doubt,” Falk said, equally firm, “I will allow you to render judgment.”

“Fine. Two questions, then. Lesirell and Perrion, and Liu and Belov. Where can I find them?”

“Of the former, I’m afraid I have no idea. I do not keep track of most of our residents. That would be quite unacceptable, not to say an incredible waste of time. Yes, indeed. However, I believe that they are good friends with the Parsers’ girl, whom you know. Perhaps you could ask her? As for the latter two, I will need you to tell me why you’re looking for them.”

Ana shrugged. “They’re setting themselves up as leaders in the Stolen community. I figure I’ll start by asking them some questions.”

“And you have no intention of harming them?”

“Not unless I find that they were involved, no.”

Falk regarded her for a moment, then nodded slowly. “Very well. The guild is paying for the lodgings of quite a number of the Stolen. Misters Liu and Belov, along with a large number of others, are staying at The Reveling Revenant, in the southern and duskward quarter of the outpost. It’s a large inn, and the proprietor has kindly offered to house them at no profit to himself.”

“Right,” Ana said, getting to her feet. “Captain, I’ll see you when I have someone for you to talk to.”

“I hope so, Miss Ana,” Falk said. “Miss Mestendi deserves justice, as do her attackers. And just in case someone tries to do a runner, I will ask the gate guards to keep note of any Stolen who might leave the outpost as well as whose company they are in.”

“Yeah. Good thinking.”

Standing again outside the guardhouse, Ana’s plan was simple. To start, she’d find Lesirell and Perrion. Going anywhere without them seemed pointless, since she had no idea who she was looking for. The names were familiar. They were indeed friends of Denikla Parser, and the young Evoker had mentioned them several times—the three planned to form a Party to go out to hunt demons or join a preexisting one as a group for Delves. And Ana had a vague idea of how to find Deni; the girl had mentioned that her parents’ bookbinder shop was somewhere behind the baths, and that seemed like a good place to start.

Hopefully, if she could find Deni, she could find her two friends. With that done, she’d go to The Reveling Revenant—which was one hell of a name considering just what a revenant was—and talk to Liu and Belov . . . assuming that they were there. If not, she’d just have to ask around until she learned where they could be found. And if they didn’t know or wouldn’t tell her who’d attacked Messy, she’d just have to go to every place that Stolen were staying until Deni’s two friends recognized someone.

It wasn’t a perfect plan, but it was all she had at the moment.

First of all, though, she was going to do something she’d been putting off. She was going to the temple of the Wayfarer.

The temple stood across the square from the guardhouse, on the other side of the Waystone. The stone steps leading up to the wide-open gates were as well swept as ever, and a young man stood there, ready to greet any visitors. Ana wondered briefly where Sahna was, who usually had that duty. Although, as far as Ana knew, she was some kind of volunteer—she might be out Delving, for all Ana knew.

The new guy, of course, knew who Ana was, greeting her with a mix of starstruck awe and genuine pleasure to see her. She barely paid attention, passing him with a muttered, “Good morning,” as she braced herself and stepped—
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“Fucking finally, Anastasia! What is it with you and temples?”

The Wayfarer didn’t sound nearly as upset as her words might suggest. Still, being cursed at by a goddess was not something Ana expected to ever get used to.

The Wayfarer being annoyed with her was nothing new. The setting for this meeting, however, was. Instead of the idyllic forest where Ana had spoken to the goddess on their two previous in-person meetings, they now stood among the rubble of the white obelisk, the burnt tents just as Ana and the others had left them. And when Ana turned to face her unexpected patron—or should that be matron?—said deity was not wearing her customary traveler’s clothes, the garb that the statue inside the temple depicted her wearing. Instead she was decked out in leather armor suspiciously similar to Ana’s own, and her staff had been replaced with a glaive.

Out of pure curiosity, Ana invoked her Inspect Skill on the goddess. The Wayfarer was apparently a [Nice Try, You Cheeky Bitch]. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected, honestly.

“Well?” the Wayfarer asked, popping her hip out and leaning on her bladed staff. “Do I pass inspection? Do you feel ready to explain why I’ve had to force my way through the mortal veil every time we needed to exchange a few words, despite you having spent the last week within a stone’s throw of my temple?”

Ana was entirely unapologetic. “I’m here now, aren’t I?

“I suppose you are, at that,” the Wayfarer conceded. With that, she stood up straight, pushing off on her staff and simultaneously sliding her hand along it so that it fell and rose, hanging horizontal and perfectly balanced in her grip as she spun in a lazy yet perfectly controlled circle.

“The Sentinel is mighty peeved about this,” she gloated as she swept her weapon along the destruction of Karti’s camp. “I know I’ve told you already, but praise is best given face-to-face. Well done, Ana. And that goes for everyone else who fought by your side as well. Do pass on my deepest satisfaction to your friends and allies.”

“I’ll do that,” Ana said, “but I don’t imagine that’s why you’ve been so insistent on speaking to me.”

“Can a goddess not simply praise her Chosen once in a while?” The goddess turned back from the scene of limited yet important destruction around them and took one look at Ana’s skeptical face. “Apparently not,” she concluded. “And you are, as you already knew, correct. No, that is not the only reason I wanted you here.”

“So why?”

The goddess frowned, and her tone became serious. “Things are escalating. It’s a slow and limited escalation, yes, but an escalation nonetheless. This Splinter is not the only one the Sentinel has poisoned, even if Karti seems to think so. It was possibly the first, a proof of concept, if you will, but my followers in a dozen other Splinters have prayed for guidance regarding creatures that sound remarkably like changelings. I’ve given what guidance I can, trying to impress on them the deliberate and contagious nature of the infection, and that they must find and destroy those causing it. But, as you know, I’m limited in what I can communicate to anyone who isn’t one of my faithful Ascenders or, well, you. And the Stolen, I suppose. That, and I can’t help but imagine that more will follow.”

“Okay,” Ana said, a sucking feeling of dreadful expectation in her gut. “So what does that mean for me?”

The Wayfarer smiled sardonically, approaching Ana with deliberate steps. “You’re my Chosen, Ana. Beyond that, you know what must be done to save a Splinter. Your Splinter alone has a cure for the infection, thanks to the hard work of your friend Touanne and some others. You’re needed, Ana. This world needs you.”

Ana couldn’t stop the bitterness that welled up inside her, nor did she really care to. “Do I get any say in this?” she spat. “I didn’t ask to come here. I didn’t ask you to choose me. I’ve already risked everything to save this Splinter; now you want me to save the world? Why? Honestly? What’s in it for me? The Primes will be fine, right? That’s the whole point of this—the Sentinel’s whole mad idea? Protecting the Primes? Why shouldn’t I just take everyone important to me, bring them somewhere in the Primes, and live happily ever after?”

She let the words flow, already knowing the answer but feeling a little better for venting her frustration. And the Wayfarer seemed to understand, because she only listened patiently, and when she spoke, she did so with patience and sympathy.

“It’s true you never asked for any of this, Ana. But we both know that it’s too late. There’s no backing out. The Lord of Order has decided that you are a threat to his designs, and he will direct his followers to destroy you. Anyone around you will be in danger, and even if you leave everyone behind, there is no guarantee that they won’t be used against you. Now, that might be years down the line. Decades. Hells, it could be centuries for all we know. But the Sentinel is nothing if not persistent, and in the long run, victory is the only option. I’m sorry, Ana, but that’s how it is. You must help me and my faithful defeat him, or you will never know lasting peace.

“That said, I have something to offer you. I never expected you to do this out of the goodness of your heart. We both know that would be a fool’s errand, and knowing you as I do, probably a direct insult. I wouldn’t count on your gratitude, either; we’ve established already that I pushed my gifts on you without consent or expectation. And you are not one of my faithful, so I wouldn’t appeal to the stillborn shreds of your piety either. No, I think our relationship will have to be quite a bit more transactional than those between a typical Chosen and their deity. So. In exchange for you doing what you can to save the Splinters, I offer you a chance at that peace you crave, in the form of guidance and protection. I will give you what information I can. I will guide my Ascenders to protect and nurture you, and once you join their ranks, I will do what I can to prevent the other deities from having you bumped off—which happens more often than you’d think. The Sentinel is not the only one thinning every crop of Ascenders.

“Consider that. You can refuse the call, struggle for however long, and then die in obscurity. Well, most likely. You’ve impressed me before, and I suppose you might surprise me. Or you can help save uncountable lives. You will have strong friends and allies to help you defend those you”—the Wayfarer gave Ana a knowing smile—“let’s say, those you care for. And if you should go further, if you should manage to follow in my footsteps, so to speak, and reach apotheosis, well . . . I suppose we’ll have to speak about that if it happens. Just know that I remember those who’ve done good by me, and that I reward loyalty in kind.”

All the time the Wayfarer spoke, Ana listened in silence. She walked a slow circuit of the rubble that remained of the white obelisk, letting the goddess’s words pour into her like bitter medicine. She already knew what her reply would be. She’d known ever since she’d first seen hate in the eyes of some of her neighbors, since Waller had told her that people were plotting to kill her, and since Trig had tried to use Messy to kill Ana.

As the Wayfarer spoke, she followed Ana with her eyes. And when the goddess fell silent, Ana stopped and turned to face her.

“Three conditions,” Ana said.

“Let’s hear them,” the goddess replied with an amused smile.

“Whatever protection you offer me, it extends to my friends and anyone else who’s in danger by being close to me.”

“Done. And the others?”

“I want your full support when it comes to any authorities. I know that you’re not all-powerful. As I understand it, there aren’t any theocracies out there that follow you”—the Wayfarer snorted at that. Apparently the idea was incredibly amusing—“but you can guide through prayer, and you have powerful people who worship you. I don’t want any red tape or courts holding me back if you can possibly prevent it.”

“Within the limits of my powers,” the goddess agreed. “And the third?”

“When this turns into a gods-damn full-scale holy war, your church against the Sentinel’s, I want your full commitment. I don’t care about whatever rules you operate under. You’ll bend them as far as they’ll bend, and you will break them if they can be broken. I’m risking everything. Your followers will be risking everything. I want the same from you. Can you promise that?”

That, Ana noted with satisfaction, caught the goddess off guard. For a long time she just looked at Ana, her surprise slowly turning to consideration. Then, just as slowly, a vicious grin split her face, her teeth startlingly white in the bright sunlight.

“Risk everything, eh? It’s been a long time since I did that. But what’s eternity without a little risk? Fine, my dear Chosen. I accept your terms. You have my promise. Full commitment, no matter the cost.” Then she held up one finger and added, “When the risk is worth the reward, and will increase the chance of victory. I will not allow myself to be ousted needlessly.”

“Fair.” Ana nodded, then approached, holding her hand out. The Wayfarer took it, palm to palm rather than wrist to wrist, and shook it once, firmly.

“Now,” Ana said once they’d let go, “I have some people to find, and maybe a conspiracy to tear apart. You wouldn’t know who attacked Messy, would you?”

The goddess’s smile was genuinely apologetic. “Afraid not. If I’d been watching her, perhaps, but I can only divide my attention so far.”

“Yeah, that was a long shot. How about where I can find two people named Lesirell and Perrion? Can you tell me that?”

“Oh, that’s easy,” the Wayfarer said. “They’re both mine, and they’re visiting the woman they saved. Go directly, and you should be able to catch them. Good luck now!”

This time, when the goddess dismissed her, Ana only nodded her thanks.
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—across the threshold. She didn’t stumble this time. She’d expected the discontinuity of being whisked away into a space between moments, as the Wayfarer had once called it. But she did stop, just inside the gate, getting her a curious look from the man at the door.

A notification greeted her:

Congratulations! Your Skill Negotiation has improved to Level 6. You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Medium).
Congratulations! Your Skill Inspect has improved to Level 6. You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Medium).


Ana rolled her eyes. Haggling for your future with a goddess, buying a set of armor, what was the difference, right?

“Is anything the matter, Chosen?” the greeter asked.

“More than you want to know,” she told him, patting him on the shoulder as she turned to leave. “You fought with the volunteers, didn’t you?”

His face brightened as he said, “I did!”

It had been a reasonable enough guess. The priest, Mamtass, and most of the devout followers of the Wayfarers had volunteered for the militia, after all. But there was no reason to point that out. “The Wayfarer wants me to pass along her gratitude for all you did. You and anyone else who risked their lives for this Splinter.”

With that, she left the temple and the stunned man behind, heading south toward Touanne’s.


Chapter fourteen


“That was quick,” Wandak said from where he sat behind the small table in Touanne’s storefront. “Your sweetheart’s got visitors.”

Ana could hear soft conversation from beyond the door. “Lesirell and Perrion?” she asked as she crossed the room.

“That’s right! How did you know?”

“Good guess. The captain told me they were the ones who brought Messy here.”

“Yeah, they said as much. Hope you don’t mind I let them in. I trust them, you know?”

“I’d rather you hadn’t,” Ana said frankly. “Not until they’d been vetted by someone who knew for sure that it was them who brought her in, which neither Messy nor Touanne does. How well do you know them?”

Wandak’s face fell. “Well, I . . . They were with Tarkan during the whole mess with the white obelisk. We fought side by side, time and time again. I figure, if you can trust me, you can trust them.”

Ana looked him in the eyes, then nodded. He was embarrassed, but he wasn’t making up excuses. He believed what he said. “Alright,” she said, satisfied. “Good enough. Thanks.”

In the small room that Touanne kept for patients, the Healer stood around the bed along with two visitors. Perrion, the Archer, was a lanky man with long red hair; Lesirell, the Fighter, a heavyset, muscular woman with a dark complexion similar to Petra’s. Both were Level 11 and young—no older than eighteen by Ana’s guess—and Ana recognized them from her training sessions before they all marched out from the outpost. She might have seen Deni speaking with them now and then too.

Messy was sitting up in bed, her blanket covering her legs and a pillow propped between her and the wall. “Angel,” she said. “You’re back! Do you know Lesirell and Perrion? They’re Deni’s friends. They’re, ah . . . they’re the ones that helped me.”

“So I hear,” Ana said, slipping back into a persona she’d discarded a few weeks earlier, that of Marshal Stasia: confident, collected, and outgoing. She entered the room with her hand extended first to Perrion, who was closer, and then, once he’d shaken it, to Lesirell. “Thank you both, truly.”

Both youths stood starstruck for a moment before Perrion said, “Ah, our pleasure, Mar—sorry—Mistress Anastasia. Is that right? Deni said you don’t like to be called marshal anymore?”

Behind him, Lesirell mouthed the words Our pleasure? with an incredulous look on her face. “Mistress Cole,” she said apologetically as soon as Perrion had finished, “what my friend means to say is that we’re glad that we were there to step in. I wish we’d caught some of the bastards, but we were both more concerned with getting Miss Mestendi help.”

“You can drop the Miss,” Messy said, looking down in embarrassment. “You saved my life. I don’t think we need to stand on formality.”

“The same goes for me,” Ana told them firmly. “I don’t want to hear any Misses or Mistresses from the two of you. I’m Ana, or Anastasia if you’re not comfortable with getting familiar. And I owe you each a favor, alright? Anything I can do for you, you let me know.”

To Ana’s relief, they didn’t refuse or bicker. Lesirell and Perrion exchanged a look. Then Perrion looked at her solemnly and said, “We’ll do that.”

“Good. Because I intend to put myself deeper in your debt. I have something to ask of you both. Today—as soon as possible, really.”

“You want our help finding the people responsible,” Perrion guessed.

“And to bring them to justice,” Ana confirmed. Then, at Touanne’s alarmed expression, she quickly amended, “To Captain Falk, I mean, for questioning. If you’re willing.”

Again, the two youths shared a look. This time it was Lesirell who spoke. “Just tell us what you need. Justice is more important than anything we had planned today. We just need to get word to Deni that we’ll be busy.”

“Hell, invite her along,” Ana suggested. Deni was young and bubbly, but she’d also shown a surprisingly vindictive side that Ana appreciated. Many of the militia and volunteers had found it hard to kill both changelings and Karti’s followers, and afterward, many of them, Delvers and non-Delvers alike, suffered from the guilt of what they’d had to do to save the Splinter. Not Deni. After Ana killed Trig, one of the other traitors tried to run; Deni had put a bolt of plasma through the man without hesitation, and at no time since had Ana seen a shred of remorse in the girl. Someone like that could come in damn handy.

She doubted that Deni would say no. If anything, she’d be delighted at the confidence. She didn’t show the kind of hero worship for Ana that Jisha did—that was reserved for Kaira—but Deni definitely respected and admired Ana, and attended her martial arts classes whenever she could. And she liked Messy. She’d liked Messy before Ana ever knew either of them. If she hadn’t already heard of what happened, she’d most likely be both terribly upset and furious when she did. And she could do that trick where she held a tiny sun in her hand too.

The more Ana thought about it, the more she wanted Deni along.

And so it was. They found Deni at her parents’ shop, where she still helped out quite often, despite having dropped her Clerk Class for Evoker. She had not, in fact, heard about Messy and was reduced to tears when they told her. That quickly gave way to a smoldering anger, and not an offer but a demand to be allowed to join Ana and the others in finding the perpetrators.

“You all should Party up,” Ana told the other three as they headed toward the southeastern quarter and The Reveling Revenant. Deni had never been there, but knew which street it was on.

“What about you?” Deni asked, some eagerness breaking through her anger.

“I’m still in a Party with Kaira and Jisha and the others,” Ana said, smiling wryly. She couldn’t blame Deni for hoping that they might be in a Party together again; all that bonus Vitality was a hell of a trip when it hit.

“Right. Okay.” Deni’s disappointment added to her renewed scowl. It was an odd thing to see on the normally bubbly teenager, and Ana mentally downgraded the chances of anyone that Deni’s friends pointed out as one of Messy’s attackers.

Ana was used to drawing looks these days, though most people politely looked away once they’d noticed her. Marching down the street with three companions, though, people looked and kept looking. It didn’t matter how young those companions were; Lesirell and Perrion were both armed, and Ana had seen the expressions all three wore. They were grimly determined and purposeful, and nobody could mistake that something bad was about to happen to someone.

The common room at The Reveling Revenant was larger than that at Petra’s, not as tidy but by no means dirty, and far more crowded than any inn would normally have been this close to noon. That was no surprise; Captain Falk hadn’t said how many Stolen were being quartered at the inn, but he’d said that it was a large number. And considering how few of the Earthlings had so far made any effort to integrate with the society that had taken them in, they could be expected to spend most of their time together.

Ana couldn’t even blame them. She understood why they’d want to stay in this little bubble. They might come from different nations, social classes, and cultures, but they all had something in common: they’d been torn from their lives and thrust into a world that must, to many of them, seem like some kind of hallucination. While Ana couldn’t empathize, she could at least understand why they’d want to stay close to those who were living through the same situation. Hopefully, they’d slowly come to accept that all this was real, start to really take advantage of the System and what it offered, and become something resembling functioning members of society.

But not yet. For now, they were gathered in this common room, several dozen of them in various groupings that meant nothing to Ana, looking at her and her three companions with sullen, suspicious expressions.

Nobody scrambled for the stairs or a back door. That was a little disappointing, but it had probably been too much to hope for. Still, she wasn’t going to let anyone sneak out either.

“Do you recognize anyone?” she asked Deni’s two friends. They didn’t. “Alright. Watch the doors and the stairs. I’m going to talk to the leaders of this sad lot.”

Ana’s three companions did as she asked, and the tension in the room ratcheted up as they each took a position at the front and back doors, and at the stairs to the two upper floors. Meanwhile, Ana had scanned the room, finding Belov and Liu watching her from a table by a large window at the back. Even from across the room, she could see their lips moving, and as she stalked forward, she could hear them whispering in . . . Chinese of some kind. Here were two people she knew for a fact could speak English, one of them an American, and she couldn’t even listen in on what they were saying!

“Sit,” Ana said as the two started to rise, and they dropped back into their chairs as though her command had a physical force to it. She took a position at the end of their table, giving them the full force of her displeasure.

She must, she knew, look like hell. Her burns from Kaira’s near miss still hadn’t healed fully, and neither had the spotty acid burns all over her arms—and partly her face—from the slobber of various demons. She knew that Touanne had done something to help while she was out of it, and the ointments were very effective, but even magic didn’t heal these things overnight.

She was also growing steadily more pissed the longer she looked at them, a fact she made no effort to hide. She had no evidence that they were involved in the attack on Messy, but they’d set themselves up as leaders of the Stolen, and she had no problem with letting them share in the blame for anything their people did.

“Miss Cole—” Liu began, but Ana flashed him a look that made whatever he’d been about to say die in his throat.

“Yesterday,” she said, “late in the afternoon, a woman was assaulted in the street. The perps were half a dozen or so Stolen. Talk!”

“We know nothing about that!” Liu said. Too quickly, Ana thought. Like he’d been expecting it. He’d just lied to her, and she was about to start making him regret it when Belov spoke up.

“Sidney, please! Let me—Miss Cole. Anastasia, right? Can I call you Anastasia? What my friend means is that, while, yeah, we’ve heard that some of our community were allegedly involved in some kind of incident yesterday, we certainly weren’t. Nor do we know who it is that’s supposed to have committed this crime. In fact, since we heard last night, no one has presented us with any compelling reason to believe that any of ours were involved at all. All we have is an accusation!”

“Thank you, Peter,” Liu said. “That is indeed what I meant.”

Ana had forced herself to listen patiently, hoping that Belov would somehow trip himself up. Unfortunately he hadn’t. That didn’t mean that she believed him though. He was trying to sound offended to cover up his nerves, but he was just too anxious for her to believe him, and trying to play on her sense of justice to make her feel guilty for accusing them.

Which was absolutely useless, of course. You needed a fully developed conscience to feel guilt. And Ana would need to like either man, or at least feel that they were useful to her, to care at all about their feelings or what they thought of her.

“Fine,” Ana said. “Say that I believe you. You both feel responsible for this little community, right? You’re trying to keep them safe, get them organized and settled in, that sort of thing?”

She waited for a reply, staring them down until Liu said, “That’s right. Someone had to.”

“That’s great. So I imagine you’ll be eager to cooperate and do everything you can to settle this. Because let me tell you, I will find who’s responsible. And someone must have heard something, so it’s only a question of how many people I have to go through before I do.”

“Miss Cole!” Liu objected. “Your desire to see justice done is admirable, but this thuggish attitude is really—”

Liu’s words cut off with an indignant yelp as Ana’s hand snapped out, grabbing him by the jaw and pulling him inexorably to his feet. He didn’t do anything so stupid as to try to hit her or pry her hand open, but he did reflexively grab on to her wrist, trying to relieve the pressure on his jaw.

It was immensely satisfying to see the moment he realized that no matter how hard he pulled, Ana wasn’t going to move an inch.

An outraged murmur rose in the room as she pulled Liu forward so that their faces were barely a foot apart. She ignored it. Liu was slightly taller than Ana, but that didn’t matter. He stood where and how she wanted him to stand. “Listen very carefully,” she said, her voice entirely flat. “That goes for you too, Belov. It’s important that you understand what’s going on here. Yesterday, late in the afternoon, a group of Stolen ambushed my girlfriend when she was going to dinner after work.”

If Ana’s anger hadn’t flared so fucking bright at even the thought of what Messy had gone through, she might have allowed herself some small measure of satisfaction at the way Liu’s eyes widened at those words.

“They didn’t just beat her,” she continued, and he groaned as her grip tightened a fraction. “They tried to kill her. They hurt her so bad that back on Earth, she’d be dead. Now, luckily for everyone involved, two locals heard what was going on and stepped in, scaring the attackers off. And they believe that they can identify these attackers. So, here’s what’s going to happen. I will find these people. And you two are going to make a very important choice. You’re either going to help me and earn some measure of goodwill, or you’re going to make this a lot harder on everyone.”

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing, Cole?!” Belov said, finally finding his voice and rising to his feet, reaching out toward her. “You better let him—”

Belov’s hand touched her shoulder. A moment later there was a crash as her free arm wrapped around his and a subtle shift of her balance robbed him of his own, putting him on his knees, straining to relieve the pressure on his hyperextended elbow.

“Or what?” Ana looked down on him with a snarl. “You’re going to put another fucking mob together?”

“Whoa, whoa!” Belov wilted, raising his free hand in supplication in the face of her fury. “We’re not your enemies!”

“But you can help me find them,” Ana growled, low and dangerous, as she increased the pressure on his elbow. “So what’s it going to be?”

“Yeah, fine! We’ll help you! Jesus! Just let go!”

She didn’t even bother to push them to the floor. It would have been so easy, but she’d made her point. Instead she simply released her grip on Liu’s jaw, wordlessly inviting him to return to his seat, and took her hand off Belov’s, letting him take it off her shoulder and rise to his feet.

“Sit,” she commanded them again, and they sat. The room was so silent that she could hear the two men’s heartbeats clearly, rapid with fear and impotent anger. She fetched a chair from a nearby table, setting it down at the end of Liu and Belov’s, and sat, resting her elbows on the wood and leaning forward. “I’m so glad that you’ve decided to cooperate,” she said, forcing herself to calm and putting on a perfectly friendly tone to throw them off. “This is going to make things so much easier for all of us. Here’s what I need from the two of you: you’re going to gather all the Stolen in the square. If you can’t find any of them, I want to know their names, descriptions, and who their associates are. If any refuse to come, I want you to bring me to them. Then my friends are going to take a look at every single one of them and tell me which ones were stupid enough to lay hands on my girlfriend. Understood?”

“Yeah,” Belov said sullenly.

“Understood.” Liu rubbed his jaw where her fingers had dug in, his voice tight with anger.

“Fantastic! I’m going to give you until sunset, so you have plenty of time! But just to keep you motivated, I’m just going to tell you that I’m holding you both personally responsible until the actual culprits are found.”

“Miss Cole—” Liu started to object, but fell quiet at a look from her.

“No, Mister Liu. Sidney. Can I call you Sidney? I’m sure you think this sounds unfair, but it’s really not. You see, you two brought this upon yourselves when you pulled that little stunt a few nights ago. If you two hadn’t been so mind-numbingly stupid, I wouldn’t have had to talk to your followers as harshly as I did. And then, just perhaps, nobody would have decided to throw their lives away to get back at me or whatever their motivations were. So this is actually very fair. Right?”

“That was me,” Belov muttered.

“What was that?” Ana asked sweetly. She’d heard him perfectly well, but he presumably meant something by it.

“It was my idea. Sydney helped me get everyone together, but if you want to blame someone, blame me.”

Ana thought about it for a moment before shaking her head. “No. He helped you then, and he can share the blame now.” With that, she pushed back her chair and stood. “Remember. The square at sunset. Everyone. I’ll see you then.”


Chapter fifteen


“Sorry about that,” Ana told Deni, Lesirell, and Perrion as they left the Revenant. “I hope it’s alright I roped you into more work.”

“I don’t think any of us expected to find the guilty parties there,” Deni said, the other two murmuring their agreement. “And I certainly don’t have any better plans tonight. Les, Perri, how about you?”

“Nah,” Perrion said. “Do you need us until then, though, Miss Ana?”

“No, not until sunset,” Ana said. Then she lowered her voice and added, “I think we all know they’re not going to show up tonight. It’s just a question of whether they hide or run. We may need to go hunting for them. Are you up for that? I can just bring people to you if not.”

“We’ll be at Petra’s,” Lesirell said. “Anything you need us for, whenever you need us, that’s where you’ll find us.”

They walked together until the square, where Ana’s companions continued on as she dropped into the guardhouse to tell Falk what she had planned. The captain sighed and simply acknowledged that she was telling, not asking. She couldn’t say for sure if he was opposed to what she was doing, but if he was, he clearly didn’t think it was a battle worth fighting. And, she reflected, he must trust her not to do anything hasty. Mamtass the priest had told her that Falk worshiped the Lady of Justice, and not allowing the innocent to come to harm was apparently pretty central to that faith. No way would Falk give Ana free rein if he thought she might hurt someone who didn’t deserve it.

Then Ana returned to Touanne’s and crawled into bed with Messy. If she hadn’t made enemies of Liu and Belov and the Stolen who listened to them during one of her speeches, she definitely had today. It had been necessary, but her life going forward was going to be more difficult. Her nerves were frayed from a combination of a grinding anger that she could do nothing to relieve yet, and the fear that anything she did was going to put Messy in more danger. Frankly, she needed Messy to soothe and comfort her as much as Messy needed her, and Messy was happy to oblige.

They got a few hours together. It was less than Ana had hoped, but more than she’d expected.

She’d told Deni and the others that she wasn’t sure if the perps would hide or run. A few hours into the afternoon, she was woken from a nap with the answer: they’d run. Sira came hurrying to tell her that a group of half a dozen Stolen with camping equipment had left through the dawnward gate almost an hour earlier; apparently the guard on the gate had noted their departure, but hadn’t reported it until he was relieved. He’d simply let them go.

Ana thanked Sira, bit down on her renewed anger, and silently vowed to find out who the guard on the dawnward gate had been. Then she kissed Messy very carefully, threw on her boots, and ran out the door with her equipment in hand.

She desperately wished that Rayni or Omda were back, but her Party was still to the south. But she did have Deni and her friends, and she knew that Perrion had been training his Survival Skills, including Tracking, to qualify for the Ranger Class. She tore up Main Street, turned west onto Cross, then turned onto the side street where Petra’s inn lay, leaving startled yelps and curses behind her as she passed people too fast for them to realize before she was long gone.

She threw the door to Petra’s open no more than a minute after leaving Touanne’s, exclaiming, “Deni, Lesirell, Perrion! It’s time!”

To her surprise, she saw not only the three she’d expected, but Petra herself already in her armor and with her serious boots on. She had a light pack prepared as well, as did the three others. “Going after the shits who beat Messy?” the older woman asked as they all got to their feet.

“Yeah,” Ana confirmed. “They’re going dawnward, and they’ve got an hour’s head start.”

“Better not waste any time then,” Petra said, passing Ana in the door ahead of the others. “Come on! Get that armor on! You’re the only one not dressed for a chase!”

They crossed the outpost quickly, pausing only to tighten straps and secure buckles. Leaving through the dawnward gate and making for the forest, Ana took the lead, pulling Perrion along to track.

“A medium-size group definitely came this way not long ago,” the Archer said between breaths. “Can’t tell you if it’s the right people, but odds are good.”

He led them to the edge of the trees and called a halt, taking some time to look around. Several paths led into the forest in different directions—no surprise considering how often people came and went—and Perrion performed what looked to Ana like some kind of arcane Tracking ritual. She had no idea if Perrion was using a Perk or if he was relying on practice and experience, but after a minute or so, he confidently declared, “This way,” and took them along one of the paths.

It didn’t take long before Deni and Petra started lagging, and Lesirell and Perrion weren’t far behind. The one-mile run across the clearing had already been more than they were used to; they could march for hours, but there wasn’t much need for Casual Delvers to run any real distances, especially at the pace Ana pushed them to. They were going to have to slow down to something more manageable or risk having some of them fall behind, no matter how determined they were.

Ana felt her frustration rising. Perhaps Lesirell and Perrion could handle a slightly slower pace until they caught the fleeing Stolen, but they’d have to drop to an eight-minute mile at best if they didn’t want Deni and Petra to collapse in the next few minutes. And while she only strictly needed Perrion, she was aware that leaving two people who’d offered to help her behind in the forest would probably be seen as a bitch move. That, and they were chasing half a dozen people. If their quarry split up, Ana would need help running them down.

They could just slow down. They’d probably still catch the bastards.

Nah. Fuck that. Ana looked south, to where her Party was, and made a decision.

“Stop,” she told the others, her clear, easy voice contrasting embarrassingly with their labored breathing. They did as she said, confused but grateful as they tried to catch their breath. “Disband your Party, then accept my invitation. And brace yourselves. Maybe sit down, even. This is going to feel really good.”

Then she left her Party—she was going to owe them some apologies next time they met—and sent out the invitations.

She got some odd looks from Lesirell and Perrion at her warning. Neither of them were slow to accept, though Petra’s acceptance was quick and Deni’s was damn near instant. The young Evoker’s eyes lit up as soon as Ana mentioned a Party invitation, and the moment she accepted, she let herself fall backward onto a patch of moss with a big, satisfied sigh.

“Gods beyond, Ana!” she laughed from the ground. “You need to be careful with this! People could start craving the rush!”

“You don’t say,” Ana deadpanned as she stood above her prone friend. Then she bent down, put her hands under Deni’s armpits, and easily hauled her to her feet, feeling the slight ache of the rough handling herself and ignoring it. Lesirell and Perrion, who’d both sat down in surprise, each got the courtesy of an extended hand to help them up. Only Petra had remained on her feet, though she still had a serene smile on her face. “I know it feels good,” Ana told Deni’s friends, who hadn’t been in a Party with her before. “That’s 18 extra Points of Endurance and Vitality you’re feeling, as well as my Enhancements for those Attributes. But we’re not doing this for fun. Every second we sit here, those bastards get farther away. It’s time to run them down, and now you should have all the stamina you need to let you keep up with me for as long as it takes. Perrion, take point!”

When they started again, everyone’s breathing was steady. Ana still wasn’t going to push them too hard; running was as much technique as basic endurance and stamina, and she could see herself that none of the others were running very efficiently. Hell, she herself was very much an amateur. But she doubted anyone there had an Effective Endurance below 30 after her bonuses, and Indefatigable would let them go on regardless.

She pushed Perrion to what she estimated as a six-minute mile. It might be hard on them, but they should be able to take it. And let a bunch of random people from twenty-first century Earth try to keep ahead of that!

“They move like they’ve never walked in a forest before,” Perrion said in a steady cadence of two words, one breath, two words, one breath. “At least some of them.”

It was easy to see what he meant. The ground was churned where people had tried to walk two or three abreast, slipping on fallen branches or stones instead of taking the easier path single file. Branches that could have been easily pushed aside had been hacked or snapped. Whoever had come this way before them clearly had no idea how to move through the forest, even along a well-trodden path like the one they were on.

They were perhaps half an hour and a few miles into the forest when Perrion held up his hand for them to slow down. “Getting close,” he said softly as they dropped to a fast jog. “These tracks are only ten minutes old, fifteen at most, and they were walking. We should try to keep the noise down.”

Then they reached a small glade among the trees, roughly circular and perhaps fifty yards across, and Perrion halted them entirely. “Gods dammit all,” he swore. “They split up. I think they may have met someone too. We’ll need to—”

Ana wasn’t sure what tipped her off. A soft sound, perhaps? The creak of wood under tension? Whatever it was, it wasn’t conscious, but its presence registered only moments before Ana’s Danger Sense activated and her bonuses kicked in. And while Ana was fast, while she managed to scream “Ambush!” and shove Deni into the cover of the nearby trees, she wasn’t fast enough to dodge the crossbow bolt that punched into her side, piercing her armor just under her left arm, nor the one that took her low in the gut.

Ana’s first thought, there and gone in less than a heartbeat as she became aware of the injuries and the pain, was I’m dead. But the pain never left the background. It never touched her, and she never stopped moving. She’d shoved Deni, and she’d screamed, and now she kept moving, following Deni into the undergrowth and shouting, “Cover! Cover!” as she dove after the Evoker.

As she dragged Deni behind a tree, Ana cursed herself. She’d been doing a lot of that lately. A fucking ambush? Of course there’d be a fucking ambush! Falk had told her outright that he suspected some kind of conspiracy, but despite all her Acuity she hadn’t considered that the conspirators might be willing to do their own dirty work. The guard on the gate hadn’t said anything about anyone accompanying the Stolen who left, and she in turn hadn’t considered the possibility of some others leaving early. They must have known that she’d come looking for whoever hurt Messy. They must have instructed the Stolen who did it to run and where to. The whole goddamn thing had been a setup from the start. It wasn’t even complicated, and she’d still missed it!

But that didn’t matter in the moment. Ana had two bolts in her, and she fully expected whoever was out there in the trees to try to finish the job.

More bolts sliced through the foliage, but none hit. When she looked up, Ana saw Petra, Lesirell, and Perrion disappear into the trees at the other side of the glade. Nobody looked hurt, and she couldn’t see any spent bolts or arrows in the ground. The ambushers had all aimed at her.

It made sense, she supposed. She was the outsider. She was the Wayfarer’s Chosen. She was the one the Sentinel wanted dead so badly, because for whatever reason, she was a threat to some grand plan to save the world. The others were neighbors and guildmates before anything else. Perhaps even friends. The ambushers wouldn’t want to hurt them if they could make sure that Ana was dead and then melt away into the forest.

Behind the tree, Deni’s thoughts caught up with the situation. “Oh, gods!” was all she managed to say as she looked at Ana in horror, reaching for the shaft of the bolt protruding from Ana’s stomach, then aborting the gesture, as though realizing that anything she did might make things worse.

“I’m okay!” Ana hissed, keeping her voice down to make it harder for anyone to locate her by sound. She wasn’t sure if she was lying or not. She could draw breath normally, so the bolt that she’d felt punch into her side must not have gone deep enough to pierce her lung. “I’m going around. You stay in cover! If you see a target, use your judgment, but don’t take any risks!”

“But you—You’re—”

“We’ve got potions.” Ana looked out across the glade as she unhooked her buckler from her belt. Only seconds had passed, and nothing had happened yet. “Be careful, okay?”

“Okay,” Deni replied, wild-eyed and bewildered. Ana couldn’t blame her. At least the last time they got shot at, they’d been the ones to launch the surprise attack. “But—”

Ana didn’t stick around to hear her objection. She’d seen the rough direction the bolts and arrows had come from. She knew where she wanted to go, and she set off in a series of short sprints, moving from tree to tree and knowing that every time she passed between two trunks she left herself open to some shot or Shaping. With every stride she felt the bolt move around inside her—an awfully disturbing sensation—and she could only pray that it was an armor-piercing one and not a broadhead. If not for Fight Through, she’d have been incapacitated by pain; she was sure of that. And perhaps it was stupid to move the way she did. Perhaps she was killing herself; she could feel her tunic clinging to her as blood soaked into it, and there was a sticky wetness creeping downward, already all the way to the top of her thigh. But she’d do the same if she fled, and she definitely wasn’t staying where she was, waiting for the ambushers to close in and finish her off. It was better to take her chances and go on the offensive. She already had her shield and started to draw her weapon from its loop, but thought better of it; with a weapon in hand, she doubted that she’d leave anyone alive for questioning. Better to leave her left hand free.

Behind Ana, Deni overcame her surprise and shouted, “Circle! Circle!” presumably to the other half of their Party. She checked the direction of each of them relative to her and found them moving, just as Deni had called out. Good. They weren’t letting the ambush keep them down, and she’d have backup—or a distraction, at the very least. She deliberately slowed down in her circling maneuver, taking longer in the cover of each tree before moving on and letting the others catch up on the other side.

Every time she stopped, she listened carefully, and after only a few bursts of movement, perhaps thirty seconds after the ambush had been sprung, she heard terse voices, the words indistinct but unmistakably in Inter-guild. Then a raspy woman’s voice called out, “We only want Cole! The rest of you are free to go! Petra, Deni, please! There’s no—”

She was cut off by Deni’s cry of, “Eria? You fucking traitor!” Her voice shuddered, like she was half in tears. That was followed closely by one of Deni’s plasma bolts, which blew a smoldering chunk out of a tree across the glade approximately where the voice had come from. The tree shuddered, leaned, and collapsed sideways into the glade with a loud, splintering crash.

Deni might be a bit of a one-trick pony, but it was one hell of a trick.

Behind the crashing of the tree was a chorus of alarmed cries from near where the bolt had struck, and Ana took advantage of the ambushers presumably pulling their heads down. With a burst of speed that was practically a single leap, she covered the distance between her current shelter and the next. Steel-tipped wood thrummed through the air behind her—clearly not everyone had taken cover—and when she stilled again she heard cursing from up ahead. She caught the same woman, Eria, saying, “. . . too fast! She’s too damn fast!” Then a nasal man’s voice, which she thought she recognized, said, “Parser’s on the move, right side!” and another, “From the left! They’re almost—”

Ana took that as her cue. If the others were almost upon the ambushers, then she needed to get in there.

There was the snap of a crossbow loosing from above and in front of her, and moments later, Deni’s startled yelp from behind. Ana gritted her teeth against the urge to run back to see if the girl was okay, and instead raised her eyes to higher in the trees. And there, among the branches of something like a very stout birch, was the shape of a man reloading his crossbow.

The bastard had taken a shot at Deni. He wasn’t getting another.

Ana could have easily climbed the tree, but she wasn’t going to waste time or make herself an easy target. Manifesting her wings, she took one leaping stride into the open and launched herself into the air, something hissing through the air just below her as she beat hard and shot straight for the crossbowman.

With his attention on Deni, it took him a second to see Ana coming, and that was one second too long. He was still swinging his crossbow toward her and had just begun to cry out in alarm when she struck. She’d turned her body so that she avoided the larger branches and the trunk of the tree and hit him headlong, smashing into the half of his body that was exposed to her with her shoulder and sending him screaming and tumbling into the air.

He hadn’t been high up. No more than forty-five or fifty feet. If he had a decent Vitality, he might’ve survived, not that it mattered to Ana. As long as he was out of the fight, she was satisfied, because below her, each in cover behind a tree, were four armed people she recognized with varying levels of certainty. Beyond them was a huddled group of seven that had no fucking idea how lucky they were that Ana had spoken to Falk that morning. Some were looking in the direction of Petra’s half of the Party. Most were looking up, either at her or the crossbowman, tracking him as he plummeted to the ground.

Ana burned every one of their faces into her memory. She didn’t expect them to stick around.

One of the armed four raised her crossbow in Petra’s direction.

Ana folded her wings and dropped, but not fast enough. In the two seconds it took her to reach the ground, the woman with the crossbow had already loosed in the direction of Ana’s friends and put her foot in the stirrup to reload.

Ana landed hard right next to the woman. She led with her fist, which she drove into the ambusher’s spine so hard that she felt flesh and bone give as she drove her to the ground. The woman didn’t even scream—there was a wet, popping “Ah!” as the force of Ana’s blow compressed her chest against the ground, but that was it. Then the confused yelling turned to terrified screaming, and Ana got to work.

Ana recognized a goateed man as one of the food vendors who usually occupied the square around midday—Toldor? Tolgor? Something like that. He sold fried grains mixed with meats and vegetables, like a kind of pilaf. She launched herself at him out of her crouch a moment before a crossbow bolt flashed in from the direction of the glade. It passed behind her, and there was a shocked gasp as it hit someone close by, presumably one of the others in the group of four amongst whom she’d landed. The food vendor dropped his crossbow and struggled to draw a sword; Ana incapacitated him by the simple expedient of grabbing him by the wrist, yanking, twisting his arm toward her, and smashing her shield into his extended elbow. In quick succession, he went from surprised yell to panicked scream to agonized shriek as the joint bent backward with a dull crack. A fraction of a second later, she punched out with her shield again—this time at his shoulder, shattering it and turning his shriek into a dazed wheeze before she remembered that she wanted at least some of these people alive.

She shoved the man away and whirled around to take in the situation. The woman she’d struck was motionless on the ground; if she wasn’t dead, she was dying, paralyzed, or both. A second woman—practically a girl, really—slumped against a tree, pain and terror in her eyes as she clutched at a few inches of thick, feathered wood that had pinned her skirt to her leg, mid-thigh. Beside her was a grim-faced man, his face covered in a few days’ black stubble, and Ana knew this guy well enough that seeing him there actually hurt. The civilians were one thing, but this was one of the militia: a Hunter named Rohger, who’d been in Simt the Kineticist’s team. She’d trained him. She’d spoken with him, and he’d never been anything but polite. He’d joined in the attack on the white obelisk without complaint, and she’d never seen a hint that he might be one of the Sentinel’s fanatics. Yet here he was, trying to kill her.

There was something pained in his eyes as he drew back the string of his bow, but he did it, and his arrow was aimed straight at Ana’s heart. As she stared at the thick, square head of the arrow, she became very aware of the two bolts already in her, doing gods only knew what kind of damage. With potions, and so close to the outpost, a gut shot was survivable. The bolt had struck her low in the belly, away from the liver, spleen, and pancreas; her Vitality and Fight Through, should carry her through the bleeding as long as none of the major arteries were hit; and with any luck, Panacea should mean that there was no risk of the massive infections that would usually follow a damaged bowel.

The injuries she already had might be survivable. She very much doubted that she’d survive a heart shot.

Behind Rohger, the Stolen broke. They turned and ran, some staying together, others taking off on their own. To Ana’s right, Petra and Lesirell left their cover and charged in, Perrion behind them with his bow bent and an arrow nocked. Behind her, she knew that there must be at least two more attackers in the bushes under the tree she’d just knocked a man out of, but they’d unloaded their crossbows in the last few seconds. They might have reloaded; there might be more than two. Without being able to see them, the man holding a bent bow on her had to take precedence. She hoped that her allies would deal with the others.

Instinctively throwing one of her wings between them to foul his aim, Ana charged at Rohger, turning her body sideways and leading with her shield at the same moment he loosed. Something saved her; he’d shifted his aim, and the arrow bounced hard off her neck guard. An inch to the left, and it would have taken her in the throat. But Rohger wasn’t done. The moment his arrow was away, he leapt backward, quickly drawing a long knife on his belt, which he swung in a wide arc.

It wasn’t good enough. Ana remembered Rohger as attentive during her training sessions, but the short time they’d had hadn’t turned him into a fighter. He was trying to get around her shield, which was reasonable, but his movement was huge, obvious, and left him wide open.

Ana was in an awkward position to block the Hunter’s swing, so instead she bent her knees more and dropped under it. The blade whooshed harmlessly above her head as she stiff-armed Rohger in the gut with her shield, driving him back and the air from his lungs. She pressed forward, driving with her legs and supported by her wings, and by sheer strength, she bore him off his feet and put him on his back in the moss.

Ana ended up in a half straddle, one leg bent and pressed into Rohger’s waist. He’d kept his hold on the knife, but when he tried to stab her, she punched out with her buckler. There was a wet crunch as she connected, and the blade went flying as Rohger’s mangled hand swung out and into the ground. The man let out a high-pitched wheeze, which turned into an awful, wet gargle when Ana punched him once, hard, in the sternum.

“Bastard!” Ana screamed as she drove her fist down, and there was far more betrayal and pain in that one word than she’d care to admit. She felt bone break and used her wings to lift herself to her feet and turn around. Maybe he’d live. Maybe he’d suffocate or drown in his own blood. Served him right, the piece of shit. She’d trained him. She’d given weeks of her life, pushed herself far beyond what she was comfortable with, for him and everyone around him. He’d looked her in the eye and thanked her. Now she knew what his gratitude was worth.

She tried to tell herself that he didn’t matter, but she couldn’t tell if she’d stopped after that one blow because she hoped he’d live or because she didn’t want to make dying easy for him.

The fact that the Stolen were running pissed her off beyond belief, but they were less important than these traitors, and the fight was still on. Only . . .

Ana staggered as her bonuses fled. She smothered a gasp as the pain flooded in, all at once, and had to fight herself to keep from curling up around the bolt in her stomach. The fight was over.

She took in the scene. Among the trees and bushes, three people lay still on the ground. One of them was smoking and lightly on fire—Ana vaguely remembered hearing another of Deni’s bolts, but hadn’t realized that it hit someone. Rohger writhed on the ground at her feet, breathing in short, agonized gasps. A little farther away, the food vendor wept softly over his ruined arm. The girl with the bolt in her leg sat slumped against her tree, absolutely still, Perrion holding her at knifepoint as he checked her for weapons. And at the foot of the tree from which Ana had knocked that first crossbowman, Petra and Lesirell held their weapons trained on a kneeling woman. A crossbow lay several yards away, as though thrown, and the woman was in the process of removing her sword belt with slow, deliberate movements.

Ana knew her too. She was a little older than the average in the outpost, appearing in her thirties or forties. Deni had said her name. It began with . . . an E maybe? Another person she’d trained, at any rate. Again, the betrayal was much more personal, much more painful, than when it was just someone whose life she’d fought to save.

“Gods dammit, Eria,” Petra said, and her voice was thick with betrayal. “Why?”

Eria threw her sword belt and the sheathed sword and dagger on it far to the side, and replied in that raspy voice that had called out earlier, now tired and defeated. “It’s necessary, Petra. The Lord of Order says that her death is necessary. And he doesn’t lie.” As though she could feel Ana staring at her, Eria looked up, meeting Ana’s eyes. Her breath caught for a moment, like most people’s did unless Ana tried very hard, but she recovered and said, “I’m sorry, Miss Ana. I really am. But it’s necessary.”

“Fuck you,” Ana hissed, stumbling forward. God, the pain was bad. Some combination of Attributes and pure bloody-mindedness kept her from falling to her knees, but her belly was on fire, and every heartbeat was like a small explosion going off, radiating agony from where the bolt pierced her. She really wasn’t sure that she hadn’t killed herself by moving and jostling the damn thing around in her guts the way she had.

“What about Messy?” Ana spat every word as she struggled to keep her breathing under control, and Petra rushed to her side as she took another step toward the kneeling traitor. “Was that necessary?”

“Hearthlord preserve us, Ana! Are you alright?” Petra asked.

Ana ignored her. “Was that necessary?” she repeated.

“Yes, for all the good that will do me,” Eria said. She looked away. At least she had the good taste to look ashamed. “We had to—”

At that point, Deni stormed out of the bushes, stalking straight toward the kneeling Eria, and all eyes went to her as she shrieked, “Traitor! You fucking traitor! We were friends!” Tears streamed from her eyes from some combination of emotional and physical agony; blood dripped from the fingers of her left hand as her right held on tight, trying to staunch the bleeding around a bolt that had taken her in the forearm. It had gone straight through; Ana could see the thick, square head sticking out an inch or so from the flesh.

“Deni!” Eria exclaimed, eyes wide with horror. “Oh, gods. I’m so sorry! You weren’t supposed to—”

Deni kicked the older woman in the mouth, and she went down with a muffled groan. Lesirell’s arms wrapped around Deni as her boot lashed out again and hit Eria in the stomach, and then Deni was being hauled back, spitting and cursing at both Eria for being a traitor, and at Lesirell for not letting her kick the shit out of her.

If it had been Ana, she probably wouldn’t have stopped the girl quite so soon. She wasn’t sure what the story was, but it was clear that both Petra and Deni had considered Eria a friend. And she was in too much pain to worry about things like that for the moment.

“We need some of them alive,” Ana told Petra, her words coming out clipped, but more controlled. She didn’t want to breathe too often, or too deeply; breathing hurt. “The more, the better. But Deni needs medical attention. Me too.” She groaned between clenched teeth as she breathed a little too deep, the movement of her abdominal muscles shifting the bolt. The one in her side had come loose at some point. That whole side of her body felt wet and sticky all the way to her boot. That couldn’t be good.

“Ana, we . . . we need to get that out of you!” Petra stammered, her eyes wide and fixed on the short length of wood sticking out of Ana’s gut.

“Doesn’t matter.” Eria’s words were pained and wet as she slowly got up from the ground and back on her knees. Blood trickled down her chin from a split bottom lip where Deni’s boot had caught her. “She won’t make it back to the outpost. Not even with potions. Those bolts were covered with enough poison to kill a giant. I’m amazed she’s still on her feet. We won.”

But there was no triumph in Eria’s voice. It was pained and hollow as she looked at Deni, who’d stopped fighting Lesirell and now sat on the ground, eyes fixed on the traitor as her friend tied a tourniquet above the bolt piercing her arm. “I’m sorry, Deni,” Eria said. “I’m so sorry. I hated that they dragged Mestendi into this, but that was necessary. I hoped that . . . Nobody else was supposed to get hurt! We just needed to get a hit and get out. And now you, and Mista—”

Eria’s voice broke as she looked at the girl with the bolt in her leg. Ana followed her eyes. The girl—Mista, apparently—was too still. Her head hung, but not in defeat. Her chest wasn’t moving.

Perrion had apparently realized the same thing. He gently put his free hand under the girl’s chin, lifting her head, and her half-lidded eyes stared straight ahead, unfocused and glassy.

Perrion sheathed his knife. Then he carefully laid the dead girl on the ground and closed her eyes.

Poison, Ana thought. It had been less than a minute since someone, either Eria or the smoking corpse, accidentally put a bolt in that girl’s leg. She looked at Deni, one of those same bolts through her arm and dripping with blood. Thank the gods, or the System, or just dumb luck for Panacea. If not for that, Ana suspected that she’d already be dead.

That wasn’t my doing, the Wayfarer whispered. That was luck. But I’ll take partial credit for Bastion. It’s all that’s keeping your friend alive, after all.

Deni, who’d just realized that a girl much like herself had just died after being hit with one of the same bolts as her, looked like she was about to faint. Her aura flared sharp and cold with terror as she stared, stricken, at the bolt in her arm and breathed, “Oh, no. No, no, no . . .”

“It’s okay, Deni,” Ana said, pulling Petra along as she forced herself to take the few steps needed to close the distance, to carefully crouch and put her hand on the girl’s shoulder. “It’s okay! Think!”

Deni turned her eyes on Ana, tears streaming down her face, and Ana saw the moment she remembered Ana telling her and the others in the Party about Panacea and asked them to keep quiet about it. Deni gasped, a little inhaled, “Oh!” and relief, warm and soft, flooded the space between them, washing away the horror. The tears didn’t stop though. If anything, they increased as Deni threw her good arm around Ana, burying her face in the crook of Ana’s neck, sobbing with relief. “Oh, thank the gods! Thank you, Ana! Thank you! I thought I was dead!”

“Careful!” Ana said, awkwardly pulling away without breaking Deni’s embrace. “Still have this fucking thing in me!”

“What?” Deni sobbed. Then she gasped and let go, leaning back and covering her mouth with her hand. “Oh, Ana, I’m so sorry!”

“You’re good. No harm done. But I really need this thing out. Lesirell, Perrion, can you look after the prisoners and stand guard while Petra helps us with these damn bolts?”

“There’s no point,” Eria said from where she crouched on the ground, but no one paid her any mind. “They’re already dead. They—”

“We need to get your armor off, Ana,” Petra said softly and started working on the straps. “I’m sorry, Deni, but you’ll have to wait. Can you get some potions and clean cloth out with your good hand?”

“I’ll try,” Deni sniffled.

“Can’t leave the tourniquet on for too long,” Ana argued. “Her hand needs blood.”

“Her hand won’t die in the next few minutes,” Petra shot back, all business now that she had a task to solve. “You might. Gods only know what your insides look like. Eria! Bodkins or broadheads, what did you use?”

“I told you, there’s—” the traitor started.

Petra cut her off without looking up from the straps she was working on. “Lesirell, if that backstabber says anything that isn’t an answer to a question, kick her in the mouth again for me! Now, Eria: bodkins or broadheads? And I will punish you if you lie to me, no matter how long we’ve known each other.”

Eria hesitated, then muttered, “Bodkins. All of them.”

“Good. Okay, Ana, that’s all of them. Lay down for me, okay? I’ll help you. And your wings won’t get in the way, right?”

“They’re not real. Just light,” Ana said. “Or maybe mana. They’ll be gone in a moment either way.”

“Good. Now, we’re going to need to lift the front plate of your armor off you and pull the bolt in one go. Deni, give her a potion and stand ready with another one.”

Deni did as Petra told her and helped Ana drink down a potion. Ana remembered that eating and drinking were emphatically not something you were supposed to do after suffering a gut wound, but magical healing potions were presumably a special case. She was also pretty sure that you weren’t supposed to just pull out something lodged in your flesh—they should be carefully cut out—but again: magic potions. And she only needed to survive long enough for Touanne to get her hands on her.

When they’d made what preparations they could, Petra got to work.

As Perrion stood watch against any new threats, and Lesirell watched the three—for now—surviving ambushers, Petra fully undid the last of the straps and clasps so the front of the armor could be fully separated from the back. Then she started working her right hand in under the armor from the side. “I’ll need to be able to pull straight up on the bolt,” she explained.

Ana just gritted her teeth and nodded. No matter how gentle Petra was, it rated among the worst experiences of Ana’s past few months. With every small movement of the armor, the shaft of the bolt tore at the skin and muscle that held it, and the point constantly jostled around inside her, a sensation that was as abjectly wrong as it was painful. The potion she’d drunk was either not strong enough to numb the pain, or it was just that intense. It was to the point where Ana almost wished that one or another of her Attributes was low enough to let her pass out, but no; she was strong enough to stay awake for the whole damn thing.

Finally, Petra stopped. She had her left hand firmly around the protruding shaft of the bolt, and Ana could feel her right palm flat against her stomach, pinching the bolt on the other side between her tunic and the leather of her armor. “Alright, Ana,” the innkeeper said, “it’s time to get that armor off and get the bolt out of you. And I’m afraid this is going to be really bad.”

As though it isn’t already, Ana thought. But to Petra, she just nodded and gasped out, “Go on. I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”

“Deni,” Petra said seriously, “Be ready with that potion. There’s going to be a lot of blood. Maybe some . . . other stuff. I’ll wipe away what I can, and then I want you to press the mouth of that flask directly into the wound and pour it in. Spill as little as you possibly can. Alright?”

“Alright,” Deni said. Her voice was a little wobbly, and her aura was all over the place, but Ana had faith in her. She’d never let her down yet. “What about her other wound?”

“If she can breathe, and it hasn’t killed her yet, then it can wait until we’re done with this,” Petra said. She licked her lips, and though her voice was steady, Ana could see the nervous sweat beading on her forehead. “Alright. Let’s do this. On one. Three, two—”

On a silent one, Petra pulled. The pull was straight, firm, and even, and Ana screamed through clenched teeth as everything she was tried to leave her along with that bolt. She barely registered the next minute or so, as her world became a confusion of pain and the mingled stench of blood and shit, and she put every ounce of her will into not lashing out at Petra and Deni as the first tore her tunic and wiped away what she could from her bare stomach so the second could shove a goddamn bottle in there and pour liquid fire into her torn bowels.

Things went mercifully dark and numb for a short while after that.

Ana came back to with a gasp and a groan. Petra was still pressing a thick, folded cloth to the wound, and Deni was wiping Ana’s brow with something pleasantly cool. She couldn’t have been out long; the sun hadn’t moved, but more importantly, neither had Perrion, who stood right where he had before the bolt came out. The man looked a little green, but otherwise alright.

Petra lifted the cloth to take a quick look at the wound and heaved a great sigh. “Alright,” she said, “the bleeding’s slowed. I don’t think we’ll need that second potion after all.”

Around that point, Eria seemed to accept that Ana wasn’t going to die from the poison or from the bleeding and that everything she and her coconspirators had done had been for nothing. She slowly folded on herself, hugging her knees and burying her face, and in her haze of pain, Ana didn’t even pretend that the sound of her misery and defeated weeping didn’t bring a deep, spiteful satisfaction.

It was nowhere close to what the woman deserved, but it would do for now.


Chapter sixteen


To Ana’s enormous relief, getting Deni’s bolt out wasn’t as painful as her own. Since it was already all the way through, all Petra had to do was to carefully cut through the thick shaft until she could break it, as close to the skin as possible, then pull what remained straight through. Simple, and no guts torn.

Ana learned something useful then: when one of her Party members aggravated an injury, she couldn’t absorb the damage. She was both relieved that she couldn’t—the pain in her gut was still there, and the magical healing was seriously sapping her energy—and wishing that she could have. She hated to hear Deni howl as the bolt came out, then cry with pain afterward as Petra wiped away the fresh blood and treated the wound with their second-to-last healing potion. But Deni quickly bit down on the pain—by the time a poultice and bandage came on, similar to the ones on Ana’s own wounds, she was only sniffling and whimpering.

At no point had the girl passed out. That was how Ana knew the pain hadn’t been too unbearable.

Once Ana and Deni were both treated, the question was: what now? They needed to get back to the outpost, ideally before dark, but it turned out that having three inches of steel-tipped wood stirring up your intestines for a while wasn’t something you just walked off, magical potions or no. Not once the adrenaline wore off, at any rate. Ana, to her embarrassment, was not going to be walking home. She’d need to be carried on a stretcher.

Then there were the dead and wounded traitors. Four were very much dead, and Ana had received Crystals for three of them: a Minor, two Lessers, two Leasts, and a Shard. Nothing else; no Skill Levels, no Achievements. As for the fourth, the girl Mista, nobody in Ana’s Party had touched her. Ana could only assume that Eria had received a Crystal of some sort for her, but nobody had been quite cruel enough to ask. Eria was almost unharmed, except for a split lip and bruised stomach and cheek, courtesy of Deni. Tolgor the food vendor, though, was half out of it, sallow and sweating, with his elbow and shoulder swelling and discoloring. And Rohger the Hunter . . .

“Rohger’s still alive,” Petra said, studying their last potion. “But he might not be for long. Not with the way he’s breathing.”

“I can fix that,” Deni gritted out, getting to her feet with the help of her good hand. By the time anyone realized what she intended, she’d already lurched two steps forward and started Shaping, hand extended toward the injured traitor and alight with the tiny sphere of plasma gathering in her palm.

“Deni! No!” Lesirell and Perrion both screamed and lunged for her, Perrion being closer by a step and reaching her first. He shoved Deni’s arm up just in time, and when she fired off her bolt; it screamed away through the treetops instead of taking Rohger’s head off.

“Gods beyond, Deni! What are you doing!?” Perrion said as Lesirell joined him to carefully manhandle the struggling Evoker to the ground, mindful of her bandaged arm.

“What’s it look like?” Deni fired back. “I’m putting the bastard out of his misery!”

“You can’t just do that!” Lesirell insisted, deliberately putting herself between Deni and Rohger. “He’s a prisoner!”

“He’s a gods-damned traitor, and it’s more than he deserves! He’ll never walk back! Neither will Tolgor. Who’s going to carry them both?”

“We can give Tolgor the potion, wait until he can at least walk, and then carry Miss Ana and Rohger on stretchers,” Perrion said. “We have the canvas, and four able bodies. We can take them both back!”

“Look at him! He won’t last!”

“You don’t know that! And even if he doesn’t, we have to try! Please, Deni. Haven’t enough people died?”

Ana couldn’t see Deni’s face from her angle, but the girl’s silence, and the way Perrion’s face fell, spoke volumes.

“I can’t let you. You understand that, right?” Perrion’s expression was pained, but he wasn’t going to budge. Both he and Lesirell were principled; Ana had picked up that much. Personally she didn’t care much either way; she wouldn’t be the one carrying a dying man, and if someone else wanted to—probably Eria and someone else—she wasn’t going to argue with them. They had two people to question, but a third couldn’t hurt.

It only took a moment for Deni to relent. She was angry and in pain, and she was acting impulsively, but she wasn’t actually bloodthirsty. “Fine,” she said, and Lesirell and Perrion let her shrug them off, then helped her to her feet. Lesirell still blocked her line of sight to Rohger though. “Carry the bastard if you want. He’ll just die halfway back anyway. Same damn thing.”

It remained to be seen if Deni was right or not. Rohger was certainly doing poorly enough, unconscious and breathing in short, sharp gasps. With Ana staying out of the discussion, Petra decided to split the last healing potion between the two injured men. Tolgor, she argued, would be able to at least walk, and Rohger only needed to survive the next few hours as they returned to the outpost.

“Could we add them to the Party?” Petra asked Ana softly as Perrion administered half of the potion to the unconscious man. “That would help them a lot.”

“Good thinking,” Ana said tiredly. Being pulled back from the brink of death never got less exhausting. “But no. I don’t know how much the Sentinel and his minions know about me, and the less the better. If I let them in my Party . . .”

“Right,” Petra said, disappointed but understanding. “Of course. Forget I asked.”

Then there were the bodies. They had four corpses on their hands, and they couldn’t leave them to rise as revenants. They couldn’t bring them back with them, nor build pyres to burn them. That left one option: beheading. There were even some suggestions of raising them all into a tree so they could be retrieved later for a proper funeral. Only none of the able-bodied people in Ana’s Party quite had the stomach for it. Lesirell and Perrion both excused themselves as being busy putting together stretchers of cloth and freshly cut young trees. Petra found decapitating a corpse much harder in practice than in theory, and no one would have trusted Eria with a weapon, even if she could be convinced to do the job. It got to the point that Ana simply accepted that she’d have to swallow the pain, get up from where she’d been resting, and do it herself. Then Deni decided to act. Again.

“Gods’ sake!” the young Evoker said, her voice aflame with pain and anger and frustration as she got up and approached Mista’s body. This time, no one was close enough to stop her before she unleashed a ball of plasma into the dead girl’s head. There was a dull pop and a stench of burnt pork, and that, Ana figured, was one less potential problem for them to deal with.

The others didn’t take Deni’s solution quite as well. They protested. Eria screamed and wept. But nobody stopped Deni as she wordlessly did the same to each of the remaining bodies before going over to sit by Ana’s side, pulling her knees up to her chest. Then she finally spoke, and all she uttered was a sullen, “Can we go back now?”

She actually did a really good job of pretending to be unaffected by the whole messy business, going back to the same silent brooding as before she started popping heads, but she couldn’t hide her internal turmoil from Ana. Especially when she was sitting so close and barely masking her aura, which couldn’t be anything but a silent plea for comfort.

Fine, Ana thought. I’ll bite.

“Hey,” she said softly, reaching out. Deni was so close that Ana could easily take the girl’s good hand in her own.

“What?” Deni sounded annoyed, but she squeezed Ana’s hand hard enough it might have hurt if Ana were anyone else.

“Thank you. For coming, and for doing what nobody else could. You did good, okay?”

“Yeah, well . . . couldn’t just leave them. Even traitors don’t deserve that.”

And there was no way that Deni would endanger anyone else by leaving four revenants to roam the forest, Ana knew that much. So, when everyone else waffled, Deni did something about it. Not the most respectful option, perhaps, but Deni seemed to share Ana’s opinions that no one earned any respect just by dying, and that these particular stiffs had lost whatever they were due when they had an innocent woman beaten nearly to death to lure Ana into an ambush.

Ana regarded the young Evoker in silence. She’d liked Deni ever since their first Delve together, despite a near miss that had left Ana with no choice but to shave her sides; a slightly less severe precursor to what Kaira had managed just recently. These past few weeks had only cemented that liking. Much like Jisha, Deni had shown admirable resilience. Under the violence and loss that they’d all been exposed to, some people had cracked and were slowly putting themselves together. Some had shattered and would never be quite whole again. But Deni was among a small handful who’d been tempered and had come out stronger. She’d been pushed to her limit, and instead of stepping back, she’d set her sights farther ahead. She’d been forced to kill, and found that she could live with herself afterward.

Perhaps it was that Ana saw something of herself in Deni, but she respected that. Many people would probably say that discovering a facility in yourself for killing wasn’t necessarily a positive development; Ana would disagree. Some people just needed killing, and the world needed people willing to do the job.

“What?” Deni asked when she noticed Ana’s eyes on her. She quickly ran the back of her hand over each of her cheeks, looking at it. “Do I have something on my face? They didn’t . . . spatter, did they?”

Ana smiled wryly. “You’re fine. I was just thinking . . . what’re your plans past the next few months?”

“Hmm? Well . . . to do a lot of hunting with Lessie and Perri. Delving, too, when we have the Party for it. Work on my Skills, Level up, get deeper into my Craft . . .”

“No, past that. Around the end of the cycle.”

“Oh. Ah . . . more of the same?”

“But you’re set on getting stronger? Maybe making some money from Crystals?”

“Oh, yeah. For sure! Why wouldn’t I be?”

“I can’t think of a single good reason.” Ana paused, then asked, “How set are you on staying here?”

Deni became very still at that. “I have my parents here. My friends. Why do you ask?”

“I’m leaving, Deni. At the end of the cycle. I can’t stay.”

“I know.”

“Messy’s coming with me—at least I hope she is. So are Rayni, Jisha if she shapes up in time, and Tor, Omda . . .”

Deni nodded slowly with each name.

“. . . and Kaira,” Ana finished. “I’d like you to join us.”

Deni nodded one final time before stilling, rolling her lips as she held Ana’s eyes, silent and pensive. She was doing an admirable job of keeping cool, really, but Ana saw right through her forced calm. And not just by watching her body language, which showed that her attention was entirely on Ana. No—Deni’s emotions, as reflected in her aura, were all over the place. Nervous excitement, dread, cautious hope, doubt, and anticipation, they all roiled in a way that would have made Ana ask her to clamp down on her aura, if Ana hadn’t been sure that it would embarrass the teenager terribly.

“I need to think about it,” Deni said a little hoarsely, glancing toward her friends.

It only took a few more minutes for Lesirell and Perrion to finish the stretchers and for the healing potion to get Tolgor stable enough for the long walk back. Lesirell and Perrion took Ana’s stretcher, walking behind Eria and Petra, who took Rohger’s, and then they were off.

They’d barely gotten going when Ana started hearing the sounds of several someones doing a poor job of creeping through the forest around them. “Keep your eyes open,” she said softly to her carriers, and to Deni, who walked beside them. “We’re being followed.”

“I hear them,” Perrion said after a moment. “Safe bet it’s those Stolen.”

“Yeah,” Ana agreed. “Don’t be afraid to just drop me if anything happens. I can take it. Deni, you okay to fight if you have to?”

“I can make do with one hand,” Deni said. “Do you think they’ll try anything?”

“If we’re right about who they are, I don’t think so.” She definitely hoped not. “I think it’s more likely they’ll try to sneak back into the outpost or give themselves up. But be ready, just in case.”

They might just take their chances in the forest. Ana didn’t give much for their chances, not with the demons roaming around, but you never knew. People could be resourceful.

“Would you let them?” Deni asked. “Give themselves up, I mean.”

“Would I let them?” Ana looked up at the treetops above and the sky beyond, repeating the words half to herself. Would she? They had Eria. Tolgor was going to make it. Rohger might. Was there anything the Stolen were likely to know that those three didn’t? Was there any reason for her to spare the bastards who hurt Messy, other than mercy?

“It’d be better for them if they didn’t try,” she finally said. She hadn’t forgotten her promises, neither to the Stolen nor to Falk, but she was in pain, and tired, and she really didn’t trust herself just then.

It turned out that she didn’t need to worry. Shortly thereafter, they were startled by a cheerful, “Aw, thank fuck! You didn’t get far, did you?” as they met another group coming the other way. The woman who’d spoken was Kosh, a Pathfinder whom Ana had first met after the rescue of Falk’s ill-fated expedition from the Trap Delve, and who’d been instrumental in clearing out Karti’s sentries as they approached the white obelisk.

“Yeah, the captain got all worked up about you running out of the outpost with a bunch of kids in tow, and only poor Petra to keep you all in line,” Kosh told Ana. Some of the volunteers Kosh had with her had taken over carrying the stretchers, and they were making decent time back toward the outpost. “I was in the guardhouse checking the board at the time, and he grabbed whoever was nearby and sent us after you. Lucky me, right? Anyway, I’m not sure if he was worried about you running into trouble or running out to cause trouble, but it looks like he was right.”

Ana hadn’t interacted much with Kosh. For the short time between being rescued from the Trap Delve until the defeat of Karti and his cultists, the woman had spent most of her time ranging the forest, keeping everyone else safe. When the first group left the white obelisk to return to the outpost, Kosh had gone with them. Ana couldn’t have spoken more than five sentences to her in that time—though Kosh had probably said three times as many back, and ten times the volume of words. But Kosh had always treated Ana with a friendly irreverence at a time when most people were either scared or in awe of her, and that had put her firmly in the tolerable column of people Ana was acquainted with.

“He was,” Ana confirmed. Gods, she was tired. “Though I didn’t expect to run into an ambush and take a crossbow bolt to the gut or have one of my friends get hurt helping me.”

“Yeah, that must’ve sucked.” Kosh’s reply was so casual that Ana almost laughed. “Seriously though, you going to be okay?” She turned to Deni. “Parser? That arm been looked at?”

“We’ll be fine until we get to Touanne,” Deni said, a little more sharply than perhaps necessary. “Petra knew what to do.”

“No, yeah, good. That’s good,” Kosh said, suppressing a grimace. “The whole month’s been fucking insane, innit? Gods beyond, I mean, people killing each other? I know it happens, and there’s even, whatsit, wars sometimes in the Primes. But having to stalk down sentries, shoot down mages . . . I tell you, lady, I do not envy you being at the center of this shitstorm. And respect to you, Parser, for standing by her. Ah, speaking of running people down, do you know what those guys following us are about? Want us to go talk to them?”

“They’re the Stolen who beat up Messy,” Deni answered before Ana had a chance to.

“Messy? Oh! Oh, shit, yeah, the elfin woman. She’s your girl or something, Miss Ana, isn’t she?”

“Yeah,” Ana sighed. “She’s my girl . . . or something.”

“Damn. So that’s what started all this?”

“Wait!” Deni said incredulously. “You didn’t know? I thought Falk sent you?”

“He did! He said you all had gone after a bunch of Stolen and wanted us to go after you in case things got violent and anyone got hurt. Didn’t say anything about them beating up some . . .” Kosh frowned. “She’s like a Jeweler or something, right? Who the hell goes and just beats up some civilian? And there’s half a dozen of them, at least! All of them?”

“There’s seven,” Ana said. “And yeah. All of them.”

“Gods be-fucking-yond.” Kosh’s frown turned into a proper scowl. She looked toward the two empty-handed men from her Party, who were watching the two conscious prisoners along with Petra, Lesirell, and Perrion, and called out, “Hey, Split! Morr! With me! We’re rounding some bastards up and dragging them back to the outpost!” Then she turned back to Ana and said, “Don’t you worry. I’m not letting them get away.”

“Yeah,” Ana said. “Thanks.” Then, as Kosh and her two men set off among the trees, she relaxed into the stretcher and let fatigue overtake her for a little while.


Chapter seventeen


Not too much later, as Ana lay next to Messy in the bed in Touanne’s patient room, she reflected that she really should not have been surprised that Touanne would take care of Deni, Rohger, and Tolgor before her. Touanne was as practical as she was compassionate, and she knew very well by now how much Ana could take compared to the average person. At least she had Messy to soothe the remaining ache in her belly.

Messy’s reaction to Ana returning injured once again had been a combination of frustration and, as she’d once put it, unending affection.

“Goddess take you, Ana,” Messy breathed into what remained of Ana’s hair, as she very carefully spooned her angel. “How did you manage to find a way to almost get killed again?”

“I got overconfident,” Ana admitted. “And I underestimated our enemies. They were smarter than I gave them credit for.”

“Overconfident,” Messy mused. “I imagine it’s easy to get overconfident when you’re you.”

Ana’s only response was a noncommittal grunt.

“I wanted to ask you to stay, you know,” Messy continued, her fingers running feather-light up and down Ana’s side, carefully avoiding the bandaged and mostly sealed wound under her armpit. “I wanted to tell you to let them run. That we’d know who they were soon enough, and they’d either die in the forest, or we could pick them up when they returned. But when the word came, you were such a whirlwind of righteous anger, all for my sake, and . . . goddess help me, Ana, I don’t think I’ve ever wanted you more. Seeing you come back injured, it killed me twice. Once to know that you got hurt, and for my sake, at that; and again to know that I can’t show you just what that does to me until you recover.”

Ana chuckled, then clenched her teeth. It hurt to laugh, even that softly. “Down, girl,” she murmured, rolling onto her back. Looking up, Ana’s world was reduced to less than a foot of space between Messy’s face and her own, bordered by Messy’s loose, dark hair as it fell around them. All she could see were Messy’s eyes, concerned and hungry and such a bright amber that she wondered, not for the first time, if there was some kind of magic there that made them literally shine.

“I killed two people,” Ana whispered, knowing that the only person who truly mattered would understand.

“I know,” Messi replied. “Petra told me.”

“I don’t even know who they were, but they were our neighbors.”

“I know.”

“Two more of them died. Deni got one, and one died by accident. Friendly fire.”

The hair draping Ana’s face tickled her as Messy nodded.

“And all I feel is satisfaction.” Ana finished her confession. Not that she’d felt any need to unburden herself, but she knew that Messy would hear her and not judge her. That no matter what, she’d accept Ana for who she was.

“Good riddance,” Messy whispered, and Ana couldn’t say when exactly the space between them had shrunk so much that she felt Messy’s breath on her lips. “You did what you had to do. For me.” Ana couldn’t see Messy’s eyes anymore; they were so close that their lips brushed. “My avenging angel.”

Ana didn’t wait for Messy to ask. She closed the sliver of distance herself. She couldn’t even tell if it was the intoxicating feeling of the desire that permeated Messy’s aura that drove her to seek Messy’s lips, or the overwhelming gratitude she felt for Messy’s unconditional acceptance. Messy gave so much, after all, and asked so little in return. And though Ana tried to be careful with Messy’s split lip, Messy didn’t.

Touanne was going to be very annoyed with them later.
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Touanne was indeed annoyed when she interrupted them. Not that she showed it openly; she might not even be aware of it, for all Ana knew. But from her, a gentle suggestion that they refrain from any further kissing until Messy’s lip had fully healed was as good as a scolding. They both promised that they would.

“I’m sorry for making you wait,” Touanne said as she tended to Ana’s wounds, her magic finishing what the healing potions and Ana’s own enhanced body had started. “It’s just, I know how durable you are, and—”

“It’s fine,” Ana told her, putting a hand firmly on the Healer’s arm as she interrupted her anxious apology. “I understand completely. You can only be in one place at a time.”

To put it simply, Touanne wouldn’t be Touanne if she didn’t prioritize those who absolutely needed her help over those who could merely use it. That didn’t mean that Ana felt no annoyance at all at having to deal with the lingering pain of her wounds for . . . what? Half an hour longer than she might have? But she understood, and she valued Touanne and her friendship enough not to make anything of it.

“How are they doing?” Ana asked. “If you can tell me.”

“They’re all going to be fine with some rest.” Touanne answered. “Denikla asked me to tell you not to worry. She already has full movement in her hand again, and after my healing there’s no pain. Tolgor, Rohger, and Eria . . . their bodies will recover completely. That’s all I can say in good conscience.”

Meaning that they’re not doing so hot psychologically, Ana thought. She wondered if that would be an advantage or a problem—whether they’d shut down, stubbornly refusing to speak and not caring what might happen, or if they might go the other way, giving up and telling her whatever she wanted to know. She’d never studied or been taught interrogation, so she really couldn’t say.

“Thank you for telling me that much,” she told Touanne. “And the Stolen?”

“They’ll be fine too. I don’t think I’m violating anyone’s trust if I tell you that all they had were some scratches and bruises, probably from running through the forest.”

Or from Kosh and her guys roughing them up when they didn’t want to come along. Ana had been asleep at the time, but Kosh had been in none too kind of a mood when she went to round up the Stolen following them. And from what Ana had seen of Kosh, she’d been one of the few who’d flourished in their short conflict with Karti. She doubted that the Pathfinder would have shied away from a slap here or a kick there to keep them in line.

“They’re in the cells?” Messy asked.

Touanne nodded, looking uncomfortable with the whole situation. “They all are until the expansion on stockade is finished. I’d prefer to have Tolgor and Rohger where I could observe them more easily, but . . . well. They can’t get to you now.”

Ana wasn’t so sure that was why Messy had asked. With Ana by her side, Messy was calm. Ana had felt anger and concern and lust and a host of other things from her lover since she returned from the forest, but no fear. If anything, she thought Messy might be weighing her options—or worrying what Ana might do once she recovered.

“How long do you want me to stay?” Ana asked Touanne. She knew full well that while the pain was gone, and the external bleeding had stopped before she was even brought back into the outpost, healing fully would take time. Any strenuous activity would just make it worse and take longer. And if she were being honest with herself, Ana hadn’t quite cooled down yet. She needed a good excuse to not go straight to the guardhouse and those cells.

“I want you both here until tomorrow morning, at least,” Touanne said. “Then I’ll take another look at you, and we’ll see. I don’t want either of you leaving this bed except to use the commode, and not without someone by your side either. You may feel alright now, but the body can give out unexpectedly. And you, Ana, are on no food or drink until then, I’m afraid. Try not to exert yourself.”

“I called a meeting,” Ana protested. “All the Stolen, in the square. I should—”

“You should not,” Touanne said firmly. “We’ve taken care of it. Telly sent Lesirell and Perrion to tell the two Stolen leaders that their announcement flushed out the culprits just as it was meant to, that they’ve been caught, and that the meeting is canceled. Besides, imagine trying to look imposing when you’re like this! No. Tomorrow morning, Ana.”

“Right. Tomorrow morning,” Ana said, relaxing back into Messy’s embrace. She couldn’t even be mad; if anything, she was relieved. She was pretty damn tired. “I can do that.”

“I’m sorry, but that’s how it needs to be. I can bring you both some books, if you want, to stave off the boredom. Or, Ana, Telly suggested you might use this time to practice Channeling and Shaping. As long as you don’t tense up, it shouldn’t do you any harm.”

“Yeah, I might try that.”

“I would like a book, if it’s no trouble,” Messy said. “Um . . . do you have anything in Saminel?”

Touanne smiled. “Of course, though there’s not much to choose from, I’m afraid. Poetry or romance?”

“Romance, please,” Messy said, pulling Ana just a little bit closer.
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“So, now what?” Messy asked softly once Touanne had delivered the book. There was a script on the cover, presumably the title, which was entirely incomprehensible to Ana.

“Now we rest and heal,” Ana answered.

“And then? What do we do about the Sentinel’s faithful and the Stolen? There’s no knowing who might be an enemy, just waiting to strike.”

“I don’t suppose we can just round them all up and drive them into the forest?”

“Ana!” Messy laughed with mock outrage. “That’s awful! Most of them are innocent!”

“Or so we hope,” Ana said grimly. “But yeah. That’s a nonstarter. But we have to do something. Something needs to change. And until it does, I’m staying by your side. And I want you to join me for training every day, alright? I know you . . . found it hard to defend yourself, but I hope we can train that out of you.”

“I don’t mind the sound of that,” Messy said. Then the tone of her voice changed to something less playful. “I’m sorry for being such a burden.”

Ana turned—carefully—to her side so she could gather both of Messy’s hands in her own. “Mess, look at me. Please,” she said as Messy at first looked away in shame. She waited patiently until Messy did as she asked, and when they could look each other in the eye again, she continued, “You’ll never be a burden to me. But of all the people I can think of that they might go after to hurt me, you’re the most vulnerable. And there is nothing, absolutely nothing, I would rather do with my time than protect you until you can do it yourself. I—there is nothing in this world more important to me than you. Okay? Not my time, not my life. Nothing. I can’t bear the thought of you getting hurt again because I’m not there. Let me do this, Mess. Please?”

“That’s not fair,” Messy said, not breaking eye contact.

“Please,” Ana asked again.

“It’s not fair to ask me to let you put your life on hold for me, and then be so earnestly gallant. How can I say no to that?”

“Mess,” Ana said, bringing Messy’s hands up and kissing her fingers. “Please let me keep you safe.”

“Yes,” Messy said, laughing ruefully. “Fine. Yes. For as long as you’ll put up with it. Just promise me you won’t stick around out of stubbornness or a sense of duty or something if it becomes unbearable.”

“How could it become unbearable?” Ana asked, only half jokingly. “I’ll be with you.”
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It occurred to Ana, lying in bed with her head nestled in Messy’s lap as her girlfriend read her borrowed book, that this might be an ideal situation for practicing her Shaping, like Tellak had suggested. She couldn’t think of a single good reason why she hadn’t always done it this way. Well, other than their apartment being on the second floor, and far enough above the ground that drawing on the natural source of Earth-aligned mana was practically impossible for Ana. But now that she needed to practice her Channeling as well, it really was perfect. She could see herself being perfectly content to just sit on a chair in Renvi’s shop, practicing her magic as Messy wrought silver and cut precious stones. No responsibilities, all the time she wanted to improve her Skills, and Messy’s presence—just thinking about it relaxed her.

On some distant level, she was both aware and worried that this attachment she had to Messy was as far from normal for her as anything could be. She’d been aware of it for a long time. It might even be unhealthy; she just couldn’t bring herself to care. Either this was some kind of personal development, where meeting the right person had unlocked something inside her and filled a void she hadn’t known was there, or her Class had gotten so far into her head that it was overriding fundamental parts of her personality. And if that were the case, so what? If the effect of that was to bring her joy, peace, and comfort, what was the problem?

Something else did occur to her then. Wayfarer, are you there? she asked silently.

I can spare a moment, came the reply a few seconds later, along with the sense of presence that always accompanied it.

Could my Class and Abilities make me accept that they’re messing with my head?

Maybe? I can’t say, the goddess replied.

Thanks, Ana deadpanned back. Learning to take a tone with the goddess was a skill she’d developed early.

The goddess’ reply was patient. We divinities get no extra knowledge about the System. I only know what I and my faithful have observed. And while I’ve told you before that a Class can incentivize you to behave a certain way, I couldn’t tell you if it goes another step beyond that. The goddess’s voice got weaker as she spoke. There was a pause, as though she was gathering strength, before she finished. What I can say is that I doubt it could make you this infatuated with anyone. You like the girl. Enjoy it.

Then the presence withdrew, and Ana sent a more sincere Thanks after it.

Enjoy it, the goddess said. Well, Ana would. For as long as Messy allowed it, she’d enjoy her own unfamiliar feelings, and the radiant warmth and light that was the affection Messy held for her. One day Messy would dismiss her, or release her, or whatever one might call it, and then they’d know for sure how real Ana’s feelings were.

She had no idea what she’d do if she found that it was all the System’s doing. She’d been content with her life for the past several years; looking back now, all she saw was a cold emptiness. She couldn’t imagine going back to that.

But that was a problem for the future. She snuggled in deeper and focused on her Channeling, and on the weight-changing Shaping she’d been holding and tweaking. Messy’s hand settled on her head, her thumb running idly through the patchy stubble where Kaira’s accident had left her a styling disaster, and for the moment all was right and good in the world.
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The day passed slowly. Petra, Deni, Lesirell, and Perrion all came to visit them at various times, as did Captain and Mistress Falk. Tellak was there the entire evening, and she and Touanne checked on them every so often. All in all, there wasn’t a whole lot of uninterrupted time for reading or practicing, but Ana didn’t mind, and Messy didn’t seem to either.

The next morning, Touanne declared Messy well enough to return home. Ana was allowed all the water and tea she desired, along with some light breakfast, but Touanne wanted her to stay until midday. Messy stayed with her. When Touanne said that Ana had also recovered to the point that she was comfortable letting her leave, Ana again forced her to accept a Medium Crystal as thanks, if not payment, for her time, effort, and room and board. It took Ana and Messy about five minutes of off and on attempts before she relented, but relent she did. Honestly, getting that woman to recognize her own worth was like pulling teeth.

Stepping out into the noon sun, Ana did not expect the first person she saw to be a bald, very irate themion Evoker. Irate and concerned, she amended after taking another look at Kaira and touching her aura.

“Hello, Irry,” Messy said, putting her hand around Ana’s arm uncertainly.

“Hey, Messy,” Kaira said curtly. “You okay?”

“I am now, thanks to Touanne.”

“But it was . . . bad?” Kaira asked, her concern showing on her face for a moment.

Messy nodded. “It was bad,” she confirmed, her voice small as she hugged Ana’s arm tighter.

“Right.” Some of the irritation left Kaira. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

“When did you get back?” Ana asked. So far, things were going much better than expected. She’d expected Kaira to yell at her when they finally met, possibly even slap her or something based on what she’d heard about the Evoker’s temper, but despite the irritation that still clearly simmered inside her, Kaira was being very restrained.

“Couple of hours ago. The others are probably at the bath. I . . .” Kaira frowned. “I came here to cuss you out a bit, but . . .” She gestured to Ana and Messy and sighed. “You’re not making it easy to stay mad, looking so cute together. For real, though, Ana? Taking off, I understand. I told you to. But dropping the Party like that . . . do you know what that does when you’re not ready for it?”

“Yeah,” Ana said, looking away contritely. She’d used the shock of losing all that Endurance and Vitality as a weapon against Trig, stunning her for long enough that she couldn’t react when Ana drew her gun. “For what it’s worth, I thought it was necessary, and I’m sorry.”

“I know you are. I don’t doubt it in the least. But, Ana? This . . . this isn’t going to work. As great as the rewards were, your whole mood, the way you had to take off suddenly . . . it’s not going to work.”

“What’re you saying?” Messy asked incredulously.

Kaira sighed, fidgeting nervously. “I’m saying . . . We’ve talked about it, Om and Tor and me, and nobody’s happy about this. We all like Ana, and she’s a gods-damn monster in a fight. But you two are a package deal. I’m not going to shit on your happiness with each other, but Ana’s just not reliable without you. Either you’re in, or Ana’s out. Sorry.”
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Chapter 18


It hurt. It hurt more than Ana would ever have guessed. Even though Ana hadn’t planned on leaving the outpost for the next several weeks at least, even though she really couldn’t blame Kaira or the guys, even though they’d implicitly offered Messy a spot in the Party if she wanted it, being told that she was effectively out hurt.

It really shouldn’t have surprised her. Neither the Party’s decision, nor her own reaction. She’d abandoned them, and she’d done something which might have, if they’d been in a fight at the time, caused someone to get hurt or worse. And she knew herself well enough to know that being excluded and people distancing themselves were the things in her life that tended to hurt her the most.

It still hurt more than she would ever have guessed.

She hadn’t even been aware of her own reaction. She’d thought she was handling it pretty well. She only realized something was off when, after Kaira left them standing in the street before Touanne’s house, Messy had wiped the corners of Ana’s eyes and whispered, “Oh, oh no! Angel, I’m so sorry!” It was only when Messy gathered Ana into her arms, and she found herself resting her face on Messy’s shoulder that she noticed herself crying. Silently, softly, without any real energy behind it. The tears were gone as quickly as they’d come, but they were still tears.

Then she straightened again, sniffed once to clear her nose, and nodded to Messy. “Thank you,” she said. “But it’s not your fault. I fucked up. I didn’t think things through, and I put them all at risk. I’ll deal with it. Let’s . . . let’s go home, huh? We should let Master Renvi know that you can be back at work tomorrow, and I need to talk to Captain Falk, and to Jisha and Rayni and . . . and to Kaira and Tor and Om. But let’s go home first, okay?”

“Sure, yeah,” Messy said. She held Ana’s hands gently, as though she were suddenly made of spun sugar or thin glass. “You need to drop your gear off, and we could both use a change of clothes, couldn’t we?”

“Right,” Ana said. Tellak had taken their clothes to be washed and mended while they were recovering, and the stitching was so fine Ana could barely tell where the bolts had pierced her tunic, but she appreciated the excuse.

Really, she just wanted somewhere no one but Messy could see her or hear her to let everything out. She was pretty sure Messy knew that; it wouldn’t be the first time. But she appreciated the excuse nonetheless.

It was about an hour before Ana felt ready to face the world again. She hadn’t cried nearly as much as she’d expected; not the full-body, heaving tears that she was used to when she needed emotional release. Mostly she’d just let Messy hold her as she lay there, silent, her mind nearly blank, until she felt that she was done; that she had things to do, and didn’t have any more time to spare on feeling sorry for herself.

Hell, things weren’t even that bad, she told herself. It wasn’t like Kaira and the guys didn’t want to be friends anymore. They just didn’t see that they could go Delving with her right now, during a period that she couldn’t go with them anyway. What was even the problem?

“Do you want to go see Captain Falk first, or Jisha and Rayni?” Messy asked gently as she helped Ana on with one of her good tunics.

“Falk,” Ana mumbled. “Jisha and Ray are probably at Petra’s. Om might be there. I . . .”

“Not yet? Wait until dinner?”

“Not yet,” Ana agreed. She felt . . . pouty? Petulant? Or just raw? She wasn’t sure herself.

“Alright,” Messy said, fixing Ana’s collar where it had folded on itself. “Let’s talk to Master Renvi, and then we’ll go to the guardhouse and talk to the Captain.”

Master Renvi was as understanding as ever. As far as Ana could tell, he didn’t actually need Messy to help run the shop. Her impression was more that Renvi just liked Mestendi and wanted to help set her up for a successful career as a jeweler. Frankly, she liked the man. He was very . . . avuncular. In a weird way, he reminded her of Mister Stamper, only without the muscle, the violent temper, and the pig farm.

Come to think of it, Captain Falk reminded her of Mister Stamper sometimes too. He was usually calm and kind, but had a righteous, vengeful streak that could come out when anyone innocent got hurt. Mister Stamper had been like that. He just had his own definitions of innocent and guilty that differed a bit from the law. And Captain Falk certainly didn’t mind Ana getting violent with anyone who deserved it. Though that was, admittedly, where the similarities ended.

At the guardhouse, Marra told them that the captain was in and to just knock before entering.

“I do wish we could have solved this with no violence,” the captain said, leaning back in his chair, palms flat on his desk. Mister Stamper would never have said that so earnestly. “But having spoken with most of the individuals involved, I also understand that they truly left you no choice.”

He looked older than he had only two months earlier. It wasn’t that the grey in his hair had become more pronounced or that he had any new lines on his face. If anything, he’d filled out a little since getting out of the Trap Delve. But there was an abiding tiredness to him now that just hadn’t been there before he left on his ill-fated expedition—an air of general disappointment, as though the world itself had let him down.

He breathed in slowly through his nose, letting the air out as a deep sigh. “Assault in the street, ambush, attempted murder . . . this used to be such a calm Splinter, you know? Indeed, it was. A little rustic, even compared to the remaining wilds of the Primes, but Marra and I are both used to roughing it. Her more than me, truth be told. I spent my youth patrolling outlying villages, but she grew up in the Splinters, always on the move. And then, we moved around together for three long, wonderful decades. I was amazed when she encouraged me to take this position, knowing it would tie us down for several years at least. She barely even Delves anymore.”

Then he smiled ruefully and shook his head. “But I ramble, and you are not here for the nostalgia of an aging guardsman. No, indeed not. Miss Mestendi, Miss Cole, these unprovoked attacks on you should never have happened, and I wish to apologize. I have been lax in my duties as the martial captain of this Splinter. I should have seen the risk that someone might attempt to harm either of you, and I should have taken steps to prevent that. Instead I chose to have faith in the people of my Splinter, with tragic results for us all. For that, you have my humblest apologies.”

After Falk finished, Ana and Messy both sat silently for a moment. The captain had begun talking almost the moment they sat down, like he’d had the words inside him straining to get out, and they’d both listened patiently. It seemed like the right thing to do when an aging guardsman, who was clearly hurting, asked for their forgiveness.

Messy spoke before Ana decided how to say what she wanted to. “As much as I appreciate your feelings and your apology, I don’t see how you or anyone could have predicted where or when I might be attacked,” she said. “Short of putting a guard on me at all times, there’s really nothing you could have done. Captain Falk, I accept your apology and forgive you wholeheartedly, but I don’t think either is necessary. No one is at fault here, except the people you currently have in custody.”

“Some of whom I have known for a year and more,” Falk said despondently. “But I thank you for your kind words, Miss Mestendi. Yes, indeed, I do.”

“Guilt and forgiveness aside,” Ana said, “what now? I’d guess you don’t want me combing through the outpost and throwing out every Sentinel-worshiper I can get my hands on.”

“And you would be correct, because we must assume that most of those people are entirely innocent in this. No, I’m afraid we shall have to resort to being patient and careful. We shall question the prisoners to see if anyone else is involved. If so, we shall question those persons, and so on until we root out the conspirators. And then,” the captain added with a heavy sigh, “I shall be interviewing every known worshiper of the Lord of Order, to make certain that they do not and will not plan any hostile action against our guild, our Splinter, or anyone within either.”

“And you couldn’t have done that in the first place?” Ana asked, much more bitterly than she intended. It seemed like such an obvious measure, one which might have prevented Messy’s ordeal entirely, that she simply couldn’t hide her irritation.

A gentle hand on her shoulder and a soft “Angel,” almost a plea, from Messy soothed her somewhat, but it still took a moment for Ana to school her face.

“I could not,” Falk said, and his tone was so firm, the look in his eyes so stern, that there was no room to doubt his sincerity. “Marking people as suspect because of the god they worship is unjust. Asking people to report their friends who worship a certain god, so that I may interrogate them, is unjust. These are the actions of tyrants. I am uncomfortable in the extreme with my plan as it currently is, and if I saw a reasonable alternative, I would take it. Yes, indeed. To be absolutely frank, Miss Cole, I am doing this because I see the violation of their rights as justified by the possible harm it might prevent. If I can stop even one person from getting themselves killed doing something incredibly stupid, it will be worth it.”

Something about his phrasing at the end bothered Ana, and it only took a moment’s reflection to realize what it was. He’d said “from getting themselves killed.” Not “from killing someone.”

“You’re doing this for their sake?” she asked incredulously.

Falk sighed. “Yes, Miss Cole, I am doing this for their sake. And please, don’t misunderstand me. If anyone tries to harm you or anyone close to you, I have no illusions about the likely outcome. Nor do I have any suspicions about your character. You have, so far as I know, been entirely justified in every act of violence you have committed. I simply don’t want you to be forced to carry out any more, and especially not against people who are normally well liked and respected members of this community and may continue to be so with a stern warning and a few weeks to consider their beliefs.”

“If they don’t commit suicide by angel first,” Ana muttered. But she could, when she forced herself, see things from Falk’s perspective. Messy had survived her assault. Ana had survived the ambush. And yet four members of his community were dead, and a dozen more were in custody, added to those who were already locked up after they backed Trig’s little assassination attempt.

Yeah. She could understand why he’d be worried about the potential perps rather than her and those she cared about. That didn’t mean that she had to like it, or that they parted on anything but awkward terms.
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A month and a half earlier, Ana had stood outside Petra’s inn, feeling awkward and nervous. She’d been asked to join the other militia officers for dinner, and she’d known that they wanted something from her—something she’d felt obligated to give them despite how uncomfortable it made her. That was how she’d become the unofficial, and later official, military leader of the outpost, and it was the first strokes of the target she now had painted on her back.

That evening at sunset she stood there again, feeling nervous for entirely different reasons. She’d only spoken to one person from her Party since abandoning them in the forest, and then leaving that Party and withdrawing the bonuses she provided. That person was Kaira, and she’d pretty much kicked Ana out of the gang.

In a minute, Ana was going to go in there, and she fully expected everyone to be having dinner together. Kaira, Tor, Om, Ray, and Jisha; she was going to have to face them, to explain herself and apologize.

It helped enormously that, just like that time a month and a half ago, she had Messy by her side. “Come on, Angel,” Messy said, smiling confidently as she pulled on Ana’s arm. “There’s nothing to be nervous about. They love you. Just be honest, and I know that they’ll forgive you. And that’s if they even think there’s anything to forgive.”

Ana sure hoped so, but it was a faint hope; no matter what Kaira had said about everyone still liking her, she knew very well how she herself would have felt if someone did the same to her. Still, she couldn’t just stand there all night. “Alright,” she said, letting herself be pulled toward the door. “Let’s face the music.”

She’d barely made it inside before she was struck by a storm of excited French and found a pair of surprisingly strong arms wrapped around her. “Oh, mes dieux, you’re alright!” Jisha squealed into her shoulder. “I heard you got shot! They told me you’d be fine, but—”

“Yeah, no, they were right,” Ana said, awkwardly hugging Jisha back with one arm before carefully peeling her off. “Took a quarrel in the guts and another to the chest, but you know me. But, ah . . . how are you?”

“Incroyable. ‘How are you?’ she asks. Why would you—Oh! Because you had to go? Yes, okay, it sucked when we lost all that Endurance, because we still had, merde . . . thirty more kilometers to go, I think? And I felt kind of sick for a while, so please don’t ever fucking do that again without warning me first. But we’re all fine, don’t worry!”

Then Jisha seemed to notice Messy and asked her in halting French-accented Inter-guild, “Miss Mestendi, you are okay?”

“Yes, Jisha,” Messy replied, smiling. “I’m fine. Thank you. Sorry for pulling Ana away from you so suddenly.”

“Ah . . . bon,” Jisha said, smiling awkwardly before turning back to Ana and continuing in French, “I heard what happened to her. I don’t have the words, but I’m so glad she’s okay, so tell her for me, yeah? Now, come on and sit down! Everyone’s waiting!”

And so they were. Kaira, Tor, Omda, and Rayni all sat around a table with three empty chairs, and not one of them looked at all upset. Impatient, perhaps, and worried, relieved, and even embarrassed, but not upset.

“Finally! I thought you’d never make it over here,” Rayni said, raising her ale and smiling broadly. “Are you both really alright?”

“Touanne kindly allowed us outside at midday,” Messy confirmed, smiling back as she practically forced Ana into a chair before sitting herself.

“Well, thank the gods for people like Mistress Touanne,” Rayni said. Then her smile faded, and she looked at Ana, but all Ana saw in her face was gratitude. “I talked to Deni today. She told me she got hit in the arm with a crossbow bolt. One covered in poison. That if you hadn’t been in a Party with her, she probably wouldn’t have survived. I, uh . . . Ana, leaving the Party like that was a pretty shitty thing to do, but you’re entirely forgiven, as far as I’m concerned.”

“I mean, yeah, absolutely,” Kaira agreed from the end of the table, and her two Party members quickly followed.

“You would not have left without good reason,” Om rumbled, and Tor nodded.

Ana might have protested that Deni never would have been in danger if not for her; that she only got hurt because she’d followed Ana into an ambush. But the relief she felt was too strong to risk it. “Be that as it may,” she said. “I’m sorry. I’d do it again, but I wish I hadn’t had to in the first place. As far as I knew, those assholes were getting away.”

“Which brings us to, ah . . .” Tor said, trailing off as Mikkel arrived unasked with stew and bread for Ana and Messy, followed by two mugs of ale. “Thanks, Mikkel,” Tor said with a nod, then continued awkwardly, “As I was about to say: the Party question.”

At the end of the table, Kaira stared into her drink, her shoulders halfway to her ears.

“The Party question,” Ana repeated, keeping her voice carefully neutral to conceal any lingering hurt.

Tor sighed and gave her a pained look. “Gods, Ana, I hope you understand. Please don’t be mad! We like you. We really do, all three of us, but—”

“But you need to know that a Party member will stick around,” Ana said evenly. “No, I get it. I’m not—Okay, I am upset, but not at any of you. We’re good.”

Ana hadn’t even considered that they might be afraid that she’d be angry, and it cast Kaira’s anxiety when they’d met earlier that day in a new light. In hindsight, she could see why they’d be worried, and if she’d been met with accusations and irritation, she probably would have bit back. But as it had played out, she was just glad that they were all so forgiving. The rejection stung—of course it did—but it was limited. It was nowhere near as bad as she’d feared. As long as they were still friends, this was all temporary, and nothing she’d seen so far had indicated that anyone was anything but relieved that things were going so well.

They were good. And since no one wanted to talk about the subject anymore, they dropped it. Instead, Ana told them what had happened since she left, and when Deni showed up with Lesirell and Perrion, the three youths joined them to add their own perspectives. Pretty soon Petra joined them, and it turned into a whole thing. Kaira told them all about Jisha’s accomplishments on the Delve, with frequent asides in Wanteul that made Jisha both blush and laugh raucously, and about Ana’s absolutely dumbshit heroics. She even told them about how she’d accidentally given Ana her new hairstyle.

By the end of the night, there was no doubt that everyone was still friends, and Ana felt much, much better. She hadn’t planned on leaving Messy’s side for a while anyway.

Besides, that might not even be necessary. “I’m going to get over it, you know,” Messy told her as they were walking home.

“Get over what?” Ana asked.

“My nerves. My . . . fear. Myself. I’m going to get over it, sooner or later. I like Delving. I’m not going to give it up. And I refuse to be the reason you can’t go out. I refuse to be someone who holds you back. So, I promise you, Angel. You’ll have to be patient with me, because it might take some time, but I will get over it, and next time you go out, I’m going to be right there with you.”

In that moment, Ana wished very much that she could love Messy the way she deserved to be loved. But she couldn’t. So, instead she was going to do her damndest to make sure that Messy lived a long and happy life. Not necessarily one that was safe and free of hardship—that sounded boring, and she didn’t think Messy would want that—but one that Messy felt was worth living.

“I’m so lucky to have met you,” Ana whispered.

Messy took her hand, interlacing their fingers. Then she smiled down at her and said, “I love you, too, Angel.”


Chapter nineteen
Interlude: Misery Splinter
Part 1


Mabb, Level 37 Herbalist to anyone who could only see his latest Class, was about to blow out the candle he’d been reading by when someone banged on his door. With a sigh, he put down his book and got up, undoing the deadbolt and opening the door a crack.

“Yes?” he rumbled down at the guardsman, who waited patiently in the gloom.

“Sorry to bother you, Mister Mabb,” the young man said, “but Miss Lara’s good and pissed again. Better go get ’er before we have to put her in a cell for the night.”

“Is she still at Volkan’s,” he asked tiredly, “or did she make it out the door this time?”

“Still there, last I heard.”

“Right. Thank you for letting me know, Wilk,” Mabb said and closed the door.

Perhaps just once, he thought, he should let them put her in the cells for the night. It would be interesting to see if that would teach her anything. But not tonight. They were supposed to see the captain early the next morning, and Mabb was not going to talk to that man with Lara looking like death warmed over and stinking of stale vomit. It would be mortifying. He had his pride, after all.

That, and he’d feel awful for abandoning his friend. But mostly the pride thing.

A few minutes later, he’d changed out of his nightshirt into some trousers and a coat at least somewhat able to keep him warm. It was a nasty night, cold and with a foul-smelling fog rolling in from the marshes, but what the hell else was new? The separation between settlement and marsh lay mostly in that one was infested with gnats, midges, and various other horrid things, and the other lay outside the palisade.

They didn’t call it the Misery Splinter for nothing.

It was the Misty Fens Splinter officially, but that name had never stuck. For one, there wasn’t a single fen to be found. For another, you didn’t need to have a high Connection to see the primary emotion of anyone unfortunate enough to dwell in the Splinter.

At least the wooden walkways kept his boots mostly dry as he made his way from the rich—meaning marginally less ramshackle—part of town to the pit of abject despair that was everything else. Lara liked to go there because . . . honestly, Mabb wasn’t sure. Self-flagellation, most likely. Or because the hooch was cheap enough for even her to drink herself unconscious without beggaring herself.

Whatever her reasons, she had a favorite place to drown her sorrows: Volkan’s Tavern. It wasn’t terrible by Misery Splinter standards, but that only meant that it might not get condemned immediately anywhere else. When Mabb got there, the lantern outside was dark, but the door wasn’t barred when he tried it. Either he was expected, or Volkan hoped that Lara might leave on her own. It wasn’t a vain hope; it just wasn’t very likely. Not once she really got going.

The tavern smelled of rotting wood, rotting rushes, and something faint that Mabb almost hoped was piss and not spilled drink—nothing meant for consumption should smell like that. The fact that the fire was still going and that the front room was warm didn’t help. The place was empty except for two people: Volkan, the themion Barkeep, who was cleaning up—for certain interpretations of that word—and Lara, who sat slumped against the bar as far from the door as possible.

Volkan gave Mabb a grateful look and approached. “Thanks for showing, brother,” the Barkeep said politely—people tended to be polite to you when you were a foot taller and broader than almost anyone else in the Splinter. “She’s got a tab, and I know she’s good for it. Just get her outta here, right? I’d hate to send her to the cells, but I can’t let her stay here, and I can’t just throw her out.”

Unable, not unwilling, most likely, Mabb thought, though that might be uncharitable of him. As far as he knew, Volkan tended to be honest; he just wouldn’t stop a woman from drinking herself half blind and then letting her stumble out into the freezing night if she could still walk. Mabb didn’t voice any of that, of course. Instead he told the Barkeep, “I’ll take care of her. Thank you for your patience.” Then he approached his friend.

By the number of empty tumblers around her, she was having a particularly bad night.

“Hey, Lara,” Mabb said, sitting down next to her. “You about ready to go home?”

She turned her head, took one look at him, then kissed the bar again. “’S not my home,” she muttered into her folded arms. “Don’ ’ave one. Haven’t ’ad a home for . . . don’t even know. But ’specially not now.”

“Okay,” Mabb said agreeably. “But you do have a place where you usually rest your head. That isn’t here, and Volkan wants to close up shop.”

“’Preciate the custom,” said the themion Barkeep from where he was putting up chairs. “But I’ve got a bed to get to.”

“Volkan has a bed to get to,” Mabb repeated. “So how about we get you to yours?”

Instead of answering, Lara sniffled. “How’d this happen, Mabb?” she asked. “How the fuck did I end up here?”

Yeah, Mabb thought. A particularly bad night. A Tendy night. Those were the worst ones.

He knew where this was going. Sometimes you just had to lance the boil, and the sooner he got this particular pustule drained, the sooner Lara could start sleeping off the hooch. And so, hating himself just a little for what he was about to do but knowing that it was for the best, he said, “I believe there was a girl.”

Lara, as she so often did when she was like this, started crying. Lara’s tears were always soft, silent things; shameful in her own mind, something she didn’t want anyone to see. But the two of them had known each other for long enough now that Mabb had earned the dubious honor of being allowed to see her cry without risking a trip to the Healer afterward, and so he sat there patiently, waiting for the worst of her misery to run its course.

“I-I fucked up!” she sobbed into the splintered wood, her fingers combing through her short hair. “I coulda still been with ’er, but I fucked up! How can someone fuck up so bad, Mabb?”

“We all make mistakes,” he said kindly, like he always did. And he sympathized. He really did. Gods knew he’d had his share of fuckups. You didn’t end up in Misery Splinter if something hadn’t gone terribly wrong somewhere. Lara’s case was pretty mild, honestly, which was probably why she was still mostly functional—when she was sober.

“Stupid!” Lara suddenly growled, banging her forehead into the bar hard enough to make Volkan shoot them both a worried look. “How could I be so stupid?” Another bang. “Stupid, stupid, stupid!” Every repetition was punctuated with a bang.

This was new, and that worried Mabb. This wasn’t how Lara’s Tendy nights usually went. She should be telling him about her mistakes, how she’d lost Tendy, but she wasn’t supposed to get angry yet. She wasn’t supposed to start calling herself names until she was too out of it to do any damage.

Perhaps he shouldn’t have rushed things. But what was done was done, and he really did need her in some kind of decent state the next morning. The idea of having to handle the captain himself . . . no. Just, no.

Lara raised her head high enough that Mabb worried the next bang would split either skin or wood. “I’m such a dumb, fucking—” she said, and that was where Mabb drew the line.

“None of that now,” he said, grabbing her forehead gently with one hand and her collar firmly with the other.

“Lemme go!” she sobbed, her whole body jerking as she tried to slam her head into the bar again. She grabbed his wrist with both hands and pulled with all her might, but no matter how strong she was—and Lara was plenty strong—she might as well have tried to move a mountain. When that didn’t work, she started beating on his arm instead, with about the same effect. She kept screaming and sobbing, though, which hurt Mabb far more than anything she could do to him physically. He liked Lara. She was a good friend, the only one he had in this gods-forsaken place, and he hated to see her in pain.

Once Lara had tired herself out to the point that she slumped in his grip and went back to crying softly, Mabb decided that enough was enough. With an apologetic nod to Volkan, he scooped her up and left the tavern.

She felt so small in his arms. He knew that she was tall and strong for a human woman, but just then, she was like a child. Even more so when she put her arms around his neck and turned into him, shielding herself from the cold and damp.

“You fuckin’ carryin’ me?” Lara mumbled into his shoulder after she’d stopped shaking. She’d be fading fast now and would probably be asleep before he got her into bed.

Mabb sighed. “Yes, I am. Like a damn princess, Madam Silvervale.”

“Fuck you, Silvervale.” She tightened her grip around his neck. “Fuck ’em too. All of ’em. Not even on my Summ’ry no more. Just Lara now. Always just Lara.”

That surprised him enough that he almost missed a step. When he’d recovered, he said, “I’m sorry.” What else could he possibly say to something like that? What did you tell someone when neither they nor their relatives considered each other family anymore, to the point that the System acknowledged the rejection?

Was that why she’d been especially bad tonight?

“Will you be okay?” he asked, but Lara didn’t answer. Though her grip hadn’t relaxed, her breathing was slow and even.

So very small, he thought. Like a child.

For all her bulk, she barely weighed anything, and once he’d carried her back to their neighborhood, he easily unlocked the door to her home with the spare key she’d given him. She barely reacted as he put her down with her feet off the bed so he could remove her boots, nor when he turned her and pulled a blanket over her. She snored softly as he put a bucket on the floor by her head—though with her Vitality, she was unlikely to need it—and lit a low fire in the fireplace.

She didn’t react at all when he patted her on the shoulder and whispered, “Sleep well, little sister. I’ll see you in the morning.” Not until he’d opened the door did she mumble, “Love you, big brother.”

When he turned to look back at her, she was fast asleep.
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It was a terribly embarrassed Lara who knocked on Mabb’s door the next morning. Not long after sunrise, either, Mabb noted with satisfaction.

“So? You coming or what?” she asked, sheepishly running a hand through her cropped hair.

“Whatever for?” he asked. “Our appointment is not for some time yet.”

“Don’t play dumb, big brother. I owe you breakfast.”

“If anything worth the appellation can be found in this place,” Mabb muttered. “But if it will make you feel any better, little sister, then I’d love to join you. I will just be a moment.”

He left the door open as he put on his boots and coat, but Lara remained outside, looking a little green in the valiant trickle of morning sun that fought its way through the ever present clouds. And the haze. When there wasn’t fog or mist, there was haze.

They didn’t speak for the walk to the nearest tavern. They didn’t speak as Mabb seized a table for them near the fireplace and Lara got them a spread of bread, drippings, and cold meats—chicken and pork, because nothing lived in this cold, damp hell that was worth hunting. And they didn’t speak for most of their meal. Lara would talk when she was ready, and Mabb saw no need to rush her.

Lara was staring into her warm beer when she said, “My family name disappeared yesterday.”

Mabb nodded. “You mentioned that last night. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry to hear it.”

“From you, it’s worth a lot.” Lara looked up as she said it, giving him a wan smile before returning to pondering her drink. “I just—it shouldn’t matter. I never expected to see them again, not after last time. And most people never have a family name in the first place, so who cares if I’m Lara Silvervale or just Lara, right?”

“But that’s not all there is to it,” Mabb said, his voice soft with understanding.

“But that’s not all there is to it,” Lara agreed. “Mother told me that I wasn’t her daughter anymore. Did I ever tell you that? That I’d shamed the family beyond forgiveness by running off with a girl the way I did, and an elfin girl with no aptitude, at that. Then coming back dressed the way I was, and with the Class I had. Not having a mage Class, I mean. But my name was always there, so I thought . . .” She sighed and took a deep drag on her beer. “Heat of the moment, you know? Guess not. Guess they finally decided.”

“And that’s why . . .” He let the question hang.

Lara laughed mirthlessly. “No, if you can believe it. It had me right on the edge, but I was holding on. Then I’m walking down Lavender Street on my way to the baths—because I needed to clear my head, you know?—and I heard this song—”

Lara’s voice broke, though she tried to cover it with a cough, and Mabb understood. How many times had Lara told him about the song Tendy sang so often? The one she herself could never get quite right?

“Listen, little sister,” he said. “I wish I were some fount of wisdom or that I had some special insight into matters of the heart, but you know that I don’t. All I can do is to tell you from experience that one day you will have healed, and you will be over her.”

“You always say that,” Lara muttered.

“I do. And I will keep saying it. I will not belittle your suffering. The pain you feel is real, and something is keeping the wound open. I wish I could tell you what. But one day it will be gone, and the wound will close, and you will heal. And when you do, I hope you leave this place for somewhere better.” Then Mabb clapped his large hands together and rose. “But now, I believe that the time is slowly approaching for our appointment with the captain! Come, let’s not be late! No need to make this any worse than it must be.”

“Listen, Mabb, I don’t understand why you stay here if it’s so hard,” Lara said a few minutes later as they headed for the central square and the administrative building that dominated it. “You’re the highest Level person in the Splinter. You will have to see him every so often.”

“I was here first,” Mabb muttered. “It’s my Splinter more than his.”

“But you hate it here! You’ve gained, what, 6 or 7 Levels in as many years? You’re not getting rich either. You gather as much goop and plants as you must to keep yourself housed, clothed, and fed, and to get a new book every so often. But hell, you’re a Level 37 Herbalist! You could make that kind of living anywhere instead of here.” She gestured expansively at the haze, the bugs, the walkway slowly sinking into the waterlogged ground, and the rotting facades of the surrounding buildings. “Why?”

He chose not to counter with the obvious. “Why do you stay?” A Level 26 Slayer in a place with little to nothing worth slaying. He didn’t ask both because he already knew the answer, and because it would be mean-spirited.

There were two parts to that answer, both simple. The first was that she never saved up enough silver to go anywhere; after eating most of her crystals, she barely had enough left over to pay for her drinking. The second part was the same as his own answer.

“Because this Splinter needs me.”

Which was why they were both on their way to Administration, to meet a man whom Mabb had hoped never to see again when he came to this miserable place.
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“Mabb. Miss Silvervale. Good morning and thank you so much for coming.”

Mabb and Lara both scowled. Mabb at the familiar use of his name, something the captain had no right to anymore, and Lara at the painful reminder. They’d only been in Captain Sarmon’s office for ten seconds, and the man had already messed up.

Mabb briefly considered simply rising again and leaving but chose not to. It just wouldn’t do. No matter how uncomfortable Mabb was, Sarmon was guild captain of this Splinter. The Elfin Guild Administrator was the one and only captain, despite being only Level 28, since the guild had never been able to convince more than one person at a time to take a posting here.

With his narrow face, bright green eyes, and sandy-brown skin, he was also as frustratingly handsome as the day Mabb had first met him.

“It’s not Silvervale anymore,” Lara said sourly from beside Mabb. “Just Lara.”

Sarmon’s face fell, seeing that he’d made an unfortunate misstep, even if he’d had no way of knowing. The man might be inconsiderate, power hungry, and arrogant, but he’d never been imperceptive or stupid. “I’m sorry to hear that, Miss Lara,” he said solemnly. “I hope you know that the Ardent Heart Guild cherishes and appreciates you, even if your estranged family does not. This Splinter is less than ideal, I know, but it would be in a worse place without you.”

“Yeah, sure,” Lara said. “Just tell us what you want, Captain. Another revenant?”

“I doubt he’d ask us both here for a revenant. That’s your area of expertise,” Mabb said, crossing his arms. “And I’ve told you, Captain Sarmon, it’s Mister Mabb to you.”

“Mabb, please,” the captain pleaded with pain in his eyes. At the hard look Mabb returned, though, he sighed. “Yes, Mister Mabb. You’re right. Do you both know that we’ve had twelve people vanish in the last two weeks?”

That made Mabb sit up a little straighter.

Lara said, “That sounds high.”

“It is,” the captain confirmed. “Very high. One or two every other week is unfortunately normal. Five one week, seven the next? It’s unheard of in the history of the Splinter.”

“Alright, so we’re looking at a dozen potential revenants.” Lara leaned back in her chair, biting her lip thoughtfully for a few moments before saying, “That’s going to take some work to clear out. Won’t be safe, easy, or cheap. Still, why’s Mabb here?”

“I would like the two of you, together, to investigate the cause of these disappearances,” the captain said. “Whatever it might be, animal, plant, or malice. That, and to eliminate any revenants that may have risen. As for why Mabb—sorry, Mister Mabb—he is the highest Level person in the Splinter, and without breaking confidentiality, I can say that I know for a fact that he has both Skills and experience that will help, should he be forced to fight.”

“You can fight, Mabb?” Lara said, looking at him with surprise. “You never told me that! I mean, you’re a big lug, brother, but I didn’t want to assume.”

“I have some ability, yes,” Mabb said, glowering at the captain. This was low, even for him.

“Well, hells. Alright, then. I mean, twelve people in two weeks. Not like I can say no.”

“Nor I,” Mabb agreed, still scowling.


Chapter twenty
Interlude: Misery Splinter
Part 2


“One of these days you’re going to have to tell me the whole story about you and the captain,” Lara said as they were leaving Administration, about an hour later. They were laden with notes, Sarmon and his aides having provided them with anything they could think of that might help.

“I must do no such thing,” Mabb said firmly.

“Oh, come on, brother! I’ve told you everything, everything about Tendy. You’ve got to reciprocate at least a little!”

“Your inability to keep anything private while drunk doesn’t oblige me to do anything.”

“Pssh. I’ll get it out of you one day.”

Mabb gave her a long-suffering grunt. “We should tend to our gear and prepare to leave the outpost, not gossip about one another,” he said primly. But secretly he was pleased. Not that she was so insistent on digging at his past with Sarmon, but that her mind seemed to be entirely off her family and her own pain, at least for a while.

“Yeah, yeah,” she said. “So you really can fight, huh? I don’t need to worry about you too much?”

“I can, yes.”

“I wish you’d told me.”

“It never seemed relevant. Besides, I don’t particularly like it anymore.” Not that he’d relinquished his Levels, but he had his reasons for that.

“Not relevant? What about all those times I babysat you in the swamp while you went harvesting?”

“You were well compensated,” Mabb pointed out. “Besides, I enjoy your company.”

“Alright. Fair enough. But, like, you can fight for real? Not just handle yourself in a scrap? I mean, if we’ve got that many potential revenants out there . . . they’re not like the gods-damned rodents. Revenants are fucking nasty.”

“I’ve fought revenants before.”

“Huh.”

“Indeed.”

“So . . . what weapons?”

“Anything.” Mabb paused for a while and then added, “As long as it’s a melee weapon or can be thrown. I’m no good with bows or crossbows or the like.” He knew that it might encourage Lara to continue a conversation he’d rather end, but while he wasn’t going to give complete information, what he gave might as well be correct.

And Lara was indeed encouraged. Her eyebrows rose, and she said, “Oh, damn. You took the time to Merge your Skills?”

“It just happened.”

“Getting every category of melee weapon and Throwing to Level 10 doesn’t just happen,” Lara objected, more interested than ever. “It took me over a year of concentrated effort once I put my mind to it. Gods curse the Short Blades Skill!”

“Well, it just happened,” Mabb repeated. And it had. Over the course of 25 Levels as a Fighter and its Evolved Classes, and then 30 Levels after Mabb Reset to take the Master Tier Class that he still had. He’d never made a concentrated effort to Level his weapon Skills; he just kept switching for the sake of variety.

“If you say so . . .” Lara said, her tone making it clear that she didn’t believe for a second that there wasn’t more to it.

Mabb sighed. “Little sister,” he said, “if I promise to tell you more once we are outside of the settlement, will you let the matter rest?”

“Yeah?” she asked, perking back up. “Deal!”

[image: Scene change]

With neither Mabb nor Lara having any real commitments in the outpost, they decided to leave the same day. Their meeting with the captain had been early, and they both left the outpost regularly; making sure that their gear was in order was second nature. All they really had to do was to stock up on perishables and consumables, easily done with a trip to their regular provisioner and Alchemist, and to gather any information the captain hadn’t been able to provide them with. Specifically, Mabb had noted that there was no statement from the outpost’s resident Healer.

The fact that a decades-old Splinter with a population approaching two thousand souls should have three or four Healers was neither here nor there. Especially a miserable, disease-ridden place like Misery Splinter. Unfortunately, even most Healers had limits to their selflessness; the Splinter was lucky to have one at all, even if the poor man was a nervous wreck.

The Healer’s clinic lay near the central square on Main Street, as was so common throughout the Splinters. Having made their purchases, Mabb and Lara went there together, knocking on the weathered door and entering without waiting for an answer.

The front room was empty, but that was nothing unusual. It wasn’t like there was anything to steal, and if someone were to be found to have robbed the Splinter’s only Healer, they were likely to go missing right quick. “Master Trislain, are you available?” Mabb asked loudly, and a moment later, there was the sound of a door closing somewhere inside the building.

“Sit a moment, just a moment!” the Healer called out urgently. “I just need to—” There was the sound of another door closing, and then the man himself scurried into the front room. There hadn’t even been time for them to sit on the padded bench that stood along one wall.

Though he never brought it up, it often amazed Mabb how much alike Trislain the Healer and his friend Lara looked. If not for the fact that he knew that Lara was female and Trislain male, Mabb would even have had trouble telling which gender either might be. They were both of the same height, with similarly strong yet lithe builds, though Lara’s hips were a tad more pronounced, and Trislain’s shoulders might be just a little wider. They both had an androgynous handsomeness to their faces and wore their hair in similar short practical cuts. They even had quite similar voices; Lara’s was low for a woman, and Trislain’s high for a man.

When Trislain had first arrived five cycles earlier, Mabb had been so convinced that he was a previously unmentioned brother of Lara’s that he’d gone to her, full of excitement, to tell her the news. It had been a shock to find that there was no familial relationship whatsoever. As far as Lara knew anyway. Mabb wasn’t so sure. Hells, they both had that telltale trace of a Saphahr accent to their Inter-guild. That, and he found the notion of a long-lost sibling to be far too romantic to just give up on.

However great the similarities were between the two, they were entirely superficial. Spending ten seconds with each of them made that abundantly clear. Lara was friendly, steady, and reliable—assuming she wasn’t drunk or in one of her black moods or both. Trislain, on the other hand, was anxious to the point of being twitchy, and constantly morose except when his professional opinion was challenged, at which point he could become patronizing and dismissive.

He hadn’t always been that way; he’d once been bright-eyed and optimistic, always willing to go the extra mile for his patients. Now he did his job, then waited with dread for the next person to walk through his door.

Mabb wondered how long he’d stick around.

“Yes? What is it?” the Healer said. His tone was brusque, but his eyes were worried as he looked them both over for any trace of illness or injury. “Did you get bitten again, Miss Lara? I’ve told you, there are prophylactic potions for rockjoint! All you need is a little bit before a fight, and you won’t have to suffer all the way back here.”

Lara rolled her eyes. “No, Master Trislain, no rockjoint. I did, in fact, take your advice some cycles back.”

“You were here—” Trislain glanced at Mabb, seemed to decide that Mabb and Lara were likely to be close enough for confidentiality to be more bother than it was worth, and said, “You were here not three weeks ago, Miss Lara, complaining of stiff, swollen joints.”

“Yeah, well, I ran out!” Lara huffed, shifting awkwardly.

“And I’ve told you I can furnish you with more at a discount price if you can’t get hold of the silver for whatever reason!”

“Doesn’t matter anyway. That’s not why we’re here.”

“You are aware that there have been a number of disappearances these past two weeks, yes?” Mabb asked. He was loath to interrupt the Healer’s fussing over Lara, but they did have a task at hand.

Trislain deflated, wiping his hands over and over on his loose trousers. “Gods, yes. I’ve heard. It’s awful.”

“The captain has asked the two of us to try to figure out what’s happened to them, but we couldn’t see that anyone had spoken to you yet.”

“Oh, no. No, they haven’t. Why would they? I never leave the outpost.”

“Well,” Mabb said patiently, “we wanted to ask if you’d seen anything strange in the past several weeks. Some new illness you didn’t recognize. An increase in the number of people who’d suffered attacks from demons or even revenant sapients. Anything else which might help explain why people are suddenly going missing. Things like that.”

“Oh. Um . . .” The Healer fell silent, combing his fingers through his hair in a way that was almost suspiciously similar to the way Lara did when she was nervous or embarrassed. “No, can’t say that I have. Sorry,” he finally said.

“Ah, well. It was worth asking. But in that case, we won’t take any more of your time. Think on it, though, would you, Master Trislain? Perhaps having the question asked will help jog something loose.”

“I certainly won’t be able not to think of it now,” Trislain lamented.

“Very good,” Mabb said, opening the door and gesturing for Lara to exit. “We’ll be back in a few days, when we return.”

When the door had closed behind them, Mabb turned to Lara and said in a low voice, “Really, little sister? You ran out of prophylactic?”

Lara scowled, looking away. “Look, it was just the one time, alright? Shit luck that I took a few bites the one time I ran out.”

“And why did you leave the outpost without a full bottle in the first place?” he asked, following as Lara started back toward their neighborhood with angry steps, the boards of the walkway clunking and squelching under her boots.

“I was going to restock in the morning, before I went out! I forgot, okay?”

“You do not forget such things. Nagging Feeling wouldn’t let you,” Mabb stated. Lara had bragged often enough about her very practical Acuity Enhancement, and Mabb was a good enough friend not to let her forget it.

“Well, I—okay, I didn’t forget. I just wanted to get out as early as possible. I drank too much the night before, and I needed to not see some—I mean anyone for a while. Drop it, alright?”

Mabb nodded, though she couldn’t see it. Three or four weeks ago, Lara had missed their customary breakfast . . . yes, that sounded familiar. And if he remembered correctly—which he did—there had been a girl looking for Lara that day. She’d been rather upset.

He’d wondered what exactly had happened between those two. Now he burned with curiosity to know what indiscretion had driven Lara to flee so urgently that she hadn’t even replenished her potions. But this was not the time to press; that was a recipe for a miserable afternoon, even by Misery Splinter standards.
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Two hours later they were past the southern gate, following the staked path through the marshes and into the swamp beyond. Seven of the twelve missing people had been heading south when they were last seen, so that was where they’d start. They’d discussed taking someone else along, but decided not to; there weren’t many combat or hybrid Classers in the Splinter, and they didn’t really get along with the few that there were. Their Party of two would have to do.

Party members:
Lara, Human Slayer (26), Leader
Mabb, Farl Herbalist (37)
Party effects:
Pack Vigilance (Lara): All other Party members count their Base Perception as 5 Points higher for all effects except Enhancements. Bonus increases with Class Level. This cannot raise their Effective Perception above yours.
Stalker (Lara): All other Party members count their Stealth Skill, if they have it, as 5 Levels higher for all effects except Perks. Bonus increases with Class Level. This cannot raise their Effective Stealth above yours.
Shadow Guide (Lara): All other Party Members are more difficult to detect by sight or hearing as long as they are within 25 feet of you. Value increases with Stealth Skill Level.


Mabb might not even have noticed Lara’s family name missing if he hadn’t known, but now its absence was glaring. But he didn’t comment. Her mood had recovered in the time they spent apart, finishing their preparations before meeting at the gate, and now she was as cheerful as she ever got. He’d hate to change that.

Most of that cheer, Mabb suspected, was anticipation. He’d made a promise of sorts, after all. Still, Lara did an admirable job of remaining patient. She stuck to the task at hand for over two hours and didn’t bring up the subject of Mabb’s fighting skills until they were taking a short rest at one of the few maintained campsites—meaning the ground was kept clear, and high enough to be dry when it wasn’t raining too much. It was no more than a few logs around a fire pit and an open space for tents, but it was better than the waterlogged ground between the trees surrounding it.

“So?” Lara said, drawing the word out. “Are you gonna tell me?”

“I suppose I will,” Mabb said noncommittally, running a whetstone along the edge of one of his two hatchets. They were his regular utility hatchets, but he didn’t own a weapon actually intended for fighting and hadn’t wanted to spend the gold. And it made no difference; in his hands, they would do as well as anything. They just needed a finer edge than what he usually kept on them.

Lara waited with exaggerated patience, an expectant smile frozen on her face. She gave him about a minute before saying, “Well?”

Mabb gave it a few more seconds before saying, “I was an ostler.” He continued sharpening his hatchet as he spoke, holding it up to see if the nick he’d been working on was gone. “I liked horses. Still do.”

“You’re a bit big to ride,” Lara said.

“We breed them big where I’m from.” Satisfied with his inspection, Mabb went to work on another nick. “I was an Ostler, Class and all. Worked at a wagonyard. But I wanted to see more of the world, so I signed on with a caravan, tending the animals. I got a liking for it, so I did that for a few years. Got friendly with the guards, learned some swordplay, how to handle an axe and a spear and shield, things like that. By then I was big enough that the caravan master offered me better pay as a guard. As he said it, we’d already been in a few scrapes, demons and such, and he’d seen me defending the animals. I may as well be paid and equipped for it. And he didn’t mind me staying close to the animals if that was what I wanted, even if it wasn’t my job anymore, so I took his offer. He gave me an advance on the pay to get some Crystals, the guardsmaster got me outfitted in the next city we visited, and that was that. I Reset and became a Fighter. And you know, I found that I enjoyed it.”

Mabb smiled at the memories that got stirred up. The friends he’d made, the hardships they’d gone through, the loves he’d found and lost. Those had been good days, and he was fortunate enough that he had little to poison the memory of them. “Spent a few years with that same caravan. I still exchange letters with the master once a year or so. But I was young, and the ruts we wore doing the same routes again and again were getting deep. So I left, with many tearful goodbyes, and I became a Delver.”

“Wait!” Lara erupted. “You were a Delver?! You’re here, in the Splinters, and you were a Delver? And you never told me!”

“I was a Delver,” he confirmed. “A good one too. Solid frontliner. Ran with quite a few Parties over the years. But the thing is . . . when you Delve for long enough, you lose people. It’s inevitable. And my Class, the combat Class I still have—”

Lara’s eyes nearly popped out of her skull at that. She so very clearly wanted to interrogate him about that little revelation, but she was also perceptive and clever enough to pick up on the gravity in his voice. And that was one of the things Mabb appreciated about Lara: she knew when to let someone speak.

He hadn’t planned on telling her everything, but once he’d started, it was hard to stop. It had been a long time since he told anyone why he’d decided to sell his arms and become an Herbalist. Sarmon knew, of course, but he should be the only one in the Splinter. It wasn’t something Mabb liked to talk about. But he’d known Lara for long enough, and thought he knew her well enough, that he could share this with her.

“The combat Class I have lets me take and recover from an immense amount of punishment. Coupled with my Defense Perks and Vitality Enhancements, there isn’t much that can kill me. But over a long enough career, that means that sooner or later, you survive a situation you might rather have not. Or several. So I stopped fighting and became an Herbalist.”

He stopped there. Memories of friends long dead were crowding in, and he didn’t trust his voice not to break if he went any deeper. And as the silence stretched, Lara’s face softened, her indignation replaced by sympathy as she understood what he was saying.

Lara shuffled over so they sat next to each other on the same log. He was too tall and wide for her to put her arm over his shoulders, so instead she put her palm flat on his back, leaning in a little so she pressed into his arm. “I’m sorry, big brother,” she said. “I shouldn’t have pushed.”

“You need to know,” he replied flatly. Not because he was at all upset with her, but to keep the pain out of his voice. “I’m surprised you never found me out, to be honest. Enough people here must be able to see both my Classes.” With that, he cleared his throat, forcing something resembling his normal no-nonsense tone into his voice. “Besides being a Level 7 Herbalist, I am a Level 30 Raging Storm. I rely on momentum mostly. Much like a Berserker, but without the red haze. I struggle against the gods-damned rodents, but if we come across any sapient revenants, I suggest you let me in front, if possible. I can take a truly disgusting amount of punishment.”

“We’ll see,” Lara said, patting his back. “I’d say staying here is punishment enough.”


Chapter twenty-one
Interlude: Misery Splinter
Part 3


Lara, formerly Silvervale, Level 26 Slayer, felt right at home in Misery Splinter. Stinking marshes and frigid swamps infested with demonic rodents—weak individually but unusual in that they swarmed, because of course they did—and with nothing to offer the world at large but a few Delves and an alchemical reagent colloquially known as swamp goop. It was perfect for Lara. No one desperate enough to make a home there, however temporarily, would pay attention to an absolute screw-up like her.

No one except Mabb, of course. She didn’t deserve his friendship, but he kept offering it. She couldn’t count the number of times her drunken self had been inconsiderate, rude, or downright nasty to him, but he refused to be driven away—though he did insist that he hoped she’d leave one day. She didn’t know if it was penance, loneliness, or kindness that kept him by her side, but there he was. No matter how she embarrassed herself, no matter what tavern or ditch he had to drag her out of, he’d always be there in the morning, offering company and a sympathetic ear over breakfast.

She didn’t deserve his friendship, but she’d take it. Misery Splinter might be her penance and her plan for the future, but she didn’t actually want to be miserable, and having one friend that didn’t give up on her at least made life bearable. Not that he could replace Tendy, but that was no fault of his. No one could.

Tendy. Strong, gentle, wicked Tendy, with her soft lips and quick smile, her curiosity and her books and her voice like birdsong, and the most startlingly beautiful eyes Lara had ever seen. Tendy, whom Lara would have followed anywhere, because the space between her arms was all the home she’d needed. Tendy, whom she missed so much that some days all she could do was drink until she couldn’t feel anymore. Tendy, who deserved so much better.

Mestendi, who’d been her world until Lara ruined everything and drove her away. She might never get a chance to earn Tendy’s forgiveness. She didn’t even know where she was; she’d returned to an empty apartment and a letter that basically said “I can’t take this anymore. Farewell.” But maybe, just maybe, if she did enough good, she might feel like she at least deserved to be forgiven.

Gods, that wasn’t a good line of thinking. Lara wished she’d taken a handle of hooch with her. But Mabb wouldn’t approve. Worse, he’d be right—the marshes and swamps were no place to wander around drunk. Especially when they had a job to do. People were disappearing. Somebody needed to do something, and it pretty much had to be her. She was, after all, the highest Level combat Classer in the Splinter—as crazy as that was, considering she was only Level 26.

Or so she’d thought. She was only second highest, apparently. Not that she minded. Not really. At the rate they were going, she’d overtake Mabb within the year anyway. All she had to do was cut back on her drinking a bit—okay, a lot—and stop buying gifts for any pretty girl who made the mistake of coming to the Splinter. And maybe, just maybe, that could be the first step in her no longer being such an absolutely worthless person who drove everyone away.

Mabb was an excellent companion. They’d spent three days in the swamp at this point, moving between places where people had disappeared and finding nothing but insects and rodents, and Mabb had mostly left Lara to her thoughts. But he was also very perceptive, and whenever Lara started spiraling into one of her black moods, he stepped in. He did so now.

“We’re coming up on the Resting Giant,” he said. “Three of the people who vanished in the swamp and two who disappeared after returning to the outpost had that as their last known destination. What do you suggest?”

“The Giant?” Lara said, coming back to reality. “Well, uh . . . I figure we poke around, see if anything stands out, and then we post up for a day or two. Lots of nooks and crannies on that thing to hide in. Between Stalker and Shadow Guide, we should have you plenty sneaky enough that there’s no need to worry, right?”

“I can be somewhat stealthy on my own, if need be,” Mabb protested agreeably, “but having you here will be a great help, yes.”

The Resting Giant was a rarity in the Splinter. A bare, solitary rock formation, it rose suddenly out of the muck of the swamp, hundreds of feet long and with its highest points rising above the tops of the trees. It was long and narrow, and shaped in such a way that if you squinted, it might resemble not an actual giant, but an enormous human or elfin who’d lain down for a nap. A human or elfin with some kind of horrid parasite infection; this was Misery Splinter, after all. The Giant was riddled with tubes, tunnels, and small chambers of unknown origin, making it a popular place to rest, out of both the muck and the frequent cold rains.

Some of the missing people had stated that they intended to camp at the Giant while foraging for swamp goop and what few valuable plants could be found in the surrounding swamp. This was fairly common, though in Mabb’s opinion, it was a waste of time. The Giant was too close to the outpost, only a day’s march out, and even a few people scouring the area every few weeks was enough to keep it practically barren of anything of value. Not that it stopped people from trying—there were plenty of Foragers and Herbalists in the Splinter who were optimistic or lazy enough to give it a chance before giving up and moving farther out.

Lo and behold, when they arrived at the Giant and climbed to the small cavern on its shoulder, they were greeted by a surly woman squatting by an anemic campfire. She looked like she might be in her baseline thirties. If Lara was any judge, that was just what she was—with stringy hair and worn, filthy clothes, she had the look of someone who took such poor care of herself that even Vitality couldn’t keep her from looking older than she should.

As they approached, the [Human Herbalist (17)] looked up once from the little pot she was stirring and grumbled, “Giant’s occupied! Sod off!”

“Now, Norn, there is no need to be unpleasant,” Mabb told the woman. Apparently he knew her. “We are not here to forage or harvest.”

“Bloody likely!” Norn spat. “What else does anyone do at the Giant?”

“People have been disappearing,” Lara said. “We’re trying to find what’s happened to them. Frankly, you shouldn’t be here either. It’s dangerous.”

The woman looked up from her pot and peered at them suspiciously. “You’re trying to run me off, aren’t you? What do you know, Mabb? New patch of goop? Bloom of corpse fungus? Well, guess what? Tough titties! You’re not getting rid of me! I was here first!”

“Please, Norn, we’re really—” Mabb started to protest, but Lara cut him off.

“Come on, Mabb,” she said. “She’s not going to be fooled. Let’s move on.” Then she took Mabb by the elbow and started leading him away.

Luckily, Mabb was clever enough to play along until they were well out of earshot. “Alright,” he said when there was no risk of being overheard, even if the unpleasant woman had an unusually high Perception. “Do you have a plan, or did you just want to get away from her? Norn is difficult at the best of times, but she can usually be made to see reason.”

Lara shrugged. “She’s bait.”

Mabb’s heavy brows drew together in confusion. “How do you mean?”

“I mean, if she won’t leave, and if people have been going missing . . .” Lara trailed off, running her hand through her short hair. She wasn’t proud of the idea, but she felt she had to suggest it.

She only had to wait a moment before Mabb gave off a disapproving hum and said, “Lara. That’s cold. We can’t put her at risk like that, even if she is deeply unpleasant to deal with.”

“But we’re not!” Lara protested. “Think about it. We’ll be right here, hidden, keeping an eye on her! She’ll be far safer than she would have been without us!”

Mabb shook his head, his wide lips pressing together disapprovingly. “She’d be safer still if she went back to the outpost.”

“Yes, agreed. But, one, do you see her returning there if we get her to leave? And two, do you want to be the one to talk to her again?”

Mabb looked back the way he came. After a second, he huffed and said, “The moment that we suspect any danger, we step in.”

“Absolutely.”
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Lara often reflected over the kind of people who ended up in Misery Splinter. The Ardent Heart Guild provided very clear and complete information to its members, so nobody could claim that they didn’t know how bad it was. A few hours of direct sunshine per cycle, rain more often than not, some kind of unpleasant mist in the air at practically all times, and a relentless procession of vile, biting insects. Almost every square foot of the Splinter consisted of marshes or swamps, with leech-infested water anywhere between an inch and several feet deep, and anywhere that wasn’t drowned was too poor for anything of value to grow. Add to this the general stench, the lack of anything worth hunting, and the fact that the only demons you were likely to find were swarms of low-Level rodents, and you ended up with three distinct kinds of people who chose to inflict Misery Splinter on themselves.

The first were the optimists. These were the ones who thought either that it couldn’t possibly be as bad as described, or that they could handle it without being ground down. These people generally left after exactly one cycle, the light in their eyes forever diminished. Lara wished them the best and hoped that they could one day put their months here behind them.

The second were the grinders. Men and women who understood just how bad it was likely to be, but who’d also seen the reports detailing just how much money and Experience was to be made if you toughed it out for a couple of cycles. Delves were just as common as in any Splinter, and the competition was much less fierce than somewhere less awful. As long as you could deal with the swarms of demon rats, there were plenty of Crystals for the taking. And if you weren’t a combat Class—which only a few in every hundred people in the Splinter was—the swamp goop fetched some significant silver per ounce for those willing to put themselves through finding and harvesting the awful stuff.

Lara had great respect for these people. They tended to drink and screw their days away between long stints in the swamps, and either died, or left the Splinter at a decent Level, decently well-off, or both after a few cycles. The noncombat Classers among them also frequently posted offers for escort gigs at the guild hall, which was usually what kept Lara in drink.

The third group were people like Lara and Mabb, who were running from something. The law, the past, themselves; whatever it was, they wanted to go somewhere no one would ever look for them. Sometimes, very rarely, one of these blighted souls would find something to grab on to that let them haul themselves out of the muck and leave. Otherwise, they were in the Splinter for life.

The Splinter had a short cycle of only eighty-five days. Most people stayed five or six cycles at most. Lara was on her tenth. And Mabb? He hadn’t actually told her how long he’d been there, and Lara hadn’t pushed. But he had told her that he’d been Level 30 when he got there, and that he’d usually gain a Level every four or five cycles, which put him at about thirty cycles in this cold, wet hell.

Thirty cycles, Lara thought. Would she still be there in another twenty? It seemed impossible, and yet all too likely. Impossible that she’d survive that long without dying to some mistake in the swamps or drown in a ditch somewhere after getting kicked out of some tavern. All too likely that another twenty cycles wouldn’t be nearly enough for her to forgive herself.

“You’re spiraling again,” Mabb said softly, dragging her out of her thoughts.

“Yeah.” Lara sighed and forced a smile. “Thanks.”

“Let’s focus on Miss Norn, shall we?” Mabb gestured to the woman they were following. She was several trees away from them, hunched over yet keeping up a constant stream of colorful commentary as she hacked at a stand of salt-reed with her sickle. The thing was badly in need of a sharpening.

“Is she new?” Lara whispered. “I don’t remember seeing her before.”

“She’s been here for longer than you,” Mabb said. “But she keeps to herself mostly. I rarely see her in the outpost.”

“That makes no sense!” Lara protested. “She looks…” she gestured to the woman’s generally shabby appearance, trying to find a way to express what she meant that wasn’t too insulting and settling on, “like she has no money. And she’s only Level 17! If she spends all her time out here, where does it all go?”

Mabb shrugged, with an effect like a nearby tree suddenly shuddering. “I couldn’t say. I know that she’s distrustful, and that she keeps away from the Exchange. I expect she does all her Leveling with Crystals from Skills, and the occasional demon she kills. As for where her harvests go, gods only know.”

“She can kill demons, huh?” Lara commented. It wasn’t a huge surprise, really. Anyone who left the outpost alone regularly would need to be able to defend themselves somehow. “Mage?”

“I believe so. I don’t see any weapons on her but her sickle and walking stick.”

They didn’t need to wait long before their assumption was confirmed. Norn moved slowly, prodding the water before her for depth with her stick, her knee-high leather boots sloshing through the muck as she filled her bags with various plants that, to Lara, looked mostly worthless. That explains why she looks like a beggar, Lara thought. None of that is going to earn her much.

Then, quite suddenly, the woman froze. So did Lara and Mabb. “Oh-hoh!” Norn crowed smugly, low enough that Lara could only barely hear from where she and Mabb snuck along far behind her. “Trying to sneak up on me, are you? Always trying to get me. Always setting their little pets after me. But no one gets one over on Norn!”

Things happened very quickly. Mabb, probably thinking that Norn was speaking to them, was about to reveal himself—most likely to apologize—when Lara spotted something and put her hand on his arm to stop him. Then there was a thrashing surge in the water to Norn’s right, as the small pack of possessed rodents that Lara had spotted abandoned stealth and decided to go right for the Herbalist. Norn, who’d apparently been Shaping as she spoke, cackled and stretched out her hand, driving the abundant Water-aligned mana surrounding her through her Shaped constructs and freezing the water solid for a good foot around the otter-size rat-demons. Then, happily babbling about delicious little morsels coming to her and saving her the trouble, Norn sloshed over to them and laboriously decapitated each one with the same sickle she’s used for the plants she’d foraged with far more enthusiasm than she’d shown for any of the plants. That done, Norn unfroze the water and hung the bloated, pustuled carcasses from her pack to bleed.

Lara, still hiding several dozen feet away with Mabb, couldn’t deny the reality of what was going on any longer: the horrid woman was going to eat the remains of a pack of possessed swamp rats. She was pretty sure that she was going to be sick.

Not in the sense of exaggerating her disgust either. She turned to Mabb and tried to speak, only managing to say we before her stomach roiled, and she had to cover her mouth for fear of spewing on her friend right there. Swallowing hard, she tried again. “We should stop her,” she managed to say. “Can’t be hea—”

This time she had to choke off a retch, spitting the bile that reached her mouth into the water by her feet. Only her 25 Skill Levels in Stealth and the accompanying Perks gave them any hope of remaining undetected, but Norn didn’t seem to notice. “Can’t be healthy,” she finally managed, while Mabb patted her back with the same sympathy and concern that he’d shown as she puked her guts out on so many nights.

“I doubt this is the first time,” he said, and Lara was pretty sure that this was meant to somehow soothe her. Instead all his words did was to inspire her to bring up the travel rations she’d eaten during their last break.

“I think she is returning to the Giant,” Mabb said once she’d rinsed her mouth from her waterskin. “Norn is gone, but that’s the way she went. We should follow her.”

“Gods, I’m not so sure anymore,” Lara muttered. The gorge was still there, threatening to double her over at any moment. She’d thought she knew all the horrors of this accursed place, but . . .

“You should know—” Mabb said, and Lara’s stomach instantly tensed in horrid anticipation.

“Please don’t,” she groaned. “Whatever you were about to say, unless it had absolutely nothing to do with demons, please keep it to yourself.”

Mabb’s silence spoke volumes.

“Right,” Lara said. “Let’s catch up. Then you can keep an eye on her while she—” She retched again and spat. “And I’ll patrol the area,” she finished.

“That seems like a good plan,” Mabb agreed. “I doubt you could—”

With no warning, a chaos of splashes and snarls came to them through the stinking mist that separated them from Norn. The sounds were human, but only barely—bloodthirsty, almost animal sounds of feral rage. And above all, Norn screamed, high and thin, the sound carrying her terror to the two companions before being swallowed by the swamp.

They didn’t even look at each other. As one, they ran.


Chapter twenty-two
Interlude: Misery Splinter
Part 4


Lara ran toward danger. If there existed a simple objective truth about her, that was it. When someone was in trouble, Lara ran to help. It was, perhaps, the only trait of hers that she was unabashedly proud of. It was what had made Tendy fall for her a lifetime ago, when they were both young and wealthy and too important to be allowed to choose who they loved.

Once she’d heard a scream for help from an alley, and she’d run over fine flagstones to the rescue of a woman who’d become her whole world in the time it took to gather her in her arms and tell her that she was safe. Now she heard a scream of fear from the mist, and she ran through shin-deep swamp muck to the rescue of an abrasive madwoman who’d been intending to eat demonic flesh for dinner. Oh my, but life did have its turns.

With Mabb close behind, his heavy steps throwing up waves of stagnant water, Lara broke through the mist to a sight that was, in some ways, shockingly reminiscent of when she’d come to Tendy’s rescue in that alley. Two forms, sapients of some kind, were trying to pull their legs free of the frozen water trapping them. Norn was on her back, struggling to keep her head above water while at the same time fending off the man straddling her, who was . . . was he trying to bite her?!

Fuck, Lara thought. Revenants! Lara had fought plenty of revenants before—a few people died in the swamps every cycle—but never three at once. But that didn’t matter. Norn, no matter how vile she might be, was in danger, and Lara was right there. She didn’t even slow down.

Then she Inspected the three revenants to see just how deep the shit they were in was, and . . . nothing. Not just no type, no name of the poor sod whose corpse it was, and no Level. Not even the simple [Human] she might have gotten when inspecting a child. No label at all.

Come to think of it, they still looked alive. Starved and generally worn down, like they’d been living in the swamp for a week or two, but alive. Their clothes were odd, torn, absolutely filthy, and nowhere near appropriate for the wet cold of the swamp, and there were odd, bluish crystals breaking through the skin on the arms of the one straddling Norn, but they were unquestionably still alive.

No matter. Whoever they were, whatever was wrong with them, they behaved like revenants. When they looked at Lara and Mabb before they crossed the short distance, there was only hate and hunger in their eyes. This wasn’t ending peacefully.

“Stand down!” Mabb roared from behind Lara. She herself was less eloquent as she threw herself forward, putting one soaked boot on the side of the lunatic straddling Norn and pushing him off her and into the muck with a cry of Fuck off! He immediately began to struggle to his feet, only to be tangled in the net Lara cast at him—they were intended for the damn rodents but were large enough to slow down a revenant in a pinch.

Off to the side, there was a mighty splash, and the water bounced and rippled as Mabb, both hatchets drawn, placed himself between the downed woman and the immobilized assailants. When she glanced his way, Lara only saw his back, but that was enough. More than seven feet tall and with shoulders to match, his white hair having come loose from the simple bun he usually wore it in, he was a snowcapped mountain that rose from the swamp to bar any passage. Lara was suddenly very, very glad that she’d never annoyed him to the point that his patience with her ran out.

“Get up!” Lara shouted down to the Herbalist at her feet, extending a hand while at the same time drawing her sabre. Norn, soaked from head to toe, hacking and coughing and with her face spotted with algae and scum, stared up at her with wild eyes before shuffling away. “I knew it!” she croaked. “Rats couldn’t do it, so now they sent you! I knew it! I knew you were after me!”

As Lara stared incredulously after the woman, who was retreating toward the netted lunatic, Mabb’s voice boomed out. “Lara, we’ve got trouble! More trouble!”

She looked at him. Then she moved a few feet so she could look past him, taking the opportunity to kick the struggling lunatic back into the muck. She couldn’t see anything. Then she listened carefully, and beyond Norn’s incoherent babbling and the snarls of the three lunatics was the splashing of many pairs of feet.

They had more incoming.

“Get back to the outpost!” Lara snapped at the deranged Herbalist, who still sat in the water. “Run! Go!”

That got Norn back on her feet. But Lara’s hope that she might possibly do as she’d been told was quickly dashed. “You won’t get my stuff,” Norn shrieked, then took off in the direction of the Resting Giant. Not quite toward the oncoming whoever-they-weres, but almost directly away from safety.

The guy in the net was getting up again. The two in the ice were getting loose. Mabb shouted, “Lara! We should go!”

And Lara? Lara shot an agonized look after Norn. She knew she should leave the crazed woman to whatever fate awaited her. She looked in the direction of the oncoming splashes, where figures were emerging from the mist, struggling through the water but showing no sign of slowing; some were turning toward the fleeing Herbalist. Then she told Mabb, “I’m sorry, big brother. Get back to the outpost!” and did what she always did. She ran toward the one who needed her help.

She gave the guy in the net a solid boot to the stomach in passing and took off after Norn as best she could, the water and the muck below it dragging her feet down with every step. Nobody truly ran in the swamp, but Lara had developed a decent technique over the cycles. Together with her solid physical Attributes, she managed some decent speed; not quite as fast as Norn, whom Lara swore must be using Water-magic to help herself along somehow, but certainly faster than the dozen or so crazy people she could see to her left. Most of whom she saw turned to follow her and Norn rather than continuing toward Mabb.

Small blessings, she told herself, silently thanking the Wayfarer. When small blessings were all you ever got, you damn well showed some appreciation when they turned up.

And sometimes a great big lug of a blessing came along, and when that happened you cursed them for a fool and silently thanked the universe for dropping you in their path. Not far behind Lara, Mabb called out, “Wait!” He took off after her with a noise like white-water rapids. Guilt gnawed at the gratitude Lara felt at that, because she wasn’t exactly surprised. She’d told Mabb what she wanted him to do, but she hadn’t expected him to do it, no matter how respectful and considerate he was. All that went out the window when she was about to do something stupid; she knew that full well.

Lara ran toward trouble, and Mabb did his best to keep Lara from getting hurt. That was just who they were.

Up ahead, the Giant loomed out of the mist. Norn was visible as a dim figure, slipping and stumbling and still somehow staying ahead of Lara and screaming curses as she went. She’d almost reached the foot of the stone formation when another shadow surged out of the mist from her left, slamming into her with a snarl and sending them both crashing into the water. There were more right behind it, and they piled on, forming a grey, writhing mound.

“Norn!” Lara screamed as she pushed herself to move faster. “Hold on!”

“Get her!” Mabb called from behind Lara. “I’ll hold them off! Halt, you mad bastards! Stop, or I will stop you!”

Lara doubted that they’d listen. She’d called them lunatics or crazy, but what she’d seen in their eyes wasn’t madness. You had to be somewhat sane to be mad. No, what she’d seen had been the same unthinking hunger for violence as in every revenant she’d ever put down. An unbridled rage and hatred for anything that lived, which only stopped when the creature itself was destroyed.

Lara hoped that it wouldn’t come to that. She’d killed before. She’d convinced herself that it had been necessary, and she’d mostly forgiven herself. She was even prepared to do it again if she absolutely had to, no matter the cost to herself. But she really, really hoped that it wouldn’t come to that.

She listened to the feral howls of the people chasing them, and she knew in her gut that it was a vain hope. Ahead of her, the pile shifted and churned, each of the assailants seemingly fighting the others to be closest to their victim. Lara had seen the first one to attack Norn try to bite her.

Gods, how many of them are there? Lara asked herself as her legs pumped as fast as she could make them. She was almost there, and she could see four at least in that writhing pile. She’d passed at least another dozen. More in total than the number of missing people, and these weren’t revenants. But if they weren’t the missing people, who were they?

That was a question for the Lara of two minutes from now, if she existed.

Lara began to Shape. It was a Shaping she’d practiced over and over since she was just a girl. It was a quick one, mostly used to fend off surprise attackers or aggressive folk who wouldn’t take no for an answer. But it didn’t have to be quick. It was versatile. She could vary its effectiveness by how much mana she Channeled into it and the distance at which she used it. This time, Lara made it as effective as she possibly could.

Misery Splinter was a cold, wet hell, but that wet part had its uses. Swamp water was as rich in Water-aligned mana as any other, and Lara practiced her Channeling rigorously. She took every scrap of Water-aligned mana in range, unraveled it, and spun it into the purest Force-alignment that she possibly could. As she did, she let it stream continuously through her Shaping, gathering in the palm of her free, outstretched hand where it strained furiously at the bonds she’d placed on it. She held it there until she was no more than five feet from the pile. And then, when she dared wait no longer, she released it.

Very little of the force recoiled into her, but it was still enough to send her stumbling back two steps. For those unfortunate enough to be on the other end, it was a different story. The cone of pure force that blasted out from her hand hit the pile of struggling bodies like . . . Lara didn’t really have anything to compare it to. Like a fully realized Shaping from the Craft of Force. For a few short moments, she could see the mud and slime as the shallow water was blasted away from her in a dense series of ripples, and Norn and her four assailants were sent flying, spinning, and tumbling, even cartwheeling in one case. Lara hoped that one wasn’t Norn. She’d assumed that Norn would be at the bottom and aimed accordingly, but there was always the risk that her luck was back to its normal, abysmal default.

She wasn’t sure what effect her repulsion Shaping would have at that level and that distance, but she was sure it couldn’t be good. Indeed, as the water surged back and the sounds of fighting from behind her demanded her attention, she only saw two of the five bodies move.

One, thankfully, was Norn, though she looked much the worse for wear.

The other, a gangly, emaciated woman, stumbled to her feet, though she really looked like she shouldn’t be able to. Her right arm hung like a long sock full of acorns, and her ribcage on that side was nauseatingly flat. She still tried to move toward Norn.

Lara didn’t give her a warning. She let loose with the fastest version of the repulsion Shaping she could, quick enough to be just a flick of the wrist, and the mangled woman stumbled and fell. “Stay down!” Lara commanded as she stalked forward, her sabre held ready to the side. “I said stay down!” she repeated, blasting the woman to her knees again as she tried to rise. And then, as Lara offered her hand to Norn, who was finally sane enough to accept help and took it, the broken, bleeding mess still found the strength to throw herself at them.

Lara slashed her sabre left to right as she stepped out of the way, pulling Norn with her. The broken woman stumbled, blood gushing from her throat, then fell and lay still.

Lara had hoped never to kill a living person again, but it was not to be, it seemed. And back the way she had come, Mabb knelt, surrounded by still bodies and with his shoulders slumped. She didn’t know if he’d killed a sapient before—he hadn’t mentioned it in his story—but it didn’t take a genius to see that he hadn’t wanted to today.

“Are you alright?” Lara asked Norn tersely, even as she began to drag the woman toward her friend.

“They bit me! Bit me and cut me and scratched me! But they didn’t get me!”

“Great.” Lara sighed. She was unspeakably angry with the woman. She wished Norn had run for the outpost like she’d told her so they could have avoided all this. But at least they were all alive. That was more than she could say for the poor bastards who’d attacked them, but they’d had to make a choice, and, well, Lara would always pick the innocent over the guilty when she knew where the line was.

As they got closer to Mabb, the state of the bodies surrounding him became horribly clear. Lara hadn’t seen him fight. Now she was glad for it.

“Hey, big brother,” she said gently. “Are you hurt?”

Mabb was silent for a few breaths, then said, “A few scratches. The only wounds are to my conscience. What about you and Norn?”

“Didn’t touch me. Norn’s—”

“Swamp’s never going to get me!” the woman cackled.

“Right,” Lara said. “Cuts, bruises, bites, and scratches, but nothing that will kill her before we get her to Trislain. We should gather our gear and head back.”

“Give me a moment,” Mabb said. No, please. It wasn’t a request.

“Of course,” Lara said. “All the time you need.” Mabb was rarely this short with her, or anyone, and she knew to take it seriously. If he said he needed a moment, he needed a moment.

They didn’t speak as they found the raised line of dry land that was the path. Nor as they approached the Giant—not beyond simple words and phrases as they gathered their gear, and the muttered grumblings of the madwoman whose life they’d saved. They’d need to. They needed to find some way of dispelling the suffocating darkness that hung over them both. Lara had killed five people tonight—she’d only killed two in her life before, and one of those she wasn’t sure about. Mabb had slain a dozen.

Lara hadn’t received any notifications. She didn’t know if Mabb had, but she was scared to ask.

They had a day’s march ahead of them, and it was getting dark, but despite that, Lara decided to push for the outpost. She wanted to put distance between themselves and the Giant, and when she broke the silence to say as much, Mabb replied with a terse but not unfriendly Fine.

Lara and Mabb both had plenty of Endurance from their Classes, but Norn, poor social Classer that she was, didn’t. They still pushed the woman until her constant paranoid rambling stopped, and then until she stumbled and couldn’t get back to her feet. Then they camped, with no fire and with Lara and Mabb splitting the watch. Norn, paranoid as she was, might do a good job. She might also run off into the mist the moment her two rescuers were asleep.

Mabb took the first watch, which left Lara with the dubious pleasure of Norn’s company for the second one. “Don’t you need more sleep?” Lara asked hopefully when the Herbalist sat up in her bedroll.

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Norn accused. “Well, you’re not gonna get me that easy! I’ve got my Willpower Mult at Step fifteen! Attribute’s at 40!”

“Right,” Lara said. She might have pointed out that if she and Mabb suddenly wished to do Norn harm, Mabb could have snapped her neck at any time in the last three hours. That didn’t seem like it would get her anything but another rant, though, so instead she asked, “Why? What does a Herbalist need with 40 Willpower?”

“Demons!” the deranged woman hissed. “Them and the Mind-mages. They want my body! But I won’t let ’em have it. Been fighting ’em off forever.”

Yep, Lara thought as she nodded agreeably. Out of her gods-damn mind. As if a Level 17 Herbalist would be targeted for possession—or have any chance at all of fighting it off, no matter what her Willpower was.

They gave Norn six hours, of which she slept maybe one, and then they were on their way again. The woman had recovered enough that with a few short breaks and a mix of soft and hard treatment; they got her back to the outpost in one piece, if not much more. Norn had wiped down her cuts, scrapes, and bites with healing potion, while Lara did the same for Mabb, but some of the wounds, though minor, looked like they might be getting infected. And that was besides the woman’s general exhaustion, which did nothing to help her permanently foul mood.

Lara didn’t think much of it; they’d simply have Master Trislain deal with it. A visit to the Healer was standard procedure for any marginally intelligent person returning from the wetlands anyway. No surprise, Lara thought, that they had to practically drag Norn there.

“I don’t trust ’em!” she protested loudly. “Charlatans and perverts, the lot of them!”

“Why the hell would you say that?” Lara asked tiredly. She didn’t bother hiding her exasperation with the woman; Norn hadn’t interpreted a single emotion correctly so far, so why would she start now?

“I went to Mistress Korli when I was new here, and she wanted to put her hands on me! Ain’t been back since. Not going to give ’em another chance, oh no!”

Lara sighed. “That’s how it’s usually done, yeah. Skin on skin.”

“See!” Norn crowed triumphantly. “They’re all the same!”

“Yep, sure are,” Lara agreed. “Big brother, do you know who this Mistress Korli is?”

“An excellent Healer,” Mabb replied. “She left, oh . . . twenty-five cycles ago. A great loss to the Splinter, but she just couldn’t stand it in the end. She was too pure for this place.”

“Wait,” Lara said, turning back to Norn. “You haven’t visited a Healer for twenty-five cycles?”

“You deaf, girl? No!”

Lara was pretty sure that she was the same age as or older than Norn. Reaching an Effective Vitality in the 30s when you were barely past twenty years old did that to a person, and that value had only gone up with the years. The fact that the Herbalist looked ten years older than Lara was her own damn problem. But they were getting close to Master Trislain’s and would soon be rid of the odious woman, so Lara decided not to engage.

“Hear you loud and clear,” she said dismissively as they rounded a corner and Master Trislain’s door came into sight.

She’d never seen Norn before, during all her cycles in the Splinter. Once they delivered her to the Healer, she’d be happy never to see the woman again.


Chapter twenty-three
Interlude: Misery Splinter,
Part 5


“And you’re sure you don’t know what happened to her after that?” Captain Sarmon asked heavily.

“I really don’t.” Lara groaned, her voice muffled by how her face pressed firmly into her hands. She wanted to leave. She wished she’d never been called to this meeting. She wished, oh, how she wished, that the captain had never asked Mabb and her to look into the disappearances in the first place.

She didn’t mind meeting the captain as such, but she was just so tired, and without Mabb there, she had to bear the full brunt of his questioning. Around and around about Norn the Herbalist and the weird humans who’d attack them. Question after question about what Norn had said and done and what her mental state had been, and about how the ferals had looked and behaved, and if Lara was absolutely sure that she couldn’t Inspect them and that she hadn’t received any notifications after killing them. Just the same questions again and again, phrased a little differently each time. Like the captain was interrogating her and trying to get her to slip up.

At least if Mabb had been there, Sarmon would have been too embarrassed to push too hard, but he wasn’t. Big brother Mabb was sick.

Four days had passed since they fought the ferals. Three since they returned to the outpost. They’d dragged Norn to Master Trislain, and he’d done what he could for her—meaning he gave her advice on how to keep her cuts and scrapes clean and gave her a small vial of healing potion to apply twice daily until they were healed. He could have just healed her, but no—she just had to be difficult! She’d called him a pervert, accused him of trying to poison her, then took the vial and fled without even offering to pay.

Lara wasn’t usually bitter or vindictive, but all she could think as the Herbalist disappeared out the door was good riddance.

Mabb had politely asked to have his own injuries tended to, and Trislain had happily—so far as that word ever applied to the man—complied. There’d been a few cuts that remained an angry red, which seemed to bother the Healer, and Trislain must have asked Lara a hundred times if she was sure that she herself was entirely unhurt, over and over again until she wasn’t sure if it was him or her own voice in her head asking—gods, his voice was annoyingly similar to her own! It only ended when her patience ran out, and she offered to strip down right there and let him inspect her himself. He finally left off then, in a fit of red-faced spluttering.

In the end, Trislain told them not to worry. These things happened sometimes in the swamp, he said. Mabb was simply to return the next day for another treatment, and they’d get it taken care of. Then they’d reported to the captain, and he’d asked them to stay in the outpost for a few days while he and his staff considered next moves.

Now Mabb was laid up in the clinic with the worst fever Lara had ever seen on anyone. Simply based on that, she would have expected Norn to lie dead or delirious in her home, but when the Captain had asked Lara to check on the woman—which she had, despite her own wishes—the shack had been empty. There was no trace of the Herbalist, other than her kit being scattered on various surfaces as though she’d been tending to it.

Mabb was sick. Norn was gone, and besides her, two more people had been reported missing since their return. And Lara sat facing Captain Sarmon alone, wanting nothing more than to drink herself into oblivion. After checking on Mabb again, of course.

“The people I sent to retrieve the bodies have returned,” the captain finally said. He sounded almost as tired as Lara felt. Badgering people must really take it out of you. “All of them were there, just as you said. None seem to have risen as revenants, which is a small mercy in all this. The question is who in all the swamps they are. Much of what’s left of their clothing is odd, made of strange textiles and in patterns that no Tailor I’ve spoken to recognized. And no one so far has been able to identify a single one of them, which is ridiculous considering the small population of this place, even taking the . . . state of the bodies into account. We can’t discount the idea of them all being Accidentals, but if so . . . how? And wherever they came from, we have no idea what’s wrong with them.”

“Those fucking crystals, for one,” Lara groused. “Can I go now?”

“In a moment, Miss Lara. Please. There were no crystals on the bodies when we burned them, nor did Master Trislain find anything odd about them. Are you sure—”

“Yes, I’m fucking sure!” Lara snapped, kicking the captain’s desk hard enough that the wood complained and bottles and papers shifted on the surface.

She expected Sarmon to yell at her for that or at least to have some kind of angry reaction. It was a good desk, after all.

But he didn’t. Instead he said, “I’m worried about him too.”

It took Lara a moment to parse that. “Mabb?”

“Yes. I’d like to see him, but . . . I doubt he’d appreciate that.”

“Well, he ran all the way here to get away from you,” Lara said, then immediately regretted it at the pained look on the captain’s face. “Sorry. Long couple of days. I . . . I’ll tell him you wished him well, alright?”

“I’d appreciate that.”

Once the captain finally let her go, Lara went to see Mabb at Trislain’s clinic. It was late, damned late, but she needed to see him, and it was worth checking if the door was still unlocked. Besides, the latch on that door opened if you knew just where to kick it. She could just pretend that it hadn’t been locked in the first place.

Beyond wanting to see her only real friend in the world, she also had an excuse. She knew that Mabb had been bored, so she’d gone to his home and picked up the book he’d been reading—something about mushrooms. How anybody could write such a thick book about the things, she had no idea. All she knew was that some were delicious, some killed you, and some let you have a really weird time, with the overlap between the three being considerable.

When Lara arrived at the clinic, the door was indeed locked. And with the right kick at the right place, it popped right open. She went right in.

There was something strange in the air. She noticed that immediately. There was usually some residual Life-mana there, warm and comforting, and Lara’s Connection was more than high enough to feel it without trying. But that night there was something else. A sense of cold and stillness, very distantly familiar. A stray wisp of Frost-mana, perhaps? She couldn’t quite tell.

“Master Trislain?” She called out into the still and silent building, a little surprised that Trislain hadn’t responded to the bell that rang whenever the front door opened. He’d have usually bustled out by now. She opened the door that led to the short hallway where the patient rooms were and called again. “Master Trislain? It’s Lara. I’m here to see Mabb?”

Still there was no reply for a few moments, but Lara’s Perception told her that there was someone shuffling about in there. She was about to call again when Trislain spoke.

“No!” he called out, his tone as anxious as always. “Um, bad time! Closed! Come back tomorrow!”

As if. Lara had one person she wanted to see, one chance to keep herself from ending the evening at the bottom of a jug of hooch, and she wasn’t about to back off just because the only Healer in the Splinter was a bit twitchy. “It’s alright, don’t worry about me. Just keep doing what you’re doing,” she called back, stepping through the door. Hell, it might be better if she didn’t see him. It was always vaguely uncomfortable, like looking in a slightly skewed mirror and having her reflection not match her own movements. “I know where he is. I’ll just pop in for a bit, drop off a book, and I’ll be out again.”

“No, no, it’s really not a good time!” the Healer said, jerking into the hallway from Mabb’s room. He was wiping his hands on a towel. “You need to leave, Miss Silvervale!”

“Not a Silvervale anymore,” she grumbled, which made the Healer’s eyes widen a tad. “Captain wanted me to bring him a message,” Lara continued brusquely, her stomach twisting. “What’s wrong with Mabb?”

“He’s . . . I’m sponging him down! He’s not decent!”

“He has no interest in women; I have no interest in men, and we’ve seen each other naked before. He won’t mind,” Lara said, approaching the Healer. The words were entirely true, but they were as much an excuse as Trislain’s own. There was something indefinably wrong here. Something had her Danger Sense . . . not screaming, like it might for an unseen attack, but whispering. And while she’d never been interested enough in people to get her Sense Motive very high, it definitely wasn’t telling her that Trislain was speaking the truth.

And there was that cold stillness in the air again, getting stronger as she approached. “Hey, Master Trislain,” she said, “do you have a cold-box somewhere? With a leaky Engraving maybe?”

“What? No,” he said, then set his feet and straightened his back. “Lara, you need to leave! This is my establishment, and—”

Lara neatly sidestepped the Healer and looked into the room. She got one good look inside—at the runes surrounding Mabb’s bed, the candles, the awful pallor of her friend’s skin, and the little patches of milky-blue crystals erupting from it, and above all, the multitude of bloody pits that pocked it. Beside him on the sheet lay a thin knife, a pair of long-nose pliers, and a pile of those crystals, bloody and with bits of flesh clinging to them.

Then that cold stillness flared, settling in her soul like the voice of a dead loved one telling her to just let go, that the guilt and the loneliness could be over if she just let them. It would be so easy.

Her Danger Sense screamed, drowning out anything else. Lara didn’t think. Technically, she didn’t even react. Her Ability, Survival Instinct, simply took control and moved her. She threw herself forward onto the floor at the foot of Mabb’s bed as there was a crack, like a bone breaking, accompanied by a sickly green light all throughout the small room. Lara twisted, laying eyes on Trislain. His eyes were wild with panic and despair, and that same green light wreathed his left hand. The towel in his right, she saw, was stained crimson. He started to reach for her, no doubt to unleash another . . . whatever that had been.

Lara threw the book at him.

Normally, that might not have done much. Especially not considering Lara’s less than ideal position. But the damn thing must have weighed at least two pounds, and Lara had pushed her Strength to well over 25 and her Throwing to 15. Her Strong Back Enhancement didn’t help at all, but her three Throwing Perks, one of which was Throw Anything, most certainly did.

The only reason Trislain survived was that Lara deliberately aimed for his hand, not his head. As it was, the book flew in a practically straight trajectory, smacking into the Healer’s hand with a concert of wet popping sounds as every bone below his elbow shattered. He immediately folded up around his ruined arm, howling at the agony. Lara didn’t hesitate. She followed her attack with her repulsive Shaping, sending the Healer crashing into the opposite door and crumpling to the floor.

Lara just sat there for a moment, propped up with her hands behind her and breathing heavily as her conscious mind caught up with the last three or so seconds. Trislain had attacked her. She’d put him down. He looked like he was out cold. Was he alive? She didn’t know, but probably. She checked, and no notification. That should mean that he was still alive. And Mabb was . . .

“Oh, gods, Mabb!” she cried, scrabbling to her knees. Mabb lay there, stretched out on the bed, his huge frame filling it. It was a wonder the thing could hold him. He was pale, and still, and silent.

“No,” she whispered, taking his hand. It was cold, but not deathly cold. “Oh, please, goddess, please,” she begged as she moved up to hold her hand over his mouth, to look in his eyes for a reaction.

His half-lidded eyes were wet and staring at nothing, but twitched every so often. His jaw hung, his mouth forming a dark, stiff oval, but there was a slow, faint movement of air.

“Oh, big brother,” she said, carefully laying her head against his chest. His heart, so strong that she sometimes found it distracting during their quiet breakfasts, beat slowly but firmly.

“Thank you,” Lara whispered, not sure whom she was addressing. Anyone would do. Any god who was listening and wanted to take credit could have it. “Thank you. Thank you!”

Then there was a groan from the door and a clench-jawed, half-strangled howl of pain. Lara turned, ready to blast the Healer with her repulsion again, but he was on his knees, his whole arm held straight up while he held the other in his lap. “Need . . .” he forced out. “Need to finish. The crystals . . . need to remove them.”

Lara just stared at him with a mix of fury, horror, and incomprehension. “Why—why didn’t you just tell me? Why the hell did you attack me?! Was that fucking Death-magic?!”

“I—” Trislain’s eyes went wide with horrified realization as much as pain. Then he folded forward slowly and banged his head on the floor, over and over, muttering, “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Stupid! Stupid!” Once he’d finished, and with his own healing having muted the pain in his arm, he told her, in a voice that was still weary with remembered pain, “It needs to be finished. The crystals are the source of the infection. They need to come out. All of them. The others all died, but I had to try. This one might survive, brute that he is. They’re not too deep yet. But only if you finish what I started.”

“You think I’d—” Lara began incredulously, but Trislain cut her off.

“Trust me or don’t. I can’t heal him. I can’t bring the fever down with the infection rampaging. It’s out of my hands now anyway. Do it, or watch him die.”

[image: Scene change]

“You said that you had to try,” Lara said later as she sat slumped against the wall. She was too tired and relieved to even be angry. Her hands were stained with her friend’s blood, but Mabb was still breathing. Not any easier than before, but breathing.

She was exhausted. Letting Trislain heal Mabb as she worked, trusting the ritual circle on the floor to do what Trislain claimed it would—which was to keep Mabb’s mana channels from collapsing as each crystal was removed—had been nerve-wracking. She’d made him perform every Shaping slowly so that she could taste the mana he Channeled, ready to blast him into the wall if she detected even a hint of Death-alignment. But he’d done what she’d told him, directing her and closing the cuts she left behind. Now he sat across the room from her, a broken mirror image, probably more exhausted than she was.

“I had to try,” he confirmed in a long, weary exhalation. He’d used the last of his stamina on his own arm, which was by now a swollen black-and-blue mess.

“Why? You said the others all died. You tried to kill me for seeing what you were doing. What was the point of all this?”

Trislain shook his head. “Wouldn’t have killed you. Just knocked you out so I could buy some time.”

“Why?” Lara asked more firmly.

“I thought . . . for some idiotic reason, I thought you knew. I could taste your suspicion, and I thought you knew about the others. I panicked. Simple as that. But I had to finish. To try to save him.”

Lara scoffed. “For what? Pride? I doubt it’s for compassion, Death-mage.”

Trislain didn’t flinch at the accusation. Nor did he deny it. “Pride, yes. Had to save one of them, at least. But also because he’s your friend. The only one you have.”

Lara blinked. Of all the reasons he might have claimed, from the admitted pride to wanting Mabb beholden to him to some kind of infatuation with the big man, this had not even been up for consideration. “Because he’s my friend?” she echoed stupidly.

“Really, Lara, formerly Silvervale,” Trislain said, with a small, infinitely weary smile. “Don’t tell me you haven’t figured it out.”

“What?” Lara asked. Then her eyes widened with bewilderment. “Master Trislain, I—you know I have no interest in—”

Lara cut off when Trislain closed his eyes and smacked his head back into the wall in sheer exasperation. “Gods above, Lara, no! Just look at me! Listen to me!”

And she did. She really looked at the near mirror image of her across the room. She thought about how his voice was close enough to her own that sometimes Mabb had mistaken which of them was speaking if he wasn’t paying attention. And she thought about Mabb’s question when Trislain had first arrived and at the way he sometimes looked back and forth between them. She’d thought he was just having her on after that first question, but . . .

Trislain must have seen something in her. “They gave me away,” he whispered. “They named me, then foisted me off on the temple of the Lifegiver. A hidden spare. I didn’t even know until a few years ago. Came to bring me back. So I ran. To here.”

Lara just sat and stared. Her throat felt too thick to speak. Her heart was pounding in her ears, too loud for Perception to filter it out. She barely heard herself when she managed to force out a choked, “When they disowned me?”

“When they disowned you,” Trislain confirmed.

“Why?” Lara asked again. She felt so tired. Overwhelmed. She wished that Sense Motive might tell her that he was lying, but all the traitorous Skill did was to scream Truth! Truth! Truth! and Level up. “Why come find me and . . . and then not say anything?”

His answer was simple. “I didn’t come find you. I had no idea you were here. And when I saw that you were, well . . . I don’t want to be found. Everyone here knows you. You drink and you ramble. How long would it take before word go out that Lara Silvervale’s twin brother had joined her in Misery Splinter?”

The words felt like a slap.

[image: Scene change]

“Sixty-seven days, then I’m leaving,” Lara said to the captain sitting across the desk from her. “As soon as the cycle ends. I’m counting them. This outpost can collapse for all I care, and the Splinter with it.”

“That’s a little harsh,” the captain said, but it didn’t sound like he disagreed.

“This fucking place turned a Healer into a Death-mage. Just beat the hope right out of him. Does that really sound like a place that should exist?”

The captain’s silence spoke for him. When he finally spoke, it was to say, “People are still disappearing.”

“I know. And for the next sixty-seven days, I will do what I can. But I have a price.”

“Name it.”

“I want you to help me convince Mabb that he should come with me,” Lara said. “You owe him that much.”

The captain squirmed, clearly uncomfortable with the idea. Then he sighed and said, “Alright. I can—I doubt he’ll listen to me, but I can try.”

“And I want Trislain.”

The captain sat up straight at that. “What? Why?”

“My reasons are my own. I want to take him with me. Non-negotiable.”

“But . . . he’s a murderer! He’s to stand trial!”

“He’s a Healer whose patients died in his care as a result of a desperate, experimental treatment,” Lara said coldly. “It’s unfortunate, but far from the first time. Disposing of the bodies in secret is . . . yeah. Not great. But I want your promise that he comes with me when I leave, or I’ll sit on my ass and drink my money away until the Waystone opens. Figure it out.”

She was bluffing, of course. She’d try to stop the disappearances no matter what. Knowing what she did, she couldn’t just sit and let people die. As soon as Mabb had recovered his strength, they’d be heading out again.

But the captain didn’t know that, and Lara wasn’t letting Trislain hang until she figured out how the hell she felt about all this.

Before the captain could answer, there was a knock at the door. The captain’s secretary didn’t wait for a reply but entered the room immediately. “Captain,” he said, his eyebrows knotted with concern, “that Herbalist, Norn? She’s turned up. You should come.”

The captain threw an apologetic look at Lara even as he stood. “I should—” he started, but Lara was only a moment behind him.

“I’m with you,” she said simply, and the three of them headed out.

Trislain had sworn that when he last saw the Herbalist, she was still alive. He’d recognized the signs of infection in her and had gone to her shack to either bring her back to the clinic, try to treat her in place or dispose of her. As it happened, she was more wily than he’d given her credit for—when he knocked on her door and announced himself, she’d snuck out an escape hatch she’d installed in the corner behind her bed. She hadn’t been seen since.

Now she was in the square. And not only in the square, but at the Waystone, doing something that might or might not be obscene—Lara was glad for the angle sparing her the details. What Lara could see clearly was that the woman was naked and rubbing herself on the obelisk, muttering under her breath.

Lara was so glad she’d finally made up her mind to leave. This damn Splinter just kept getting worse and worse.


Chapter twenty-four


Sixty-seven days. In sixty-seven days the cycle would end, and Ana would have a window of a few days to leave the Splinter.

The wait was killing her.

It was the looks, mostly. Anywhere she went in the outpost, everyone looked at her. Nobody didn’t have an opinion or an attitude toward her. Respectful, adoring, worshipful, lustful, simply curious, or full of fear or hatred; everybody knew her, and everybody looked at her like they expected something from her. Like they expected her to do something. To manifest her wings and fly off, give an inspirational speech, or explode into sudden violence. And while most did their best to hide it, she could see their disappointment when she just kept walking. Like after all that she’d done, she was the one who owed them something.

It was insufferable.

It was also another reason for Ana to spend most of her time with Messy. When they were at home or in the back of Master Renvi’s shop, Ana was away from all those eyes. When they had to be out, such as while going to and from the baths or Ana’s classes—she refused to cancel them, no matter how uncomfortable she got—Messy ran interference, encouraging gawkers to move along. And no matter where they were or what they were doing, Messy anchored her. The care and affection that suffused Messy’s aura whenever she looked at Ana made almost anything bearable.

But Messy wasn’t with her now. Ana had asked Tellak to stay with her for an hour or two, and the Bulwark had readily agreed. This was something Ana had to do alone.

It was sixty-seven days until the end of the cycle. There was nothing truly remarkable about that, but it felt like a long time to hide away, and she’d been putting this off for too long. Over a month, when she counted backward. It had been over a month since the Battle of the White Obelisk, and in all that time, she hadn’t laid eyes on Karti. She hadn’t felt ready. She hadn’t trusted herself to. But she felt ready now.

She just didn’t want Messy there in case it turned out that she wasn’t as ready as she thought. Messy would try to stop her, and Ana didn’t think she’d want to be stopped.

She was going to speak to Karti. She had to. He’d been interrogated, of course, time and time again and by various people. By now they would’ve gotten anything out of him that he was likely to give up, and Pirta had freely offered to let Ana read every transcript and report. But Ana wanted to hear it from the man herself.

For less than three weeks, Ana had hoped that she might be able to live in relative comfort and obscurity, and Karti was the reason that had fallen apart the way it had. He was the reason she was a public figure, with no hope of any real, lasting peace for . . . gods only knew. She needed to know why. And now she was ready. She could think about him without her hands balling into fists. She trusted herself that she wouldn’t fly into a frothing rage and finish what she’d started a month ago.

If she killed the bastard, it would be because she decided to. Not because she couldn’t stop herself.

Karti was being held, along with all the other prisoners, at a stockade in the northwestern part of the outpost. They were guarded day and night by both combat Classers and mages, and the entire improvised prison was surrounded by a large, mana-suppressing ritual circle to keep the many mages among them at bay.

The stockade was divided into three sections. The first held the cultists, those of Karti’s group who’d survived the Battle of the White Obelisk and the march back to the outpost. The second, newly finished, held the traitors—those who’d supported Trilgayeri when she attempted to use Messy to murder Ana, as well as the three survivors of the attempted ambush and the Stolen they’d used to lure Ana out. The third, scaled for an elf, held Karti.

The guards at the street entrance, Sira the Peacekeeper and some Fighter Ana couldn’t remember the name of, greeted Ana very differently. The unnamed Fighter stood tall and barked an almost military “Marshal Cole!” Ana suppressed a wince and acknowledged him with a nod.

Sira didn’t move from where she stood, sheltering from the baking midday sun. She raised her hand in a lazy wave and just said, “Hey, Ana. Go right on in. Captain sent word ahead. And, ah . . . there won’t be anyone in the tower watching you, okay? You’ll have privacy. Please don’t make me regret that.”

“Appreciate it. And I’ll try not to,” Ana said, and passed through the gate into the Stockade proper.

Pirta had been reluctant to let Ana see their most high-profile prisoner, but Ana had convinced her that she had no plans to harm the man. Notably, she hadn’t promised that she wouldn’t, just that she didn’t plan to. Just as notably, the highly competent elf hadn’t asked her for such a promise.

Ana was sure that Pirta hadn’t missed her wording any more than Ana had Pirta’s omission. She wasn’t sure what it meant though. Pirta had left Ana alone with Karti after the Battle of the White Obelisk, and Ana had wondered over that too.

She saw two possibilities. Either Pirta trusted Ana enough to put a valuable prisoner’s life in her hands, or she was hoping that Ana would kill Karti when there was no one to intervene. Ana hoped that it was the former, but considering how heavily the revelation that Karti and the Lord of Order were behind all their troubles weighed on the captain, she wouldn’t be surprised if it was the latter. The two elves were old acquaintances. Perhaps even friends. Pirta’s feelings, as Ana understood them, were complex, to say the least.

As Ana reached the edge of the circle, she paid her dues, as it had come to be called. It had become custom for any mage passing nearby, who wasn’t part of the guard rotation, to detour inside and push as much mana as they could into the circle. It was a small token of appreciation, quickly and easily given, which took a little of the load off the mages standing guard. Ana felt that she’d done enough, really, but she also saw no reason not to help out when she was right there.

Besides, it wasn’t like she’d be able to use any mana inside the circle. As she stepped over the line of runes carved into the stone plate under her feet, a wave of fatigue and nausea washed over her as her body was drained of all mana except the tiny trickle necessary to keep her alive. It wasn’t completely intolerable, and she quickly adapted, but she doubted that she’d ever get used to it. The closest thing she could compare it to was when she’d been infected with the void plague. The crystals invading her body had parasitized her mana channels to propagate themselves, but even that had only been a small drain, not the total depletion she felt inside a suppression circle.

If she were capable of pity, she might have pitied the prisoners. As it was, the sensation just made her determined not to ever let herself be imprisoned like this.

The experience got worse the higher your Connection was. If you couldn’t consciously feel the mana in and around you, there was no real sense of loss. Thus, the guards inside the circle were all non-mages, who felt the ritual as little more than an odd tingle in the air. They led her to Karti’s small section, opened the two gates, and let her inside, closing and barring both gates behind her. It seemed excessive to Ana—Karti hadn’t shown any sign of having physical Attributes much higher than any other noncombat Classer—but she wasn’t going to tell the captains their business. She’d made it very clear that it was not, under any circumstances, her circus, and they could keep their monkeys however they saw fit.

The open-top cell was simple. A bare patch of stone—no more than ten feet on a side, barely enough to pace—and a lean-to that kept the sun and rain off, but not much else. Inside the lean-to was a cot, long enough for an elf to stretch out. In the corner of the yard was a latrine bucket. On the cot sat Karti, watching her silently.

Ana approached him with the same wordless solemnity, stopping just outside the lean-to. Not quite in striking distance, but that didn’t mean much. What Ana lacked in reach, she made up in speed.

Goddess, but he was tall. She hadn’t really noticed when last she was close to him—she’d been mostly flying or straddling his chest at the time—but he must have had six inches on Pirta. Even sitting down, he was two feet taller than Ana. Not that it stopped him from looking delightfully small as he subtly shied back from her.

He’d healed admirably from the beating she’d given him. His face wasn’t concave anymore, for one. The wonders of magic, Ana mused wryly, her face twisting into a sneer before she forced it back to neutrality.

If Karti noticed, he didn’t show it.

“You shattered my life.” When Ana broke the silence, her voice was calm and controlled, almost conversational. Despite that, Karti flinched almost imperceptibly. Almost.

“One of your followers reached into my world, grabbed Nicola, the kid I was protecting, and dragged him through to here. And because you can’t even vet your fucking minions properly, I came along. Imagine his surprise! Though he really wasn’t interested in me. I’ve wondered about that, you know? He told the Cultists with him to do whatever they wanted with me. They liked that.”

And if she hadn’t had her gun, she doubted she’d’ve been able to stop them. Not without her Class. Not with their Levels.

She had to pause as bile rose in her throat. But she saw the suppressed pain on Karti’s face, the sign of some vestigial remains of his conscience, and she forced herself to continue rather than take a moment to steady herself.

“Nicola died. He wasn’t a bad kid. Nineteen years old. He . . . maybe he could have lived. I don’t know. I didn’t know anything about magic or healing potions or anything. I just saw a traumatic brain injury. I couldn’t care for him. I couldn’t take him with me. So—”

“No,” Karti whispered, almost pleading as his eyes filled with horror.

Ana plowed on without pause and without mercy, putting a shudder into her voice, as though she was forcing herself to speak about a trauma much deeper than it was. “I drove a dagger into his heart,” she said. “Out of mercy.” She spat the word, and Karti’s eyes fell.

“I held the dagger, but Nicola’s dead because of you. Him, and . . . I don’t even know how many other people from my world. A thousand? Two? Three? It’s hard to keep count when you’re slaughtering them. And then, of course, there are the dozens of locals that your changelings and controlled demons killed. Can’t forget about them.”

She paused as Karti shrunk in on himself. Again, just a little. Almost imperceptibly. Almost. He couldn’t look at her, but he was listening.

Ana had never thought of herself as cruel. She had actively avoided letting herself indulge in that particular vice; it was too tempting and too satisfying. Too easy to make a habit of. But standing there, with the author of her misery broken before her—or at least his mortal agent—she couldn’t stop herself. Ana had driven a blade of guilt into Karti’s gut, and she twisted it without mercy.

“I have an Achievement now, thanks to you!” she said, almost cheerfully. “Death Dealer! It tells me that I’ve killed over a hundred sapient beings. Now, a few of those—six, I think—they were absolute shitbags who deserved it.” She stopped, making a show of thinking about her words, then corrected herself. “No, you know what? Trig probably wouldn’t have made me kill her if not for you and your fucking Lord of Order. She’s on you too. Anyway, the rest of those hundred plus people were entirely innocent. You made me personally kill over a hundred innocent people! So fuck you very much for that!”

“Is this necessary?” Karti whispered. He still couldn’t look at Ana.

“What? Me, talking to you? Yes. Reminding you of your crimes and their monstrous consequences? Also yes! I need it, and you don’t get a say in the matter. You gave up your rights to anything except a trial when you decided to kidnap people to kill a Splinter, and you have Pirta to thank for even that.”

Karti didn’t respond, and as gratifying as his misery was, there was something deeply unsatisfying about ranting at someone who just sat there and took it. Karti had been a cult leader—or something like it at least. He’d done the bidding of a malevolent shitstain of a god, causing death and suffering on the scale of a small war. And he didn’t even try to defend himself. Where was his conviction? Where was the fanaticism? Where was the desperate certainty she’d seen a month ago that what he’d done was right? Why was all she got from him now guilt?

It had taken Ana a month to prepare herself so she wouldn’t do something irreversible the moment he defended his actions. How, then, dared he be remorseful, of all things?

“Look at me,” Ana said, failing to control her frustration. When he didn’t react, she repeated herself, putting all the Command and Charm and Intimidate that she could behind her words. And still, nothing. “I’m talking to you! I want to have a gods-damn conversation! That’s the least you can do after what you’ve done to me. Look at me!”

Karti let out a bone-weary sigh and finally looked up. When he met her eyes, he didn’t freeze. They were a pale grey, not the steel of her own but almost silver—Ana hadn’t noticed that before. She hadn’t paid attention to his features at all, really, before or while she was demolishing them. Kind, she thought, and hated herself for it. His eyes look kind.

“What,” he asked, with the gravity of a man who’d surrendered all hope, “do you want to converse about?”

“Why?” Ana hissed from between clenched teeth, and Karti flinched. The word was laced with so much pain and venom that Ana surprised even herself. Every moment of loss and every disappointed hope of the last three months condensed into that one syllable, and when it tore itself out of her, it took her finely honed control with it. Her lips peeled back into a pained teeth-baring snarl, and her eyes burned. Her hands twitched as though they couldn’t decide whether to clench into fists or come up to cover her face. She wanted to cry. She wanted to run. She wanted to kill Karti, right then and there, but she also desperately wanted to hear his answer. She needed something resembling a rational reason for why her life had shattered.

“The Lord of Order commanded it,” Karti replied. There was no superiority in it. No condescension, no righteousness, no zealous fervor. He was merely explaining. If anything, Karti both looked and sounded pained.

“Why you?” Ana asked, and just as she hadn’t been able to hide her frustration or her pain, she couldn’t hide her bafflement. “Why would you obey? You’re suffering! You’re wracked with guilt! Why?!”

“When the Lord sends one of his Ascenders to relay a message, and when all of one’s prayers receive the same answer, one obeys,” Karti answered, in the same tone as before.

“Despite knowing what a monster it would make you?”

“Despite that,” Karti confirmed miserably.

Ana hadn’t ever truly had her mind blown before. She’d spent so much energy on avoiding becoming a monster—or worse, being seen as one—that what Karti said just didn’t compute. People did monstrous things all the time; that was just human—or sapient—nature. They did them out of anger, out of cruelty, or out of a belief that they were doing the right thing. But for Karti to sit here, full of guilt and grief, and tell her that he’d willingly set in motion the deaths of thousands, with a goal of killing uncountable others, in spite of his fully developed conscience clearly telling him not to . . .

“God, I can’t tell if this is envy or disgust I’m feeling,” Ana said hoarsely.

Karti’s eyes dropped to somewhere between the two of them. “You should know that I don’t regret any of the things I’ve done, other than my failure,” he said. “But I regret their necessity, and the suffering they caused. If I could have accomplished my goals without harming a soul, no matter the cost to myself, I would have done so.”

“Necessity.” Ana dragged the word out. “There’s the core issue. Why, exactly, is it necessary to murder everyone in the Splinters? And don’t just tell me that they’re destabilizing the Primes or whatever. I already got that from Saareng. Remember her? Lovely people you surrounded yourself with. You know she didn’t express even a shred of guilt over all the people who died when she and that other guy attacked our camp?”

Karti kept staring at the ground.

“Guess not. Anyway, the Wayfarer tells me that the Lord of Order is a lying, spiteful sack of crap. But let’s say for a moment that I . . . maybe not believe you, but that I’m open to being convinced. I’m no idealist. I prioritize my long-term happiness and survival above all else. So. You consider me your enemy. Your god considers me enough of a threat, even now, to send his zealots to attack my friends—to kill innocent people just to hurt me.”

Karti flinched visibly at that, and Ana felt the savage urge to twist the knife again. But she might have an opportunity here to actually learn something, and in the back of her mind, she felt the Wayfarer’s presence. Not her voice—more like a sense of sharp interest.

So, instead of reminding Karti of the suffering he’d caused, and which clearly weighed on his conscience, she said, “If you want to eliminate a threat without murdering any more innocents, here’s your chance. I’m listening. Convince me.”


Chapter twenty-five


“I should begin by saying that I am not convinced of your honesty in being willing to change your mind on the necessity of ending the Splinters,” Karti said slowly. “ Sense Motive may not find you dishonest, but I can detect a stubbornness about you. But even if the chance is one in infinity, I suppose I must try. As you say, eliminating you as a threat without any other innocents suffering . . . Lord, I cannot tell you what a relief that would be.”

“I’m sure,” Ana said dryly. “Go on.”

“I know that you are not from this world. You have been here less than ninety days, yes? Just under twelve weeks, I should think. So I am sure that there are many things you have not yet learned, and which you would need to know to understand fully. I will do what I can to bridge these gaps in your knowledge.”

“Appreciate it,” Ana said, wondering idly what she’d gotten herself into. She’d been expecting a sermon; this was shaping up more like a college lecture. Not that she’d ever attended one, but she’d seen them on Netflix, and they seemed terribly boring. On the bright side, she could just walk away or, if the material was particularly offensive, she could just kick Karti in the face.

“To begin, each world rests in the Firmament. It is said that there are as many worlds as there are stars in the night sky, though there is some debate whether each star we actually see is a world. The sky being different in each Splinter has certainly not helped, with some arguing that it is due to each Splinter being a star and thus having its own perspective, while others claim that the stars are different because each Splinter sees its own completely unique family of stars. But I digress. Each world rests in the Firmament, the Firmament being the plane of material being. But each world also exists simultaneously in the Aether, from whence all mana springs, and in the Empyrean, the origin of souls. All three are necessary for mortal life. Remove the soul, and the body ceases to live; remove the mana, and the soul burns itself to nothing in maintaining its connection to the body. Without the flesh, there is nothing to join mana and soul, and the soul forgets itself. You see?”

“Sure,” Ana said. “I’ve heard something about stripping all the mana from someone killing them. Doesn’t seem to gel with your changeling zombies, though; they don’t have any mana, do they? The crystals take it all.”

“The crystals keep the soul in the body, like a nail holding cloth to wood; that’s beside the point. Do you understand what I’ve told you about the planes?”

Is he telling it right? Ana asked the goddess in her head.

The Wayfarer sent the mental equivalent of a shrug, along with something non-verbal that felt like Pretty much.

“Sure, with you so far,” Ana confirmed.

“Then, from what I’ve told you, does it seem reasonable that the planes need to be in balance? That if every point in the Firmament connects to a corresponding point in the Aether and one in the Empyrean, then they must all be in harmony?”

“Sounds reasonable, yeah.”

“The Splinters destroy that harmony. With the creation of each Splinter, the Firmament expands unnaturally, which forces the Aether and the Empyrean to . . . stretch would be the simplest explanation. And nothing can stretch forever.”

That’s not how it works! The goddess’ tone in Ana’s head was both incredulous and indignant, as though the elf had tried to explain that the leaves change color in autumn because pixies paint them at night. How can he possibly believe that I would be so sloppy?!

Want me to slap him for you? Ana thought sardonically.

Yes!

You think I will? Slap someone for being wrong about something?

No, the goddess said. Her tone was petulant enough to make Ana pull a small smile despite herself. But in lieu of that, let’s set him straight.

“May I ask what is so amusing?” Karti said.

“The Wayfarer’s offended by how wrong you are,” Ana said, letting her amusement show. It was good to let herself feel it; it diluted the anger and frustration that had dominated up to that point.

“She speaks to you?” For the briefest moment Karti came fully alive, and there was hunger and envy in his voice. Then it faded, and his tired, beaten mien returned. “I suppose I should not be surprised. You are her Chosen, after all. And I am a failure.”

“A failure who’s wrong about how the creation of a Splinter works, apparently,” Ana said. “The Wayfarer would like you to know that . . .” She waited for the goddess to dictate, then repeated her words to Karti. “‘That windbag knows damn well that Splinters are made from coalescing leftovers of Creation. They fill in the damn spaces and don’t stretch anything at all.’” Ana paused to laugh, once and sharply. “I cleaned it up a bit. She’s really damn upset about her work being misunderstood. Or willfully misrepresented, I suppose. She’d also like me to tell you that the Lord of Order barely understands why the sun rises in the morning and doesn’t give a damn to learn so long as it does. You may as well ask a fish about how the tides work as ask him about planar ontology. Again, those are mostly her words.”

Karti, to Ana’s surprise, didn’t give off any sign of being indignant or offended in any way. He just shook his head ruefully. “That is no surprise from the Wayfarer. Do you know that we also call her the Lady of Pride? The Lone Wanderer? Self-confidence and arrogance are two of her defining traits. Of course she would never accept her great work being criticized.”

Slap him, Chosen! the goddess demanded. I hate those names.

You’re making a strong case for Lady of Pride, Ana shot back. To Karti, she said, “Back where I’m from, we call that an ad hominem argument. Ad deum in this case maybe? It’s a fancy way of saying that if you can’t attack the argument, you attack the person. It doesn’t matter if she’s too proud to admit when she’s wrong if you can’t show that she is. Do you have anything better than she would say that?”

Karti sighed and shook his head. “I have no firsthand knowledge, nor am I a philosopher. All I can tell you is that I have this from one of my Lord’s Ascenders, who had it from him directly. And the Lord of Order, by his very nature, does not lie.”

“But could your god be wrong?”

“He would not sacrifice the innocent unless he knew that it was necessary,” Karti said with absolute certainty. His defeat and his time as a prisoner clearly hadn’t blunted his faith.

“But could he be wrong?” Ana repeated.

“I don’t—” Karti started, but Ana pressed on, softening her tone. Karti had sounded less certain. It was easy to believe that someone called the Lord of Order would not lie; Ana might be able to accept the claim herself. But with how conflicted Karti was over his own actions, she was sure that he didn’t want the god he worshiped, the one he believed in so wholeheartedly that he’d do anything in his service, to be malevolent. She was very deliberately trying to give him an out.

“Could he have been deceived?” she asked, keeping her tone gentle and sympathetic. “Captain Pirta certainly seems to think so. Could some other god, or even some mortal, have fed him misinformation enough to convince him? Could he be commanding you and his other faithful to do these horrible things because he’s been misled?”

She didn’t say “Could he be as wracked with guilt as you?” but by the faint hope that kindled in Karti’s eyes, the implied question came across loud and clear.

“I . . . perhaps.” Karti finally said, and Ana smiled.

There wasn’t much conversation after that. There was no point. Karti didn’t have anything left to give that Ana was interested in; she’d gone to speak to the man with only the nebulous need to know what motivated him. She’d gotten what she wanted—though it did little to satisfy her—and more.

Karti had hated what he did, but he’d believed fully in the cause. He was guilt-ridden over the methods he’d used, but he would have done it again if given the chance. His faith, his willingness to sacrifice his own soul for the sake of the world, had been rock solid.

Now there was a hairline fracture in that rock. One that time and effort might widen until the whole thing fell apart, if someone were so inclined. But it wouldn’t be Ana. She’d applied the initial shock, and seeing that fracture appear had been satisfying, but she didn’t care about the final result.

No matter how good it felt, putting a crack in Karti’s belief in his god’s infallibility wasn’t the point. Hell, Ana didn’t truly care if the Wayfarer or the Sentinel was right, or both, or neither; she’d adapt if she had to. She’d rather not see the Splinters destroyed; she liked the idea of an infinite world, where there was always somewhere to move on to if needed, but demonstrating some sort of loyalty to the Wayfarer wasn’t the point either. The point was, if it was at all possible, to ever so subtly shift the Sentinel’s balance.

Ana didn’t know much about gods; she’d only learned that they were real less than three months earlier. But she did know that they could pay attention to a whole lot of things at once, that they could see and hear anything that happened around their faithful, and that the Sentinel had a special interest in her. There was a good chance that the god himself was listening; it was him she wanted to convince. She doubted it would be that easy, but perhaps, if she were lucky, her words and Karti’s uncertainty might inject some doubt in the Sentinel’s conviction. And if that could make the god ever so slightly less decisive, if it could give him the slightest pause before taking action, that was an edge that the Wayfarer, and by extension Ana, might be able to use.

It had been a profitable meeting Skills-wise, too, as her notifications told her.

Congratulations! Your Skill Sense Motive has improved to Level 9! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Medium).
Congratulations! Your Skill Negotiation has improved to Level 7! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Medium).


They were the first Skill increases she’d received in almost two weeks, and she felt a little thrill go through her at Sense Motive being so close to Level 10 and another Perk. She’d come to rely heavily on Kinesics—many people weren’t aware enough of their subtle body language to try to disguise it—and she wondered what the next Perk would do for her.

The Level in Negotiation mystified her a bit. If anything, she would have expected Charm. But the System worked in mysterious ways, and if it decided that they’d been negotiating with Ana gaining information in exchange for Karti getting a chance to convince her, there was nothing she could do about it.

There was one thing of interest that Karti had wanted to say before Ana left. She’d let him speak, not expecting to ever see him again, and what he said had her thinking as she left the stockade.

“No matter the cause,” the elf had said, “the fabric of reality is tearing. Soul-stuff is escaping the Empyrean faster than new life can be created. With no hosts to receive it, it’s forming into spirits of hunger and envy, demons that are slipping into the Firmament and possessing the living and the dead alike at a rate never seen before. Mana is leaking from the Aether, causing Delves to grow larger and more numerous across the Splinters, and feeding the demons that have taken root there until they are powerful enough to invade the Primes. A calamity is near, Chosen; one day soon, the Empyrean and the Aether both may rip asunder entirely. And when that happens, not even the gods will be able to help us.”

No wonder what might once have been a good man was so willing to drown himself in innocent blood.

[image: Scene change]

In the twelve days since the attack on Messy, and Ana’s panicked return to the outpost, neither of them had said another word about Messy dismissing Ana as her protector. It had seemed too risky. Removing the protections Messy enjoyed as Ana’s Object of Devotion so soon after an attempt on her life, even if they were rarely separated, hadn’t seemed worth possibly ending whatever effect Ana’s Devotion Ability had on Ana’s mind.

Ana also suspected that Kaira, Tor, and Omda effectively kicking her out of the Party had something to do with it. Messy hadn’t said as much, but Ana couldn’t see her wanting to chase one rejection with another.

“But it’s been twelve days now,” Messy said gently, as though she was trying to coax a child or a skittish animal. “And no one’s tried anything. And you’re always with me.”

“I know,” Ana said. The words were coarse and bitter in her mouth. Her throat felt dry and tight, and it was hard to speak at all. She pressed her back more firmly into Messy, desperate for her warmth and softness to take the dread away. But for once, it didn’t help.

“I need to know,” Messy whispered apologetically. They were in bed, the candle already snuffed. Messy held Ana close, the way they often slept; one arm circled Ana from behind, while the other lay under Ana’s head, extended along Ana’s own arm so their fingers could lace together. “I’m so sorry, Angel, but I need to know. And you promised.”

“I know,” Ana repeated mechanically. She was furious with herself. What was she so damn scared of? Nothing would happen. Neither of them was going anywhere. Messy might be marginally less safe with Ana unable to take a hit for her, but that was true when Ana was more than eighteen feet away, which happened daily; Ana stayed nearby, but they weren’t literally joined at the hip. And Ana would still be right there, no further away than she had been these twelve days.

There was nothing to worry about. All she was doing was to make Messy feel guilty. So why did it feel like the world was ending?

“You need to do it,” Ana croaked, fighting herself with every word. She felt close to tears. “You need to just do it. Don’t wait for me to tell you that it’s alright. I don’t know if I can. Just do it.”

“Angel,” Messy said, sounding truly worried. “If it’s that hard on you—”

“Do it!” Ana snapped, burrowing in as close as she possibly could. “Please, just do it! Don’t drag it out!”

“Okay,” Messy whispered, her voice quavering. “Okay. But I’ll still be right here. I’m not going anywhere. Tomorrow will be a day like any other. We’ll have breakfast, and then you’ll hold your class, and then we’ll go to work. And in the evening we’ll have dinner, and go to the baths, and then we’ll come home. A completely ordinary day. I promise. Okay?”

“Okay,” Ana sniffled, hating that she couldn’t stop the tears. Goddess, she thought, if this is what attachment does to people, I’m glad to have missed it for so long. She couldn’t remember being so miserable since . . .

Since a teacher had caught her and Vanessa kissing, and her preacher foster-father came to take her from the principal’s office and made it very clear that she would never see that jezebel again. She never had.

“Okay,” Messy said. “Ana, my sweet, avenging angel, I release you from your bond. I dismiss you as my guardian. But neither of us is going anywhere. I promise.”

Then the notification came.

Mestendi has dismissed your devotion. But even a broken bond may be mended.
Mestendi, Jeweler (15), has left your Party.


And there, with Messy’s arms wrapped tight around her, with Messy’s body pressed close to her back, and with Messy’s soothing voice whispering how much she loved her, how much she appreciated this, and how strong Ana was for going along with it. Ana curled in on herself and bawled like a child until sleep took her.
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It was incredible what a good cry and a full night’s sleep—roughly five hours, twice as much as Ana actually needed—could do.

It wasn’t like everything was fine or back to how it had been before Ana offered to devote herself. It wasn’t. Ana felt a deep ache inside herself in the place where Messy had been the past two months. A piece of her was missing. Besides that, it was disorienting to only know that Messy was right there behind her because she could feel the warmth and pressure of her body, and not because her direction was as clear as the position of one of Ana’s own limbs. And it was scary to know that Messy was perfectly fine only because Ana could feel how relaxed her girlfriend was against her, her breathing calm and even, and not because her innate sense of Messy’s general condition told her that she was calm, healthy, and unharmed.

No, it wasn’t like everything was fine. Ana wished that the bond hadn’t been broken. But the deep, despairing heartache of the previous night had passed, and as far as she could tell, she didn’t feel any differently about Messy than she had the night before. Maybe that would change with time, but for the moment she still took comfort from Messy’s presence in a way that she never had with anyone else.

As she so often did, Ana just lay there, soaking in the warmth of Messy’s body and dozing in and out of sleep until she felt Messy shift subtly, her embrace growing tighter as her breathing changed and she finally whispered, “See? I’m still here. How are you holding up, Angel?”

“It hurts,” Ana replied, “but less than last night. You’re gone, even though you’re right here.”

Messy’s arms tightened around her again, pulling her closer. “I’m so sorry for putting you through this, love. I wish I weren’t so weak and insecure. But you’re strong. You’ll be okay. A week, alright? We’ll give it a week and then, if . . .” Messy swallowed thickly. “Then we can go back to how it was.”

“I’m scared,” Ana confessed. She felt raw and vulnerable in a way that made her want to clam up and hide, but she’d promised Messy to be honest. Hiding this felt as bad as lying. “What if it was all the Ability, ever since we entered that Delve? What if you become less important to me without it? I don’t—I can’t stand the idea of that.”

“If that happens . . .” Messy said, her voice shuddering so badly that she had to stop every few words to collect herself, “if things change so much that you don’t want to—to continue this . . . then I will still be here. I’ll be as much or—or as little to you as you want me to be. A lover. A friend. Someone you Delve with sometimes. Or—”

Messy’s voice broke into a sob so guttural and heart wrenching that Ana reacted almost on reflex, wordlessly twisting around in her arms to return the embrace.

“Or just someone you knew once, who still loves you so damn much,” Messy finished in a torrent of words before the tears took her voice completely.

“Never,” Ana sniffled, pulling Messy so close that the elfin woman let out a startled breath. A small lump of shame accompanied the relief she felt at how much Messy’s pain hurt her. “Never that. Never just that.”

It was a full hour until sunrise. They could have risen, or they could have slept. They did neither. They just stayed like that, comforting each other and making promises that they didn’t know if they could keep, until the cock crowed.


Chapter twenty-six


“I’d forgotten how much sparring can hurt,” Messy grumbled as she and Ana left the guardhouse’s practice yard. She rubbed her arm exaggeratedly. “Have you been keeping close enough to take my boo-boos all this time?”

“Not intentionally, but maybe?” Ana said. She wasn’t sure herself. She might have; it was even likely. Keeping close to Messy had been something she did as a matter of course for months now. But that would mean that Messy wouldn’t have been getting as much out of the classes as she should have; if she didn’t know when something was supposed to hurt, she might have been learning bad habits.

Despite the annoyance in Messy’s tone being almost theatrical, worry crept in, and Ana looked Messy over critically, trying to see any sign of injury. “Are you hurt?” she asked. “Do we need to go see Touanne?”

“No, Angel, I’m fine,” Messy said, dropping her act. “It did hurt more than I’m used to, but I’m not injured.”

“Okay,” Ana said, fighting down the urge to ask if she was sure, if maybe they should go see Touanne just in case. It was awful, not just knowing that Messy was indeed alright. And it wasn’t that she didn’t trust Messy to be honest with her, it was just . . . Messy was kind and thoughtful, and she wouldn’t want Ana to worry. Ana could see her telling a little white lie and thinking nothing of it, saying that she was fine when she had a little twinge in her shoulder or knee. And then that twinge turned out to be a damaged ligament, and it got worse and worse until . . .

Until it actually started hurting properly, and Messy asked Touanne to fix it. Which she would. It would be a five-minute thing. Not even a problem. Ana had to remember that, and not invent reasons to worry.

There was a bright side to her anxiety about Messy’s wellbeing. It told her that whatever she felt for Messy wasn’t entirely artificial; or at least, it wasn’t caused entirely by her Class. The fact that she couldn’t escape the warmth of Messy’s feelings for her whenever they were close was another matter entirely.

They returned home, toweled down at the washbasin, and changed into regular clothes, hanging their sweaty and dusty training clothes to air outside. And then the day passed. It was a completely normal day, passing the way it had ever since Ana recovered from her wounds a dozen days earlier. They went to Master Renvi’s shop—just Renvi to Ana. He only suffered Messy calling him Master since she insisted. They had venison stew for lunch. Ana practiced her Shaping in the Jeweler’s back room all through the afternoon; her protective Shaping—which Tellak insisted she should call Ironskin—almost covered her entirely now, and she could make herself a fair bit lighter, though she still hadn’t figured out how to do the opposite.

They had dinner at Petra’s, like they did most nights. Kaira and the guys were there, but Ray was out with Jisha, Deni, Lesirell, and Perrion. Those five had decided to form a Party, at least temporarily; this was their second outing together, the first having gone well, and Ana thought it would do them good. Ray was enjoying teaching her skills to the younger members, Jisha’s Inter-guild had been improving day by day, and the other three were getting plenty of practical experience working in a larger Party.

That last part was going to be especially relevant to Ana. Three promises had come together to shape her plans for the next two weeks: Ana herself had promised Lesirell and Perrion a favor, anything they wanted, as thanks for saving Messy and for helping her run down the perpetrators; Messy had promised Ana to get back out there, to get back to Delving, both because she herself enjoyed it and because she didn’t want Ana to feel that Messy was holding her back; and Ana had promised Messy that they would not be connected by either Devotion or by being in a Party together for no less than a week, to make sure that Ana actually wanted to be with Messy and wasn’t being compelled in some way by the System.

Over dinner two days earlier, Lesirell and Perrion had called in their favor. They’d had a taste of what Ana could do, and they’d heard what she’d done for Jisha; now they wanted to reap the same benefits. They wanted to Delve with her. They were happy to do it on her terms and on her schedule, but they wanted to go out and tackle a Delve that would spell certain doom for them on their own.

Ana had laid out her terms, which had been simple. She was going to be responsible for everyone’s safety, so she’d be in charge. If she said they were done, they were done. If Lesirell and Perrion honestly weren’t satisfied, they’d go out again. She also wanted full discretion over whom to include. Specifically, she wanted Deni, whom the two had already planned on having along; Jisha, who was, for all intents and purposes, Ana’s protege; Rayni, whose skills at woodcraft would make everything so much smoother; and Messy, for reasons obvious to everyone.

Really, the second demand had been a formality, just to make sure that they were all on the same page. Nobody had objected or declined, and they’d decided on a date ten days from that evening. Wrists had been clasped, ale had been drunk, and the younger members of the meeting had decided they may as well all get to know each other properly. The next morning Rayni had led her four Party-mates into the forest with a plan to be back within the week so they could rest up properly before their next outing.

There were eight days left now, and Ana was looking forward to it eagerly. Not only because she enjoyed Delving, and expected that it would be both fun and rewarding, but because Messy had promised, on her love for Ana, that she was coming along. So many of Ana’s hopes and plans for the future rested on Messy having the confidence to pick up her blade again; if things went well with the kids, those hopes and plans actually had a chance of coming to fruition.

“How’re you doing?” Messy asked much later, after they’d bathed and walked around, watching the stars, and finally returned home. “Feeling better than this morning?”

“Yeah,” Ana admitted. “Better. Not good.”

“Still scared?”

Ana nodded. “I didn’t start caring about you the moment we were in a Party together, right? It came on slowly. And I know we weren’t in a Party the whole time from that point. There was . . . what, three weeks between when we disbanded and when I offered you my devotion?”

“I love how that sounds,” Messy said, blushing. “I can’t believe I ever laughed at it. But, yeah. Almost three weeks.”

“Right. So, there was something there, something that was real and stayed even without Devotion, but ever since the bond . . .”

A wall broke. A dam, slowly worn away until it sprung the tiniest leak, and then that leak ate a hole that caused the whole thing to collapse and the words just tumbled out of Ana. “It changed things,” she blurted. “It must have! You’ve been on my mind so much more since then. Before, I knew that I liked having you around, but the past two months I’ve thought about you all the time and . . . I care about you so much that it scares me. But I like it. I like caring about you. I don’t want to go back to how it was before. But now that the bond is gone, and I keep expecting my—I don’t want it to go with it. I don’t want to stop feeling it. I—”

“Your what, Angel?” Messy asked as Ana’s voice broke. Her voice trembled as she took Ana’s jaw in her hand, the pad of her thumb running softly across her cheek. Ana didn’t want to turn her head. She didn’t want to finish that sentence because if she did, it would become real. The words would be out there, and she would have to revisit something she’d held as a fundamental truth about herself. What if she was wrong? What if it was the lingering effects of Devotion, and of the gentle heat of Messy’s aura, making her feel things that weren’t her own?

If she finished that sentence, and if she realized later that it wasn’t true, it might destroy her. But she’d promised Messy to always be honest, and of all the people she’d known, Messy was the one person she couldn’t disappoint.

Messy put gentle pressure on her jaw and turned Ana’s head so they were face-to-face, and Ana, for all her Strength, was powerless to resist. Messy hadn’t bothered to reapply the thick lines of black that usually framed her eyes, but those eyes were so bright and hot that Ana wouldn’t have noticed anyway. She was hypnotized, unable to look away from the infinite depth of Messy’s dilated pupils or the molten glow of the amber that ringed them. From the vulnerability and the hope that she saw there, and the glitter of gathering tears in the candlelight.

“Your what, Angel?” When Messy repeated herself, it was almost like she couldn’t get enough breath out than just enough for a whisper. “You don’t want what to go away with the bond? You don’t want to stop feeling what? Please. Ana. Sweetheart. Angel. I need to hear it.”

“My love,” Ana whispered, the word coming easily in the face of a hope that Ana couldn’t bear to shatter. “I don’t have anything to compare to, but . . . I think I love you, Messy. I think I’m able to love you. And I don’t want that to go away. I can’t—”

The kiss that stole her words and broke her train of thought wasn’t one of the desperate, bruising kisses that she’d come to expect when Messy’s emotions ran high. It was sudden, yes, but it was a soft, trembling thing, lips to lips, breath to breath, careful as though Messy wasn’t sure she was really there, as though she were kissing a reflection on water and didn’t dare disturb it.

She tasted salt as tears ran from Messy’s lips to her own, and then Messy drew back, her fingertips light on Ana’s cheeks and the joy in her eyes bright enough to stop Ana thinking again. It was the joy of a woman who had nothing to want or fear; who’d found the one thing she lacked and finally felt complete. It was a joy that Ana thought—to the degree that she could think in that moment—she would sooner die than see fade.

“You can’t imagine how happy those words make me.” Messy’s voice shuddered, and it was hard to tell if she had more trouble speaking because of the tears or because of how widely she was smiling. All Ana could think was that no one could possibly ever have been more beautiful while crying.

“But what if—” Ana started. What if she was about to lose this amazing thing that she’d only now allowed herself to put a name to? What if she was about to be responsible for turning this amazing, exquisite, incandescent joy in Messy’s eyes to dust and ashes? What if it was just a matter of time? What if?

But Messy didn’t let her voice her fear. “No,” Messy said firmly. “No what-ifs. It’s been a full day since we broke the bond, and the only difference between yesterday and today is that you’ve been a little more anxious and a little more attentive. No. If a full day without your Ability influencing you didn’t change how you feel, then I refuse to believe that another night or another week might. You’ll see. At the end of this week, you’ll love me no less than you do now.”

The effect of Messy’s absolute confidence was marred a tiny bit by the way she giggled on the words love me, but Ana had to forgive her that. Hell, she’d forgive her anything at that moment. And at most other moments, if she were honest with herself.

“You still want to do the full week?” Ana asked, hoping Messy would say no.

Messy immediately scuppered that hope. “Yes,” she said, “I think we have to. I know you’re scared. It can be an overwhelming feeling to know that you’re in love.” She managed a passably roguish smile through the joy and determination on her face and said, “Ask me how I know. There are few fears like the fear of losing something you love. I can’t imagine what it’s like to fear losing love itself. But for your sake, I think we have to. And . . . a little bit for mine too. I’m sure that your love has nothing to do with your Devotion. I want you to be as sure of that as I am. If we give up now and reestablish the bond, you’ll always wonder. And maybe you’re not bothered by the idea of never knowing, but . . . I need you to be sure, okay?”

“Okay,” Ana said. She didn’t like it, but she doubted she could have denied Messy anything right then. If another six days of uncertainty was what it took to give Messy peace of mind, then Ana would grin and bear it.
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Ana could only sleep so much.

Two-and-a-half hours. That was a full night’s sleep for her, like she’d had a solid nine. She could get along on much less; just for the sake of it, she’d done three days in a row where she didn’t give herself more than three short naps, maybe an hour in total per day, and she’d been fine. A little grumpy, perhaps, but she was pretty sure she could have kept it up indefinitely.

She could usually, when she was comfortable enough, sleep another two hours almost by sheer force of will. And that morning she definitely was comfortable enough with Messy spooning her so close, melding her body to Ana’s so seamlessly, that it was like she was trying to make the urge to merge that Ana had heard of a literal thing. Goddess, she was so soft. And the heat of her! A heat that sank into Ana’s core, into her bones, that made her soften into putty for Messy to shape as she wished. It was like nothing Ana had ever felt with anyone else.

And then there was her aura. Messy’s Connection was only 9, but between Ana’s Effective value of 42 and them being pressed so close that they practically shared a bloodstream, Ana could read her as clearly as she could Touanne on one of the Healer’s worst days. The peace, love, and joy that she felt from the woman she’d been sharing her life with these past months should have been enough to lull Ana to sleep on their own. And yet, Ana was wide awake.

It couldn’t be much after midnight, and her mind was far too busy to go back to sleep. She could get up. She could go into the yard and practice her Channeling and her Shaping and maybe try to crack her infuriating inability to make herself heavier instead of lighter. But she wouldn’t. She was going to stay right where she was. Messy would need another two hours of sleep at least, but she liked to sleep in until shortly before sunrise, and waking her before then would be absolutely unforgivable. So Ana lay there, as good as a part of Messy, and thought.

Love. Did she love Messy? She’d said so. It had felt right. It still did. She had no other word for what she felt because it was so far beyond any like or appreciation she’d ever experienced for anyone. Even without Devotion pushing her to always consider Messy’s safety, the woman remained the center of her world. Seeing Messy safe brought her comfort. Seeing Messy comfortable brought her joy. Seeing Messy joyful made her complete. What could she call that but love?

Months before, shortly after Ana had devoted herself, Touanne had said that if what Ana felt wasn’t love, then it was the next best thing. The Healer had surely known already; she just hadn’t wanted to push. Kaira and Rayni had teased her about her crush on Messy even earlier, and only weeks ago Kaira had outright accused Ana—if that was the right word—of being madly in love. They weren’t alone either. Ana could remember the soft looks and smiles that had so often turned their way whenever she and Messy went somewhere together.

Everyone had known weeks or months before Ana did, it seemed. She’d just been very, very slow to catch up. Fine. She’d admitted it. Ana loved Messy. She just couldn’t explain how.

She knew why. That was easy. Messy was kind, caring, and supportive. She was honest when it mattered. She could be funny or serious and switch seamlessly between the two as the mood allowed. She loved to sing, in a voice that made Ana want to just lie in her lap and listen for hours. She had the brightest, most vividly amber eyes that Ana had ever seen, and she looked at Ana like she was perfect, like there was nothing she didn’t like about her. She never judged Ana for who she was. Ana could do what she had to, be absolutely ruthless with not a shred of remorse, and Messy would only want her more. With Messy, Ana could be her unvarnished self.

The sex . . . Ana could still take it or leave it, honestly. That hadn’t changed, though her reasons for being okay with it had. It was no longer a way to make Messy want to stay; it made Messy happy, and that was reason enough. Though it still didn’t hurt that Messy was, in Ana’s limited experience, very good, and that she could make Ana feel small and powerless in a way that was safe and comfortable. Besides, she was so soft and so warm, and even after two hours in the practice yard, she smelled like heaven. Anna could’ve spent every night just cuddling, but if that cuddling happened to involve getting naked and breathless, Ana didn’t mind. Not as long as it put that goofy grin on Messy’s face and filled her aura with joy and contentment.

So, yeah. Ana knew very well why she loved Messy. She just couldn’t definitively say how it was possible.

Ana didn’t love. It was a basic part of her self-image, born from twenty-six years of experience. She had never in her life cared for anyone beyond what they could do for her—materially, socially, or emotionally. She could not think of a single instance where she’d done something for someone without expecting it to benefit her in some way. But Messy? She would die for Messy. She would suffer for Messy. If what Messy wanted was for them to never see each other again, then Ana would put the world between them, even if it meant living in misery and missing her for every second of her life.

Two days ago she would have said that if the world had to burn for Messy to be safe and happy, she’d find a way. She . . . didn’t feel that anymore. There were limits now, though she didn’t know what they were. She was pretty sure that Devotion had taken any natural protectiveness she’d felt and turned it up to eleven. After the attack on Messy, Ana had been out of control. Stupid, almost mad with rage and fear, and combined with her anger at being defied, she’d gone too far. She could have handled the Stolen so much better. She wasn’t sure how, but that much was easy to see with the benefit of hindsight and a somewhat clear mind. She didn’t think she’d react the same way now.

So, breaking the bond had done something to her, psychologically. It was comforting, in a way. Being able to point at an immediate change made her worry less about some kind of delayed effect coming in and stripping her of the warm, soft feelings she’d found herself in possession of. But it was also confusing, because if her love didn’t come from Devotion, then where? How was she suddenly able to love?

She was left with three possibilities.

First, it could be a change in her. Perhaps being brought here, losing Nic, being forced to start over in a strange, magical world, and all the things that she’d been through since, had changed her. She didn’t like to think of it as growing, since she’d been at peace with herself, but she could accept that she’d changed. Especially with her being able to experience feelings vicariously; she couldn’t rule out the magic of Connection and auras somehow unlocking something within her. She wasn’t entirely comfortable with the idea, but with Crafts and Classes being known to mess with people’s heads, it wasn’t like she could get away from it.

Second—and she hoped this wasn’t the answer—perhaps she’d just never taken the time to truly get to know someone the way she had with Messy. Devotion had kept them close. It had kept Messy on Ana’s mind, almost constantly. She’d never thought of anyone else as much as she did with Messy. Never paid as close attention, except from a security perspective. If that was all it took; if all she’d needed to do to truly care about someone was to push herself to truly get to know the right person, then . . . God, she might have missed out on so much. Being in love was terrifying, especially when she didn’t understand how, but it was far more comforting and elating than it was frightening. Even if she’d been satisfied with who she was all her life, now she regretted the idea that she might have been missing out.

The third possibility, and the one that she was most comfortable with, was that it was just . . . Messy. Mestendi. Ana would never have called herself a romantic, but there was something about it that appealed to even her. The idea that after twenty-six years, she’d traveled to a whole new world only to find the one person who could ignite something in her that so many people took for granted. That all those people who’d called her broken weren’t just assholes, they were fundamentally incorrect; Ana hadn’t been born wrong, just in the wrong world.

Perhaps it was cowardly, but she decided to believe in the third possibility. It was the only one that didn’t make her uncomfortable, and she didn’t want to spoil the morning. She was sure that she’d start worrying again soon enough, and sometime that day she should talk to Liu and Belov. Not to apologize, perhaps—the idea of that rankled far too much—but to set things straight. To try to maybe normalize relations with the Stolen in some way. She had two months left in this Splinter, after all. But there was time enough to worry about that after sunrise, and that was hours away yet.

As her mind slowly settled, and the heat of Messy’s body saturated her own, Ana carefully rolled over, burying her nose in the hollow between Messy’s collarbone and her neck. “I love you, Mess,” she whispered, her voice filled with wonder.

Messy gave a happy little whimper and pulled Ana closer, and before she knew it, she was back asleep.


Chapter twenty-seven


Ana’s conversation with Liu and Belov the next day was surprisingly pleasant. At least for her.

About a third of the Stolen had begun to make a real effort to become part of the Splinter’s small community. Most of those had moved out of The Reveling Revenant, and they were mostly from among those who’d been lucky enough to be gifted Inter-guild instead of Wanteul or, in three particularly unfortunate cases, something Ana found to be called Ptshriza, even the name of which she couldn’t even begin to pronounce properly. Those three weren’t quite so unlucky as to not share any languages at all with anyone, with two speaking passable English and one being a native mandarin speaker, but they had it the hardest of everyone.

The fact that two of the Ptshriza speakers were among those making strides to integrate—one of them being Chenyue, the mandarin speaker, who had a grand total of five people in the Shard with whom he could converse fluently—didn’t exactly raise her opinion of the others.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Ana asked Messy as they stood outside The Reveling Revenant. “Pretty much all of the Stolen who still stay here hate me. You’re going to get some dirty looks just for being associated with me.”

“They can look at me however they want,” Messy said, but there was a tremor of uncertainty in her aura and in how she held herself. “Nobody’s going to be stupid enough to try anything with you there. And even if they were, I have these.”

Messy touched the sword and dagger sheathed on her belt. Putting the belt on had cost her, but she’d been determined, both to come with Ana and to come armed. “If I can’t back up the woman who loves me,” she’d said with a brave smile, “what good am I?”

“I won’t feel any less—” Ana had started, then corrected herself. “I won’t love you any less if you never hold a blade again.”

“I believe you,” Messy had said, “but I’d be holding you back for the rest of your life. No, I need to get over this. I’m coming, and I’m coming with my blades.”

That was that, and soon they stood outside the Revenant. And when Ana, still worried about Messy’s reaction, didn’t make a move to enter, Messy did. All Ana could do was to follow.

Since this meeting was prearranged, Ana didn’t need to go looking. Liu and Belov sat at the same table where she’d accosted them two weeks earlier, in the same chairs. The people scattered around the common room, speaking in a multitude of languages, did indeed give Ana and Messy some filthy looks, but not one of them could avoid wilting when Ana looked back, or looking away with regret or shame when Messy gave them a small, forgiving smile. It was ironically easy for Ana to forget that Messy, on top of just being plain beautiful, had a Charisma just above 25, and that Charm was her highest Skill, at 16. To the people at the inn, stewing in their misery at their tables, it must have been as though they’d mean-mugged someone who’d revealed themselves to be an angel, and had simply forgiven their ignorance.

“Miss Cole,” Peter Belov said frostily, speaking English. “Here we are, as you requested. Would you like to just lay your threats and demands out without any kind of preamble, so we can all go on with our day?”

“I wasn’t planning on making any threats today, Peter,” Ana said brightly. She didn’t go fully into her Stacy persona, but she needed something friendly and, more importantly, nonthreatening. She’d even planned for it: she’d come unarmed and dressed in a much more feminine ruffled blouse, gathered skirt, and sandals combo rather than her normal tunic, loose trousers, and boots. “And please, call me Anastasia. That goes for you, too, Sidney,” she added to Liu. “This is Mestendi, my girlfriend. No last name; most people around here don’t have them. You’ve heard of her. As you can see, she’s all better now, thanks to healing potions, Mistress Touanne the Healer, and a lot of tender, loving care.”

Belov and Liu looked at her with confused suspicion, clearly not knowing what to make of this new Anastasia, who was almost completely different from the unhinged woman they’d interacted with previously. That suited Ana just fine. She turned to Messy, switching languages as she said, “Mess, this is Peter Belov and Sidney Liu. They’re pretty much the leaders of those of the Stolen who refuse to integrate. Do you want to say hi, or . . .”

“I suppose,” Messy said. She kept a straight face as she said, “Who are you right now?”

“Mostly myself, with just a bit of too naive to be a threat,” Ana said cheerfully. “Works wonders to disarm people, and that was before I had a Charisma in the 50s. So! Mestendi, Peter. Peter, Mestendi.”

“Pleasure to meet you,” Messy said. She extended her hand to Belov along with a bright smile, and Belov shook it without hesitation, Earth-style—palm to palm. He looked slightly dazed when she let go, probably both due to the effect of her Charisma and Charm, and the fact that Messy’s 15 in Strength gave her a noticeably stronger grip than him, despite her slim arms.

“And this is Sidney. Sidney, Mestendi.”

“A pleasure,” Mestendi said, giving Liu the same treatment as Belov.

“Also,” Liu said in halting Inter-guild. “Liu Sun. Or Sidney.” He clasped her wrist, the way people did in the Splinter, and Messy smiled approvingly as she did the same.

“I’m sorry,” Messy said in an aside to Ana. “I don’t quite understand about his names. That sounded like three.”

“I’ll explain it later,” Ana replied. “Just think of him as Sidney for now.” Then she turned to the two men, switching back to English. “Now, let’s sit! I want some tea. Mess, tea?” She mimed drinking.

“Please,” Messy said in English as she sat down next to Belov, across the table from Ana, making Ana blush ever so slightly. Please was one of the few words of English, along with don’t and stop, that Ana had taught her by accident.

The two men muttered to each other in what Ana had learned was Cantonese as tea for four was ordered and served. They were being rude, but Ana and Messy spoke in Inter-guild, so fair was fair. Besides, they screamed out their confusion through their body language, so Ana didn’t mind much.

Once they all had their tea, Ana apologized to Messy, then turned to the two men and spoke in English. “So,” she said, chipper as could be. “I said that I wasn’t here to make threats, so you both must be very curious about what I want.”

“I’m pretty sure I opened with that,” Belov said.

“Not exactly, but sure,” Ana agreed pleasantly. “First of all, I’d like to start with introductions. Every time we’ve met was when I was having a very bad day, and I think that may have colored our opinions of each other, yeah? So in the interest of understanding each other a little better: Hi! Anastasia Cole. Originally from a little place you’ve never heard of in upstate New York, but I moved to London back in 2015. Spent the last seven years working in personal security, but more recently, I led the population of this place on the warpath against the lunatics who dragged us all into this mess. And just so we’re clear—and this is not intended as any kind of threat—” She smiled coyly at Belov. “What I said in the square was true. I feel very little in the way of sympathy, empathy, or guilt. I first killed a man at sixteen, and I’ve added another hundred plus to that number since I came here. But, and I want you to believe me on this, they were all necessary. Every person I killed was trying to hurt me or someone important to me. Okay? Now you go, Sidney!”

The two men just stared. Ana wondered with some amusement if it was more due to what she’d said, or the combined effects of her Charisma and its Enhancements, and her Charm Skill, which she’d been pushing on heavily, and its Perks. It took her snapping her fingers in front of Liu’s eyes for him to snap out of it.

“Oh!” he exclaimed, jumping a little in his seat. “Ah, yes, well, I am Liu Sun or, more commonly, Sidney Liu. I am from Hong Kong originally but, like you, Anastasia, I left for London. Although in my case it was in 1996. I fear I would not have fared well under the heel of the PRC.”

“Well, cor blimey, Sid!” Ana said in her most studiously offensive imitation of Cockney. “I might have seen you on the Tube! What did you do there, then?”

Liu blinked, his face blank but everything else dithering between amusement and vicarious offense. Finally he said, “I taught international law. First at Queen Mary’s, then at Westminster. So I suppose we may have, at that.”

“Ah, that explains your Class,” Ana said, dropping the accent. “And you, Peter? I’m terribly curious how a Bostonian learned Cantonese, of all languages. I’m guessing you were in purchasing or sales or something, from your Class?”

“I’ve lived and worked in Hong Kong for a decade,” Belov said with a shrug. “International sales manager at . . . doesn’t matter. You won’t have heard of them unless you’re in med-tech. I spoke Mandarin already when I moved; picking up Cantonese wasn’t that hard.”

Liu scoffed good-naturedly.

“Sidney tells me I must be a genius with languages. I dunno. Maybe. French, Spanish, Russian, German, Mandarin, Cantonese . . . they’re just words and grammar.”

“And you still haven’t picked up Inter-guild?” Ana asked.

Belov scowled. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but it doesn’t exactly have anything in common at all with any Earthly language. There are no courses.” Then, to Ana’s surprise, he switched to slow, careful Inter-guild and said, “Learn to be slow. No good . . . a beginning?”

Messy covered her mouth and giggled, looking down at the table and waving her hand in a fairly universal signal for “Sorry! Sorry!”

Belov sighed and switched back to English. “See? Fuckin’ embarrassing.”

“That’s after a month?” Ana asked. “Not bad. Get to know some people who speak both Wanteul and Inter-guild, and you’ll be cruising.”

“Yeah,” Belov said, not quite dismissing the idea. “Maybe.”

“If I may, Miss Cole—Anastasia—if Miss Mestendi does not speak English and is not at all part of the conversation, why is she here?” Liu asked. “She may look comfortable with that sword, but she does not precisely inspire the kind of caution that your previous companions did.”

“You certainly may,” Ana said. “It’s simple. I don’t want any more attempts on her life. The easiest way to prevent that is to keep her close to the scariest person in this Splinter, but since I can’t just leave her with Captain Pirta, and Kaira is busy, I’m keeping her with me.”

“Pirta . . .” Liu said thoughtfully. “She is the enormously tall, thin woman with the calculating eyes? The elf? And Kaira is the one with the shaved head and the terribly foul mouth, a . . . themion, I believe?”

Ana laughed. The laugh itself was a carefully practiced one, designed to disarm pretty much anyone, but the sentiment was real. “Those may be the most accurate descriptions of those two I’ve ever heard, at least if you’ve only spoken with Kaira in Wanteul. Yes, them. And they’re actually great examples of what I wanted to talk about, along with little old me. Do you know why I call the three of us the scariest people in the Splinter?”

“You, sure,” Belov said. “The other two . . . well, this Kaira woman has all those teeth, and she’s got a crazy look in her eye half the time. And the elf—Pirta?—she’s tall, I guess, and she’s got this way of looking at you. I only met her once, and she gave me the creeps. But I can’t say I know why you’d put them over yourself.”

“It has to do with the System,” Ana said. “And that’s what I really came here to talk to you about. You and the people you’ve taken charge of need to become part of this community, and to do that you need to learn what the hell is going on. Do you know about Levels?”

“Like in . . . games, I guess. It’s all kind of messed up, with all these numbers and everything. A higher Level makes you stronger?”

“A higher Level makes you stronger,” Ana agreed. “And Captain Pirta is the highest Level of anyone in the Splinter. She’s also one of the two people who actually run this place, meaning she could have you expelled from the settlement if she wanted to. That, and I’m pretty sure she’s killed more people than I have, and not necessarily in self-defense either. Game recognizes game, you know? She’s the only person here I’d be really worried about going against in a straight-up fight.”

“So she is dangerous socially and physically,” Liu said, nodding. “And Miss Kaira?”

Ana shrugged. “She’s just plain dangerous. I won’t say that she’s crazy or unhinged or anything like that, but she’s got a temper. Some of that is just her, and some of it is her magic. Have you learned anything about Crafts?”

Liu shook his head. “Magic. I would not credit it if not for what I’ve seen with my own eyes.”

“What you need to know is that to have an aptitude for a Craft, you first need to have a personality matching it. And once you start learning it, it’ll change you to make you fit even better. Sort of; you should talk to one of the locals to get the full picture. My point is that Kaira has the Crafts of Fire and Lightning. Her temper is hot, and it’s quick, and she can put a bolt of honest-to-god plasma through you from . . . hell, I don’t even know. Far. Did either of you ever see those Predator movies? The first one had Arnie in it.”

“Sure,” Belov said, his face telling Ana that he understood exactly what she was saying.

“Yeah, that. The younger of the women I had with me last time I was here can do the same thing. And you and your people need to understand that this is the world you’re living in now. People can do things like that. And some people, like me, could kill everyone in this room with just their bare hands.”

She let that sink in for a while.

“I wouldn’t. Most people wouldn’t. If anything, from what I’ve heard, there’s less violence between people in this world than in the one we left. But anyone you see might be able to, depending on their Class, their Level, and their Skills. They may also be able to practically hypnotize you with just their voice. With a high Charisma and Charm Skill they could talk you into anything, if your Willpower and Sense Motive aren’t high enough. With a high Intimidate, they could bully you into doing what they want. With Negotiate, they could convince you to willingly sign anything. Choosing not to engage with this world, the way most of the Stolen are, won’t help. They need to get with the program, or they’re going to be downtrodden and desperate until they do something stupid and a shopkeeper accidentally knocks their brains out, because they wouldn’t expect anyone above the age of sixteen to have a baseline human Vitality.”

Ana wasn’t missing the opportunity to turn this into a lesson. Her Charm wasn’t anything remarkable, but her Charisma was far beyond what most people would ever reach. With some groundwork—having a pretty girl along, acting friendly, doing something resembling a proper introduction—she was sure that she’d disarmed them enough to benefit from Honest Face. And with the way she kept looking from one to the other, always establishing eye contact, Arresting Gaze kept them from looking away.

The total effect was that as Ana spoke, Liu and Belov had both become more and more entranced. She knew that they were listening; they couldn’t do anything but listen. They didn’t want to do anything else. A Pretty Girl was telling them Important Things, and no matter how shrewd or accomplished they were on Earth, here in the Splinters with the System permeating them all, they may as well have been children before a master storyteller.

Which was the point. Or what Ana wanted them to think that the point was, at any rate.

“People are starting to look,” Messy whispered across the table, her mouth hidden by her mug.

Ana, half spellbound herself by the effect she’d had on the two men, came back to her senses. “So!” she said sharply. “Any questions?”

Belov was the first to recover. Confusion crossed his face before he said, “Uh, yeah. Why? When we’ve seen each other before, you’ve swung between total disdain and overt death threats. You don’t give a damn about us or our well-being. Why suddenly come here, all sugar and spice, and give us advice?”

“How poetic,” she said, putting some friendly amusement in her tone, and Belov couldn’t help but smile slightly. “As I said, you’ve met me at some very bad times. All I saw were problems, present or future, and I just wanted those problems to go away. But I’ve recently had a stretch of very good, very relaxing days. I’ve had plenty of time to think, and I’ve spent some of that time thinking about you, about your situation, and why two-thirds of the Stolen are so unwilling to make a real life here. And I know that there are many more factors at play than just ignorance, but I hope that if you can get them to understand their situation better, how this world works, it might . . . motivate them to make an effort. That’s all.”

That, and the fact that Ana wanted Liu and Belov on her side. Not because she cared about them; they’d both left a sour enough taste already that she wasn’t interested in seeing if there was something worthwhile to be salvaged. No, she wanted to turn them because they had sway over the Stolen, and the busier the Stolen were actually making something of themselves, the less likely they were to cause any trouble that Ana would get dragged into.

She had just over two months left in the Splinter. Two months until she could disappear into relative anonymity; as anonymous as she could be, anyway, with the Sentinel likely to be trying to hunt her down and with the Wayfarer practically begging her to take point on saving the world. She just wanted any trouble she got into in those two months to be of her own making.

It wasn’t that much to ask, surely?


Chapter twenty-eight


The next several days passed as peacefully as the previous ten or so. It was, on reflection, one of the longer periods of calm in Ana’s life. She had her martial arts classes, and she did her Shaping and Channeling exercises and some weapon drills with Tor or Brosden or whoever else happened to be at the practice yard, but mostly she just . . . was. She didn’t make any plans, and she didn’t get involved in any drama. She kept herself in the background the best she could while Messy did her job—except for their frequent flights, which was the least inconspicuous thing Ana could possibly do—and allowed herself to just enjoy the strange new feeling that she could only call love.

That love didn’t herald any great change in her personality. She’d thought that it might—that perhaps her high Connection Attribute was helping her empathize with others, or something like that, with Messy simply being the one she spent the most time with. But as she spent a significant part of her copious free time analyzing her feelings for all the people most important to her in the Splinter, she came to the same conclusion as always: she liked them. She wanted their company. She’d regret losing them and wanted to avoid the sting of rejection. But all of them—even Touanne, even Tellak and Kaira and Jisha—were ultimately replaceable in a way that Messy was not. She concluded that either Devotion had fundamentally changed her in some way, or Messy was just special. And with the way Ana felt, it was impossible not to choose to believe in the latter.

Those days were pleasant and relaxing, and not in any way profitable. Ana had picked up Level 8 in Charm after her conversation with Liu and Belov, but that was it. She still practiced several of her Skills, but despite all the hours she put in, she didn’t get any Level increases. The theory that there needed to be some stress, some pressure, seemed to hold true; Ana didn’t so much as negotiate for the price of a meal, so none of her Skills Leveled up.

And Ana didn’t care. She was the happiest she could remember being in years. No pressure, no responsibilities, no real worries. She was in love—not just deeply invested, but actually butterflies-in-the-stomach in love—and she was sure that it came from Messy and herself, through some kind of beautiful alchemy that had nothing to do with her Class or Abilities. And while she hoped that it would never end, she was also sure that she’d never find anything like it with anyone else. She didn’t want to. She loved Messy. Messy might be the only person she was able to love, and she was fine with that. The idea of loving anyone else seemed, in some way, cheap. Tawdry, even.

Perhaps that was not an entirely healthy way of looking at it. Ana didn’t care about that either.

On the evening of the fourth day after Ana’s meeting with Liu and Belov, Rayni and the kids returned from their Delve. They’d all gained Levels, except Ray; Lesirell and Perrion were both Level 12, Jisha was Level 11, and Deni had gained 2 Levels, putting her at Level 9. Ana bought them all a round of drinks to celebrate, and then another for good measure. Nonalcoholic drinks for Jisha and Deni, to their great disappointment; standards may be different in the world of the Splinters, but for some things Ana’s roots just ran too deep. Buying alcohol for kids was one of those.

“You should have seen us!” Jisha gushed. “Ray found a low-Tier Delve, because of course she did. She’s great. She taught me how to clean a rabbit! I thought I’d throw up, but I did it! Anyway, she found a good Delve for us, and we tore through it like nothing! Me and Lesirell, side by side, we kept everything we faced locked down, and we all just took them apart and closed the Delve. Then we went around, killed a couple of demons, and did a lot of forest stuff before we did it again. I’ve learned so much. You don’t even know!”

“And you’re all okay,” Ana stated. She could see that very well herself, but it was always good to hear.

“I mean . . .” Jisha said evasively. “We’re all fine now.”

“But . . .”

“I got clawed a bit. A couple of times. Nothing big!”

Ana’s first instinct was to scold the girl. But she wasn’t her mom, and she’d promised Jisha—and she herself wanted—to take her along if Jisha could learn to be a passable frontliner. And she wasn’t always going to be close enough to take any injuries for her. So instead she said, “How’d you handle it? You kept fighting?”

“I kept fighting,” Jisha said. There was a lot of remembered pain on her face but pride too. “I cried a lot. The first time I had three really bad scratches down my leg, like this.” She showed with three fingers from mid-thigh, where her skirt plates would have ended, to her knee. “I never thought anything could hurt so much. But the others were relying on me, right? And I wasn’t going to let fucking Monsieur Blaireau and Madame Renarde get to Deni or Ray or Perrion.”

At Ana’s blank look, she said, “Cartoons?” And when Ana raised an eyebrow at her, she giggled and said, “Fuck you, I’m sixteen!”

Other than that initial conversation, Ana insisted on Jisha speaking Inter-guild, and the girl really had improved a lot in her time with Ray and the others. As it was, Ana saw no reason she couldn’t trust her to hold her own. The true test of that, though, would be when they all went out again three days later. Then Ana would see her progress for herself.

“I, uh . . .” Jisha said later, after they’d all eaten and the group conversation had devolved into smaller ones again. Ana and Messy let her take her time putting her words in order. “Strong reason for me, learn Inter-guild. I go later to Maîtresse Touanne. Mistress? Mistress Touanne. For . . . how I say . . .? Aptitude! When can ask, she test aptitude!”

“Touanne is testing you for an aptitude for the Craft of Life?” Messy asked, speaking slowly and clearly. “That’s wonderful!”

“Magic!” Jisha said, and her face and aura both glowed with longing and excitement. “To heal with just touch. If I can.”

Ana wanted to tell her not to get her hopes up. She didn’t see all too much similarity between Touanne and the other Life-mages and Jisha. The girl was kind and caring, sure, but to Ana it looked much more like loyalty and protectiveness, rather than Touanne’s all-encompassing and self-sacrificing compassion. But hell. Jisha was excited, and if Touanne had thought there was something there worth testing, then Ana really wasn’t in a position to doubt her. In fact, she hoped that she was wrong. Having someone with them who was both tough and could heal would be a godsend. Or goddess-send, as the case might be.

Instead of following her gut instinct, Ana put her hand on Jisha’s and squeezed. “Good luck,” she said, giving Jisha a reassuring smile while Messy threw her arm over the girl’s shoulders, hugging her with shared excitement, and Jisha smiled back.

It turned out that Touanne did indeed know a lot more than Ana. At least she was a much better judge of people. Ana learned that later the same evening when she and Messy had to hurriedly throw on some clothes as there was first jubilant yelling in the street outside, which they’d been far too distracted to pay any heed, and then the slamming of the front door, someone running up the stairs, and a furious banging on the door to their apartment accompanied by an expletive-laden torrent of French that amounted to “I did it!”

“Good news?” Messy panted, trying to put her hair in some kind of order.

“Good news,” Ana confirmed wryly. “Should I tell her to fuck off, or . . .”

“Maybe not, but . . . Can you talk to her in the hallway?” Messy said, rapidly blushing. “I think I’d like to air this place out before inviting anyone in.”

The absolute horror on Jisha’s face when she realized what she’d interrupted, as Ana both congratulated her for her achievement and scolded her for waking up half the neighborhood, almost made the interruption worth it.

[image: Scene change]

The next evening, Ana and Messy were sitting in a quiet corner of the common room at The Master’s Mistress, an inn and one of their favorite places for dinner. It was the inn from which Petra had borrowed the cook who’d cooked for them on their one and only formal date, and the food was, with all respect to Petra, much better than at her place—at least if you were looking for anything beyond cheap, tasty, and filling.

They’d had roast venison and wild tubers and greens, along with some candied fruits for dessert, and it had been absolutely delicious. But now the meal was over, and Ana’s nerves were starting to show.

“So,” she said, putting her hand palm up in the middle of the table.

“So,” Messy answered, arching one eyebrow as she lightly ran her fingertips over that palm.

“It’s been a week,” Ana said, and the plea in her voice came all on its own.

“Less a few hours,” Messy said. “But yes. It’s been a week.”

Ana closed her hand on the fingers playing in her palm. “Please, Mess. Is it necessary to tease me like this?”

“You still need it?”

“I . . . Mess, I love you. I’m sure of it. I don’t know what else it could be. And you were right. I don’t love you any less tonight than I did the first time I said it. But I think that’s why I need it. I need to know that I can protect you with everything at my disposal. What if something happens and you get knocked out, Mess? What if I can’t get you in a Party, and something happens to you, and . . . and you die because I couldn’t die for you?” Ana blinked hard, wiping at her eyes with her free hand. There was a rumble and a clap of thunder outside as though the world itself shuddered at the very idea.

Ana! The Wayfarer’s voice came, loud and urgent, but Ana waved it off.

A minute! she thought back. Just a damn minute!

Messy’s face fell. “Oh, Angel, no!” she said, taking Ana’s hand in both of hers and bringing it to her lips. “No, please don’t say that! Gods beyond, you’ll make me not want to ever be in a Party with you again if . . . how could I live with myself?”

“No, no, okay, maybe not die,” Ana said, desperately trying to walk back her words as the Wayfarer insisted that she couldn’t wait. “But you know how tough I am. You know I could walk away from hits that would kill you. Please, Messy, I need—” her voice broke, and she sniffed, her nose suddenly burning. “Please? I’ve sent the offer. Please.”

Ana, you need to listen! You need to run! Someone’s come through the Waystone, a—

“Okay,” Messy said, but Ana could tell that she was conflicted. “Okay!” she said again. “If it means this much to you. I—”

On your feet, Chosen! the Wayfarer screamed into Ana’s mind, loud enough to cut through her trepidation and her relief and make her rise and see that something was terribly wrong.

There’d been the thunderclap. As she listened, running feet slapped along the cobbled street outside. And there was a stillness in the air, faint at first but growing stronger, as though the mana was settling into place. On its surface, the stillness was that of a patiently waiting crowd, or of a well-built wall with every brick in its place. But below that . . . no. This was the stillness between the jaws of a trap that had just snapped shut.

“What is it, Angel?” Messy asked anxiously.

“I don’t know,” Ana said, “but we need to—”

The front door of the inn slammed open, and the room fell silent.

In a moment, everyone was looking at the man who stood there in the open door, watching Ana, stone-faced. The first word that came to Ana’s mind was immaculate. He was tall, not exceptionally so but enough to stand out, with broad, proud shoulders. His cold dark skin was smooth, except for the faint lines of a few scars. His long, pale-grey leather coat gleamed in the light of the candles and lanterns, and it didn’t have a scratch or stain on it. The same went for his boots and his fine white trousers; they were spotless, and the trousers looked freshly ironed. His head was shaved with not a hint of stubble, and his beard was carefully trimmed and symmetrical. Overall, he looked like he’d just been done up professionally for a fashion shoot.

The second word was more of a feeling, rather than anything Ana might articulate. Calm. No one shouted in alarm. No one but herself had reacted with anything except sedate curiosity. There was a pervading demand for order emanating from the man, carried on his aura, that had everyone but Ana—Messy included—relaxed and waiting patiently. She felt that aura enveloping her, pushing on her mind, demanding that she stop worrying, stop thinking at all, and just listen.

It demanded that she submit. Perhaps that was why the third word, which was what the Wayfarer had practically been screaming at her since that thunderclap, was danger.

The man’s eyes were a smooth silver, like Karti’s but covering the whole eye and not just the iris, and though he looked to be in his late twenties at most, those eyes had an ageless quality to them. His label said [Human Ascender], and nothing else. And Ana knew that she was in terrible peril, but she had to fight just to be afraid.

The man spoke, and his voice was deep and even, expressing immutable fact and inviolable law. “You must be the Chosen,” he stated, and it was so. “Come outside, away from these innocents, that you may be judged.”

Ana stood up straight and followed the Ascender out the door and into the street without looking back. It was such an easy command to follow. She knew that things were likely to get violent. She knew what she herself could do, and she was sure that this man was stronger than she was. She had to take this away from the people just having their evening meal. She had to take it away from Messy.

The Ascender led her into the middle of north Main Street. “Be still,” he told her, and again, it was so easy to just do as he said. Not because Ana wanted to obey, but because she needed time to think—to analyze her opponent. She didn’t want to provoke him before she was ready.

“I’ve been asked to kill you,” the Ascender said as he began walking a slow circle around Ana. When he passed behind her, her neck itched, but she didn’t move. “The Lord of Order demands your death. But I find it unseemly to kill a girl whom I know little or nothing about. A girl of little more than twenty. The Wayfarer’s Chosen. Capable in combat. A leader of men. Named . . . Anastasia?”

“Yes,” Ana answered, because it was all that was needed.

“These are not reasons to kill someone,” he stated. “Yet you were also instrumental in fouling the efforts of one of my Lord’s favored faithful. In so doing, you contributed to preventing the dissolution of this Splinter, which is necessary for the good of all the worlds. A grave sin.”

“I disagree,” Ana said. She wanted to say more, or nothing at all, but the man’s aura demanded some form of response, and that was all the defense it allowed.

“Because you are ignorant,” the man stated, and a traitorous part of Ana, the seat of all her self-doubt, wanted to agree with him. She was ignorant about so many things, it told her. Perhaps this was one of them.

But that didn’t matter, she reminded herself. Because it hadn’t been about that. Preserving the Splinter was incidental, an inoffensive byproduct of preserving her own life and those of Messy and the others she cared about.

“Yet, I find it difficult to fault you,” the man continued. “The urge to preserve one’s home and one’s life is strong. And our guild has invested much gold and effort into this Splinter in the hope that it will become quite valuable in time.”

“You’re Bluesky?” Ana asked, because complete information was always a boon when making careful decisions.

“Nominally. I am a servant of the Sentinel first, but I retain some affection for my family’s guild, which helped me rise to the ranks of the Ascenders. But do not count on us being guildmates saving you. I see little here to give me confidence that you can be trusted not to continue making yourself a nuisance. Tell me, Chosen of the Wayfarer, when I have released the man, Karti, and have killed all those who know how to affect the ritual to reverse the void plague, will you be content to live out your life in meek obscurity?”

She wanted to say yes. She wanted to swear that if she were allowed to take Messy and a few others with her, she’d sacrifice anything to just be allowed to live in peace. But she knew that it would be a lie. Touanne, Tellak, Simt, hell, even Kaira had learned the ritual, along with so many other mages she knew less well. If they chose to abandon Ana, that was one thing. But if someone took them from her . . .

“No,” Ana said, because the question demanded an honest answer.

“You would seek revenge.”

She wanted to lie, but she couldn’t. “Yes.”

The Ascender stopped before her, looking her in the eyes. “Tirelessly.”

With every word she was signing her own death warrant. “Yes.”

“Unfortunate,” the Ascender said, and Ana agreed from the depths of her soul. “Very well, let’s get a proper look at you. Outsider,” he mused, and it was an affirmation of all Ana knew. “Yes. That makes sense. But your Class . . .” he stopped right before her. “Reveal your true Class, girl.”

For the first time, one of the Ascender’s commands was not easy to follow. This one felt deeply wrong, entirely out of sync with the natural order of things. Ana did not reveal her Class—that was a truth about her. And yet she almost did it until she caught herself and squashed the impulse.

“N-no,” she grit out, her steel-grey eyes fixed on the Ascender’s silver ones.

The man frowned. “I will have no deception or falsehoods. You are to be judged on your true merits. Unhide your Class! If you are harmless enough, I may yet allow you to live.”

“No!” Ana growled.

The Ascender took two steps forward so they were only a foot apart and looked down on her. Ana’s neck automatically bent backward so she could maintain eye contact, but otherwise she didn’t move. The full weight of the Ascender’s displeasure descended on her, and it was all she could do not to flinch.

It was pissing her off, frankly, but she knew deep down that it would be wrong to do anything about it. This was not a time for aggression or posturing, that part of her said. This was a time for truth and order. She should do as he said. That was the correct way of things.

She felt her resistance bend, her will eroding, and the Ascender spoke again.

“Tell me your Class, girl!” he commanded.

“G—” Ana choked the word off. “Gu—” Her treacherous throat tried again, and she had to force herself to take a breath, turning the admission into a croak.

Don’t you dare, the Wayfarer screamed in her mind. I don’t care if they learn some other way, but don’t you dare break. You’re stronger than that!

“Go fuck yourself!” Ana spat, and it took everything she had.

The Ascender slapped her.

The Ascender didn’t try to slap her. He slapped her, hard enough that her head snapped to the side, and she stumbled a full step sideways, almost falling before she caught herself. It wasn’t that she didn’t see it coming. It wasn’t that it was so fast that she couldn’t possibly have defended herself. But the weight of his command to be still was so great that by the time his movement registered, it was too late.

Ana hadn’t been slapped since she was sixteen, shortly before she ran away to live on the street. She’d been beaten and kicked around, but she’d always made herself enough of a problem that nobody had time to waste on a mere slap. It brought back memories of feeling small, weak, and defenseless, of being forced to hold back her sobs and suffer silently because any protest would just make things worse. She might have cried now, from the sheer indignity of being slapped like an unruly child, the way she had so many times, or simply from the shame of having been unable to stop it.

But Ana didn’t cry. She’d just been attacked.

Ana was being forced to defend herself.

Her bonuses kicked in.


Chapter twenty-nine


The sound of flesh striking flesh echoed between the buildings as Ana righted herself, eyes cast low, and the Ascender calmly declared, “There will be none—”

Ana’s foot snapped out, low and sharp. It was a kick designed to separate the kneecap from the patellar ligament if done hard enough. She delivered it with the strength of nine men and several Enhancements and Perks behind it, along with all the indignant fury that had suddenly slipped its bonds when her bonuses activated and her Willpower jumped to the high 60s, letting her shake off whatever the Ascender had been doing to her.

The Ascender was still human. Mostly, at any rate. He still needed to perceive the attack, then have the speed and reflexes to react to it. His reaction to Ana’s lightning quickness was to throw himself backward instead of deflecting or moving the attacked leg out of the way. Which meant that his feet stayed where they were just long enough for the ball of Ana’s foot to clip his knee with all the delicacy of a sledgehammer.

The Ascender was clearly not used to fighting anyone who could fight back, and he paid for that with a grunt of pain. Not with the snap of a tendon, like Ana had wanted, but pain would do to start. She needed him off balance. She couldn’t give him time to think. The man might not be anywhere near her level when it came to skill, but that slap had been relaxed, a gentle correction, and she was still going to have a wicked bruise tomorrow—if she survived the next minute. If he’d connected before her Vitality bonus kicked in, it might have knocked her out. If he’d struck Messy or Jisha or any of a dozen other people Ana knew like that, their necks would have snapped.

The man wasn’t skilled at unarmed fighting, but he was clearly monstrously strong, even by Ana’s standards. But Ana hadn’t been superlative for long, and fighting people bigger and stronger than her was what she’d trained so hard for so long to be able to do. She wouldn’t be able to brute-force this one; if she slipped up, if he tagged her with a real hit, that might be it. That was fine; she just wouldn’t let him. She’d hound him until he fled or broke or a third mystery option opened up.

The Ascender had a dagger on his belt, but nothing else. The sheath was finely crafted, and the handle was wrapped in thin strips of cream leather, but what really made it special was the large white opal, bigger than Ana’s thumb, set into the pommel. That he’d brought that dagger and only that suggested that either it had some significance or he knew how to use it or quite likely both. He drew it smoothly as he fell back, driving it toward her heart as he indignantly exclaimed, “Impertinent—”

Ana didn’t let him finish.

The correct thing to do when someone came at you with a knife was to run. Ana didn’t have that luxury. Instead she stepped into him, putting his stabbing arm parallel to her chest, then grabbed the hand with the dagger with both of hers and twisted at the hip, forcing the arm to bend, the wrist to turn, and the hand to open.

She’d intended to continue the movement to break the wrist and put the Ascender face-first onto the street, but as the dagger fell toward the cobbles, the man turned with her, his free hand coming around for a short, sharp punch to her ribs. Ana gasped and staggered back half a step, the shock forcing her to release his hand. Beyond the protective veil of Fight Through, she could tell that he’d done some damage. Still, the man was unarmed now, and to her, that meant that she had the advantage. The alternative was to believe that she was outmatched and about to die, and she wasn’t really interested in that line of thinking.

Now she just had to keep him that way.

The Ascender looked perturbed. Not like he was losing his cool, but things clearly weren’t progressing the way they should. He ducked for the dagger, but Ana drove a knee toward his lowered face that forced him to dodge backward, then turned that into a snapping kick that kept him moving.

Ana pursued. He was off balance now, but that wasn’t enough. She needed him where she was at her absolute best, where she had the largest possible skill advantage against someone with over 30 Levels on her. She needed him on the ground. She had one hell of a ground game, and several Perks and Enhancements that just begged her to grapple this guy. She didn’t care how strong he was, though that punch had hurt. It didn’t matter how high his Vitality and Endurance might be; unless he literally didn’t need oxygen, she could choke him out. It wasn’t her only possible victory condition, but it seemed like the most likely one. Not that most likely was particularly good in this case, if she were honest with herself, but she’d take what she could get.

She launched another series of kicks aimed at his face, throat, and knees as she moved, keeping him on the back foot even if he avoided them all. Then she saw an opening. The Ascender stumbled slightly, and his center of gravity fell behind both his feet. It was now or never.

Ana drove forward in a powerful leap, aiming for the man’s chest. Rather than allowing herself to collide with him, though, she placed her foot flat on his chest, and with an explosive push of her leg, she launched them both back and away from each other.

The Ascender fell backward, almost flipping, his eyes wide as he cried out in surprise and anger. Ana, being at most half his weight, flew. But she was in control, and he, though he was already starting to recover and tuck for a roll, was not.

Ana didn’t know what tricks he might have, but she had wings. She manifested them midair, reversing her momentum with one powerful beat and shooting forward as the Ascender hit the ground. But he wasn’t without training or reflexes of his own. He rolled over his shoulder, putting his feet underneath him, and as he rose, he was already striking. The punch was timed well, taking Ana’s speed into consideration, and despite the man’s sloppy technique and poor grounding, Ana could see the force behind it. It was aimed to break her face, skull, or neck, and it might’ve if Ana were anyone else; someone who hadn’t made martial arts a central part of her life, and who couldn’t block, deflect, or dodge almost any common attack by reflex.

In this case, with Ana airborne and heading straight for the man, dodging was out of the question. She’d have to block. The Ascender had thrown something of a haymaker; Ana’s block was as much a hammerblow to his bicep as it was an interception, and she hit him before he hit her. Even then, the punch was so heavy that it drove through her block and clipped her shoulder hard enough to send her tumbling, pain shooting up her arm and neck. But she’d been ready for it, and Combat Acrobatics let her use the momentum.

The hand of Ana’s blocking arm snaked under and around the outside of the Ascender’s to the front of his chest, her elbow locking above his and her hand grabbing a fistful of his leather coat. Her other arm went around his back, her shoulder in his armpit. Then she tucked and twisted. Her feet hit the street as she made a half turn, her body contouring to his, and with a pop of her hip and a sweep of his legs, she flipped him hard on his back, smashing a shocked wheeze out of him as he hit the cobbles like a bag of cement falling from a high-rise.

Her plan to flip him onto his stomach was instantly shredded as the man’s hand bunched in her tunic and yanked down, his strength winning out against her balance. Cloth tore but not enough to free her, and she fell forward and off her feet as his free hand came up to deal such a blow to her side, in the same damn place as before, that Ana saw black and heard her own ribs snap. The blow finished what the yank had started, leaving him with a fistful of torn fabric as she was sent up and to the side from the force.

Her tunic tore, but her grip on the Ascender’s coat held. His leather proved tougher than her linen, keeping her from flying away to farther than arm’s length before she got herself under control. Ignoring the pain and her badly injured ribs, Ana used her wings to twist in the air, then kicked out at the man’s head. He was quick enough to raise his neck to avoid the kick, but he didn’t have the grappling experience to know not to let your opponent get her knee behind your neck.

The Ascender didn’t understand what was happening until it was too late. Using her grip on his leather coat, Ana pulled the two of them together until she was practically sitting on his left shoulder, her right leg behind his neck and her left knee folded across his throat. He slapped at her, then gripped her trousers, and when he only managed to tear those, too, he reached up with his right arm, grabbing for her face.

“Big mistake, asshole,” Ana gasped out, spitting out the blood that came up with every exhalation as she grabbed his arm and pulled, arching her back to extend it and shimmying so she could get her right leg under his armpit. Close Quarters and Twist And Lock, boosting her Strength and Dexterity as she grappled, made it easy.

Ana didn’t know if the Ascender had ever heard of a rear triangle choke, but he definitely understood that something bad was happening as Ana locked her left ankle under her right knee and squeezed with everything she had.

The Ascender choked audibly. He threw some short, awkward punches at her side, but despite each hit aggravating what must have been several broken ribs, Ana didn’t so much as flinch. Then he changed tactics and hammered at her shin with his free left hand, hard enough for Ana to notice it despite Fight Through. Then he did it again, and again, and again.

On the fourth hit, Ana felt something break, and she gritted her teeth, maintaining the choke. On the sixth, her whole lower leg bent at the middle. The shinbone had already shattered under the Ascender’s repeated blows, and the tibia just couldn’t handle the strain on its own anymore.

Ana saw white, but the pain couldn’t touch her. Not really. And her muscles might as well have been woven of steel cable; her leg bent, but it didn’t fold. When she said, “Just give in, you bastard!” it was a series of choked sobs, but it didn’t matter. It didn’t matter that a crowd had formed around them, silently watching. It didn’t matter when the Ascender’s weakening blows drove her broken bone through the skin, and it didn’t matter if she was doing permanent damage to her leg. Nor did it matter that the repeated punches to her chest had definitely broken her ribs, and that it was getting increasingly hard to breathe. Touanne could fix her, or she couldn’t. Ana needed to have a future for that to matter.

The oppressive weight of the man’s aura, telling her that this was wrong, that she could not win, that a mere mortal should not dare stand against an Ascender, didn’t matter. Ana was committed. She had to win here, or she would die.

When the Ascender gave up on hammering her leg and instead used the slickness of her blood to force his fingers under her leg to try to push it off him, it didn’t matter how strong he was. When the Ascender bucked and thrashed, trying to use every muscle in his body to throw her off, it didn’t matter how strong he was. Ana’s Effective Strength when fighting was 93. The Ascender was monstrously strong, but so was she. And that was before Unbreakable Grip and Close Quarters, both of which increased that Strength significantly. He might still be stronger than her; he was an Ascender. He’d passed the Level cap and likely had some powerful Class of his own. It didn’t matter. His leverage was terrible, and Ana had trained for her entire adult life to give herself a fighting chance against people bigger and stronger than her, and she’d learned well.

Ana was strong. Ana was tough. Ana was skilled. And Ana knew that she couldn’t give in, not if she wanted to live. Not if she wanted her friends to live. Her choke was holding, and the Ascender’s struggles got weaker.

The Ascender’s struggles got weaker, and the crowd began to rouse. Confused murmurs and horrified gasps and whispers to the effect of “An Ascender!” and “What’s an Ascender doing here?” and “What’s happening?” reached her ears, but she barely heard them. Her focus was on the sound of the man’s labored breathing and the panicked rhythm of his heart, and the taste of blood in her mouth that got worse as every breath she took forced her own broken ribs into her lung. The black was starting to creep in at the edges of her vision as she used far more oxygen than she could pull in. The question was which of them would last longer.

With her leg not as strong as it should be, the Ascender’s struggles weren’t weakening as fast as she’d hoped, even after he stopped thrashing. It had taken fifteen seconds or so to choke out Waller. The Binder Saareng had taken about as long, but she hadn’t been a combat Classer. Ana wasn’t sure how long she and the Ascender had been on the ground in this position now, but it must be over a minute. Ana was getting lightheaded, and the black was creeping faster than she was comfortable with. Fight Through could only do so much, evidently. And Level 18 was still only Level 18, no matter how powerful her Class.

She could feel the lactic acid building up. The strength was slowly leaving her. She was pulling back so hard that she was horizontal with the ground, and her vision had narrowed to a small patch of sky where the brighter stars were beginning to show. Soon even that would be gone, and if the Ascender was still awake by then, that would be it. He’d cough and sputter and then he’d stomp her head into the cobbles.

Ana couldn’t hear his breathing or his heartbeat anymore. All she could hear was the awful bubbling sound every time she drew a painful breath, and the rapid hammering of her own heart in her ears as that little patch of sky slowly shrank to nothing.

Sorry, she told the goddess in her mind. Putting a coherent thought together was hard, but it felt important, even if she felt ridiculous for apologizing to the one whose fault all this was. I guess I found my limit. Look after Messy. Somehow. Look after her.

When the reply came, it was so nonchalant and hard to understand that Ana didn’t even get offended. I would, the goddess said, but . . .

The Ascender in her grip shuddered violently for a brief moment and went limp. It took some time before Ana realized that she had a notification—a new notification. She was done.

She relaxed, using the last of her strength to try to fall on her good side as the darkness took her.
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Ana came to with the sense that she hadn’t been out long.

Her eyes fluttered open a sliver. The black only barely receded, but she slowly became aware of a few things in the world outside of herself. First, that all that blood she’d coughed up wasn’t on the stone cobbles of the street—it was soaking into an embroidered green skirt, turning the fabric almost black. The Ascender lay on the cobbles in front of her, a hilt topped by a white opal protruding from his chest. And while there seemed to be a lot of shouting going on, there was only one particular voice she could listen to. A beautiful, soothing voice, singing in a language Ana only knew a few words of.

Ana wanted to roll on her back and look up, but she was pretty sure that might let blood drain into her good lung. That, and she was so tired, and only barely hanging on. The pain was so bad, and she couldn’t say if her broken leg or her shattered ribs were worse. She’d have killed for some shock to take the edge off. As her mind cleared just a little, she managed the wherewithal to curse all her System features for letting her survive and hurt herself to the point that she could feel this much pain when it was all over.

While she waited for something to happen—because she wasn’t going to be doing anything anytime soon—she looked at those notifications.

Mestendi has accepted your Devotion. May your bond never be broken.
Mestendi, Jeweler (15), has joined your Party.
Congratulations! Your Skill Inspect has improved to Level 7! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Medium).
Congratulations! Your Skill Unarmed Combat has improved to Level 14! You have been awarded: 2 Growth Crystal (Major).
Congratulations! Your Party has defeated: Human Ascender. Based on your contribution, you have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Ascendant). For fighting in the defense of your Object of Devotion, you have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Supreme) as a bonus.
Congratulations! You have completed the Achievement Hagiocide! 1 Ascension Point awarded!
Hagiocide: As a Mortal, defeat an opponent of Ascender Rank.


Despite it all, the pain and the near-delirium, Ana wanted to laugh. Or maybe cry. She was alive. The Ascender was dead. And Messy had accepted. And, goddess, when she tried, Ana could feel her right there behind her, whole and healthy. That made the whole evening worth it, near-death experience and all.

Feeling oddly at peace, Ana let herself succumb to the pain, faintness, and exhaustion. Though, she did have one thought that niggled at her as she slipped into the dark she’d been fighting so hard a few moments ago.

What the hell was an Ascension Point?


INDIVIDUAL SUMMARY

Name: Anastasia Cole
Race: Outsider, Summoned (Human aspect)
Age: 26
Classes: Guardian Angel (18) (Hidden, shown as Companion (18))
Experience: 20/18050
Storage: Shard, 2 Growth Crystal (Least), 2 Growth Crystal (Lesser), 2 Growth Crystal (Minor), 6 Growth Crystal (Medium), 4 Growth Crystal (Major), 1 Growth Crystal (Supreme), 1 Growth Crystal (Ascendant)
Ascension Points: 1

	Attributes:	Base	Multiplier	Effective
	Strength	31	1.9	58
	Endurance	33	1.3	42
	Vitality	32	1.8	57
	Agility	33	1.8	59
	Dexterity	30	1.2	36
	Perception	28	1.4	39
	Acuity	28	1.5	42
	Willpower	30	1.3	39
	Charisma	33	1.7	56
	Connection	28	1.5	42


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)
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)
Honest Face (Charisma 50)
Hammer Blows (Strength 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)
Unity of Purpose (Command 10)
Breakdown (Inspect 5)
Cleaver (Axes 5)
Quick Shot (Crossbows 5)
Forest Step (Stealth 5)
One Against All (Intimidation 10)
Alter Self (Shaping 5)

Achievements:
Hunting Party II
Party Delver II
Skilled II
Commander III
Death Dealer III
Underdog II
Hagiocide

Skills:

Social
Acting 7
Charm 8
Command 10
Deception 3
Intimidation 10
Negotiation 7
Sense Motive 9
Teaching 3

Survival
Camping 2
Harvesting 3
Herbalism 2
Stealth 5
Tracking 4

Combat and Weapons
Axes 7
Blunt Weapons 7
Crossbows 5
Defense 4
Long Blades 2
Shields 6
Short Blades 3
Unarmed Combat 14

Magic
Channeling 2
Shaping 5

Miscellaneous
Inspect 7


Chapter thirty


Mestendi should have panicked when her angel’s eyes slowly closed. The foamy blood on Ana’s chin and the ragged way she was breathing should have been terrifying. The fact that her wings vanished shortly thereafter should have made things worse. Only two things kept Messy from screaming and trying to shake Ana awake or picking her up and carrying her to Touanne herself.

The first was that the System had notified her that, as Ana was incapacitated, Messy was now the new Party leader. Not dead; incapacitated. That was good. It didn’t mean that everything was fine, but Ana was still alive, and Messy knew that some people had gone to fetch the Healer. Trying to move her while she was coughing up blood seemed like more risk than it was worth.

The other was that she felt . . . numb. That was probably the best word. Ever since that man opened the door to the common room of The Master’s Mistress, it was like there had been a thick blanket between what she felt and what she thought. Though it was getting better, she still couldn’t make herself feel properly. It had made some things easier—accepting Ana’s offer of devotion was one; slamming that fancy dagger into the Ascender’s heart was another—but she knew that it was wrong, and she didn’t like it.

So, Messy sat there, waiting for help to arrive as she sang softly and ran her bloody hands over and through what remained of Ana’s hair, the soft fuzz on the rest of her head, and the beautiful, fiery bird that covered most of her back. And as she did, she tried to process what had just happened.

An Ascender had forced himself into the Splinter somehow, probably through the Waystone. That must have been what the thunderclap was. Was he alone? Messy couldn’t guess. He’d come for Ana unerringly, and had done something that made everyone obey him, Ana included.

And then he must have tried to kill her. To hurt her, at the very least. It was the only explanation. Messy knew all about Ana’s Class and Abilities, and only her bonuses becoming active could explain her shaking off his influence so she could fight.

When Messy had calmly walked outside along with the other patrons, when she’d seen Ana on her back, straining to keep her knee bent around the Ascender’s throat, she’d been immensely conflicted. There had been a sense of deep wrongness about the scene. Ana, strong as she was, should not have been so arrogant as to even try to fight a superior being like the Ascender. Much less should she have had a chance of success. It went against the natural order. Yet, at the same time, Messy knew that Ana must win. There would be no purpose to anything if she didn’t. But Messy had been unable to do as much as speak up. It would not have been right to interfere.

Not even when she saw and heard Ana’s leg break did she do anything to help. It took a minute before she could will her feet to move, another before she managed to pick up the discarded dagger from where it lay on the cobbles.

The Ascender had managed to shift Ana’s leg enough to take a single, wheezing breath before Messy slammed the dagger into his heart. It had been that close.

Messy wished that she could enjoy the pride she knew was being smothered by that blanket. A weaker person might have been ashamed of not acting faster. Messy knew that would be ridiculous. She was proud of having acted at all, proud to have helped Ana—perhaps even saved her, and how amazing was that? Her, a Jeweler, saving someone like Ana! Yes, she’d seen Ana fighting for her life, and she’d hesitated. She’d stood there and watched her Angel spit blood as she desperately held her own against a demigod, and she’d had to fight herself to do what she did. But the Ascender’s will had made it almost impossible to do anything—to even want to do anything. She suspected that she and the other patrons had only gone outside because he had wanted them to see Ana die. And yet Messy had willed herself to move, to pick up that dagger, and to drive it into his heart.

It had taken three damn tries before she pierced his flesh, too, and he’d kicked her away after the second, sending her rolling across the street. Praise be to Critical Strike for letting her strike true at the same point each time. She, a Level 15 social Classer, an artisan, had killed an Ascender. And she couldn’t even enjoy the awe and pride she knew was there, just out of reach.

Besides that pride, and though she had no real claim to it, Messy was also just so damn proud of Ana. She’d truly looked like an angel there on the cobbles. A divine warrior. She’d been incredible; her wings spread across the street, her torso almost bare, every muscle standing out and defined by a sheen of sweat as she slowly choked the life out of a demigod. The furious determination on her face, the way she didn’t even flinch when her leg bent. The sheer will that must have taken. The power.

An Ascender had dragged Ana into the street, and she would be the one to see the morning. Messy may have been the one to pierce his heart, but Ana was the one who’d wrestled him into submission. And oh, gods beyond, Messy did not regret that she couldn’t truly feel the inferno that her attraction to Ana had become; that it became whenever she saw her in her element. There would be time enough for that later, after Touanne fixed what was broken in her angel.

Still, even if Ana had been the one to disable him, Messy had been the one to pierce the Ascender’s heart. The System had recognized her contribution fully, giving her an Ascendant Growth Crystal—an Ascendant!—and an Achievement: Hagiocide. She’d never heard of it. She may be one of only a handful of people who had it. She’d never heard of Ascension Points, either; but there it was on her Summary, an entirely new row between her Storage and her Attributes. She hadn’t been forced to spend it immediately, which was a relief. She wanted to talk to Ana about it first. But she had queried the System about what it was and what it could be used for, and what it told her only contributed to the numbness she felt—in a good way.

Ascension Points are earned by gaining Ascension Levels or by completing certain Achievements. Ascension Points are used to advance once the maximum total Class Level of 50 is reached. Available possible uses: Translate one of your Classes into any Class available to you. Evolve your current Class into an appropriate higher-Tier Class, even if you do not meet its prerequisites. Increase an Attribute’s Base value by 3. Increase an Attribute Multiplier by 1 Step. Gain a random Enhancement for any Attribute. Gain a random Perk for any Skill.

3 Points or an Enhancement to any Attribute? That was enormous! So was a Perk. A Step to any Multiplier was worth almost as much as a Class Level! But the first two alternatives were what had her stunned. Being able to Evolve her Class to a higher Tier—from Journeyman to Master Tier in her case—even if she didn’t meet the requirements was huge. Her Jewelry Skill had many Levels to go before she’d qualify for the Master Jeweler Class normally. And as for Translating a Class, she hadn’t even known that Translating was a thing! She’d never heard the term before! She’d queried the System, and what it told her amazed her as much as the other options.

Translate Class: Replace all Levels in one of your current Classes with the same number of Levels in any Class you qualify for, losing all features of your current Class and gaining all Level-appropriate features of the new Class.

It was no less than Switching without the grind. Messy wasn’t sure if she was ready or willing to give up on being a Jeweler, but it opened up so many possibilities!

Messy would most likely never gain another Ascension Point. She didn’t want to waste it—if that was even possible. She needed to talk to Ana about it. She needed Ana to wake up.

She needed Ana to be okay.

She hoped that Touanne would get there before the numbness went away, because she was pretty sure that she’d start screaming and crying once it did.

“Mestendi?”

Messy heard the voice distantly. It was anxious, male, and familiar, but with the numbness and everything on her mind, it was hard to place. Then Torden knelt beside her, and she connected the voice to the face. Of course! How could she not have known that immediately?

“Mestendi?” he asked again, and he sounded even more anxious this time.

She stopped singing. “Hmm?” she hummed calmly.

“Are you alright?” he asked.

“Oh, not at all. Ana’s hurt. I don’t think I can be alright until she is safe. Where’s Touanne?”

“No idea. I just came from the stockade. There was . . . Gods, Ana’s going to go spare when she hears. Did you get her a potion?”

“No. I asked, but nobody’s brought her one yet, and I can’t leave her.”

“Okay. Listen, Mestendi, there was an attack, okay? Not just here. I’m guessing . . . the dead guy came for Ana, and she won?”

Mestendi smiled softly, though it was entirely mechanical. She knew it should make her smile, so she did, even if the desire to do so was smothered. “Yes. He was an Ascender. She almost choked the life out of him, but he was getting loose, so I had to stab him.”

“An Ascender?!” Tor’s eyes widened, his voice rising in shock. “Are you sure? No, wait, of course you are. You’d have a notification and everything. Shit, this is worse than we thought. Okay, Messy, here’s what you need to know, okay? There’s been an attack. From what I know, a bunch of people came through the Waystone. They tried to free the prisoners, and I don’t know what else they may have done. We need to get off the street, okay? I don’t know that it’s safe here. And I don’t know if we’re in control of the square or if we’ll have to sneak or fight our way past to get to Mistress Touanne. I can hear some raised voices from there, and it doesn’t sound like fighting, but that doesn’t mean that whoever’s there is friendly. So I need you to get up, okay? Can you carry Ana?”

“I can,” Messy said. Ana was a giant while awake, but like this, she was small. And Messy might have been a Jeweler, but her Multipliers were well rounded. And Ana had a strict exercise regimen, which Messy joined in religiously—half as an excuse to ogle her girlfriend, but it had done her some good. She’d gained a Point of Base Strength a few weeks back, and her Effective value was 15. Still, she heard the doubt in her own voice. “Is that safe? She’s been bringing up blood when she breathes.”

Tor sighed heavily. “Yeah, judging by the color of her side, she’ll have some broken ribs. But she’s tough, right? The toughest woman—hell, the toughest person I know. And it’s safer than sitting here if there are more of the bastards and they come this way.”

“Oh. Yeah. Yeah, that makes sense. We should move quickly then, before I start to feel things again.”

Tor made a questioning sound, but Messy ignored him. “Take her for a moment, please,” she said, and Tor lifted Ana off her, careful to avoid putting any pressure on her injured side.

Messy stood. Then she took two steps over to the dead Ascender, whose eyes stared at the darkening sky full of bafflement, as though he’d never even considered that this might be a possible outcome. “Arrogant bastard,” Mestendi said evenly, looking down at him. “How dare you underestimate my angel.”

Then she put her foot on his chest, grabbed the hilt of the dagger in both hands, and pulled it out. She wiped the blade on a clean patch of his white trousers, admiring the ornate pattern on the blade—an Engraving, she was sure. Then she undid its sheath from the corpse’s belt and slid the dagger in before fixing it to the braided leather cord she’d used to cinch her dress at the waist. That would have to do.

“There,” she said to Tor, who was staring at her like he’d never seen her before. “Give her here. You’ll need your hands free in case there’s a fight.”

Tor did as she asked, but he still had that uncomfortable look as she laid Ana in Messy’s waiting arms. He wasn’t even trying to hide it. “Look around,” she said, indicating the people still in the street. Some were becoming emotional, but most were like Messy: calm. Even. “The Ascender did something to us. It’s very hard to feel anything, and that’s useful right now, but I think it’s passing. We should move before everything catches up with me, and I start either crying or laughing hysterically. Possibly both.”

“Right,” Tor said decisively. “Probably makes sense. Gods-damn Ascender bullshit. Who even knows what they can do? Let’s move!”

Rather than risk checking the square, they went dawnward along smaller streets before turning south. The sounds of angry shouting grew louder by the moment, but they couldn’t worry about that. They had to get to Touanne. To get Ana healing or to make sure that the Healer was safe, it made little difference—both were important, and the first hinged on the second.

Ana was so light in Messy’s arms. It was almost unbelievable that someone so strong, in body and in spirit, could be so small and light. Messy had known that, of course, but manhandling her angel in a very different and much more pleasant context was not at all the same as carrying her in her arms. She’d only done that once or twice before, and then she’d been much too excited to really reflect on it. Now . . . well, Messy couldn’t quite run with Ana in her arms, but she could manage a light jog without jostling her too much.

Goddess, she thought as they moved through a small garden between a group of houses three streets away from the square, forgive me for any harm I might cause her in my haste to get her to safety. And please, if there is anything you can do for her, do it. She killed an Ascender for you. That has to count for something. Please. Please!

As Tor turned them duskward, taking them toward the southern part of Main Street, Messy felt the cool trails of tears on her face. The blanket was fraying, the fear and anger and pride and everything else straining to tear through it, and gods only knew what would happen to Messy when they did. Still, it was better than she’d feared. They’d almost made it. Now, if she could only hold on for a little longer . . .

Close ahead, three men Messy didn’t recognize rounded a corner. They were carrying weapons, and the leader, a brown-haired man with a smith’s build, pointed in their direction, shouting, “There! With the white hair! That must be her!”

“Shit!” Tor spat as the three men approached. His sword was already in his hand. “Can you run with her?”

“No,” Messy said, her voice trembling as she knelt to lay Ana on the packed dirt of the side street. She drew the dagger from its sheath and stepped between her angel and the men who would no doubt kill her if they could. “Are you in a Party?” she asked Tor as calmly as she could.

“Yes,” he confirmed.

“Leave it and join mine. You’ll get her bonuses.”

Tor didn’t question it. He staggered as the Vitality and Endurance bonuses hit him, then stood firm.

The men approached carefully, spreading out. They all had swords, and there were three of them against Tor and Messy with just a sword and a dagger between them. And the men were all combat Classers, two Fighters and a Brawler, in the mid to high teens. Things looked grim. Everyone could see it. But no matter the odds, Tor and Messy did have that sword and that dagger, and the men didn’t want a fight if they could avoid it. That was just human nature.

“Give us the woman,” the apparent leader of the group said. Messy didn’t listen. She was busy. “That’s all we want. There’s people looking for her and a few others all throughout the outpost. Once they’re dead, this all ends. Give us her, and there’s no need to fight. You don’t need to die with her.”

“Can’t do that,” Tor said, “She’s a friend, and a gods-damn hero. We’ll take our chances.” Then he flourished his sword. It was very smooth, but Messy barely saw it. She was busy.

She really had wanted to talk to Ana about it, but sometimes, decisions were forced upon you. They had to fight. It was that simple. Messy knew what to do with her Ascension Point.

Goddess, I beg you, she prayed silently as the leader of the small group made his offer. Let this be the right decision.

Then Messy Reset her Class. She went into her Class menu and chose Fighter.

“Shit,” said the Brawler, who hadn’t spoken yet. “The Jeweler just became a Fighter. Looks like we’re done talking.”

“Dammit,” the leader spat. “I really did want this to end with as little blood spilled as possible.”

Messy barely heard them. She spent her Ascension Point, choosing to Evolve her Class to a higher-Tier one, and prayed.

Congratulations! Your Apprentice Tier Class Fighter has Evolved to the Master Tier Class Duelist.

That was promising, but she didn’t even look. Instead she immediately spent every Growth Crystal she had. It took her to Level 10 in an instant. She’d been saving to reach Level 16 in Jeweler, but . . . well. Only then did she quickly glance at the descriptions for her new Class and Abilities.

Messy smiled grimly. Maybe, she thought. Goddess willing. Then she deftly snatched one of Tor’s daggers from his belt to accompany the one she already held, twirled the two blades, and prepared to die.


Chapter thirty-one


Messy and Tor stood on a dirt side street flanked by mostly wooden, mostly two-story buildings. Before them, in a loose triangle, were three strangers, all with swords, all intent on killing Ana, who lay unconscious behind Messy.

Messy would die before she let them touch her angel. It was that simple. The numbness that the Ascender had lain on her was almost gone, and Messy knew that she should be terrified, but she wasn’t. Part of that was Ana’s influence; though she was unconscious, her Party Abilities were still active, and one of those strengthened Tor and Messy’s courage. But it was more than that.

Messy wasn’t calm, and she wasn’t unafraid, but she was resolved. She’d looked inside herself, and she knew that she would fight and die here if that was what it took. She’d abandoned Lara so thoroughly that she’d never found her again; it was the greatest regret of her life. And now that Messy had found a love that was just as great, she wasn’t going to repeat that mistake.

They said that love makes you stupid. Perhaps that was true. Perhaps she’d die there, on that street. She was at peace with that. She didn’t want to, but if that was what it took to keep Ana safe, she would. She’d already sacrificed her past, throwing away the Class she’d worked on since leaving her home and family in Silvervale. If she had to, she’d sacrifice her future as well. But she’d really rather have a century or four with Ana, so she was going to do her damndest to make sure they both got out of this alive.

Seeing a tall, strapping man with a sword, and a lithe woman in a dress that couldn’t possibly conceal much in the way of muscle, the men drifted apart. The leader and the man to his right went for Tor, the leader head on, the follower trying to circle around. The third man, with short sandy-blond hair and sad, almost apologetic eyes, came for Messy. Slowly. Carefully.

Messy knew she couldn’t be reactive. Instinct And Reflex, her new Level 3 Ability, told her that. With her and Tor against three enemies, and her with daggers against swords, she had to seize the initiative, put her opponents on the back foot, and keep them there so she could close the distance. The same Ability, along with her rather good Sense Motive, told her that these men, for all their determination and assumed piety, were reluctant to hurt anyone. They’d been told that their god commanded the death of one particular woman—along with a handful of other people, judging by what the leader had said. But they had no enthusiasm for it. They were slayers of demons and possibly monsters; faced with killing a young man and two women, one defenseless, and the other having just changed her Class in desperation, they were uncomfortable and hesitant. Ashamed, even.

Messy used that. Skill And Cunning, her Level 5 Ability, told her when to move, and when the man was mid-step and in reach of her lunge, Messy surged forward.

Messy had a great advantage in that they didn’t truly want to hurt her. She herself felt no such hesitation. Whatever had paralyzed her when faced with a group of drunk Stolen was far off now. These were no innocents; hesitant or not, they had come here with the intent to extinguish the brightest star in Messy’s sky. That gave her courage and motivation, but Messy had two more advantages which gave her real hope that she might make it out alive—or that she might at least make killing her so costly for them that Tor could finish the fight.

The first was that Ana’s Party Abilities were still active. That meant that she and Tor both enjoyed the benefits of Champion, helping them both to resist fear and intimidate their opponents, and Bastion, giving them the benefit of not only a massive 18 Point bonus to their Effective Endurance and Vitality—which could be enough to turn a fight in itself—but also of Indefatigable and Fight Through, making them tireless and, more importantly, immensely resistant to pain and blood loss as long as they were fighting. Neither of them was Ana; that woman was—and Messy meant this with all love, respect, and amazement—a cockroach. But with those advantages, Messy felt much more confident in their chances of killing these three men, whether or not they themselves survived the fight.

The second was that Messy had been training with Ana, both in her unarmed and her knife classes—which were like the unarmed classes with the addition of knives. She’d learned a lot of tricks, many of which Ana had told them outright should only be used if they were willing to kill or maim their opponent. Some of those came somewhat naturally to her now, and she was going to use them at any opportunity. Especially against enemies who were likely as unprepared to fight sapients as most of the people in the Splinter had been two months prior.

When Messy lunged, her opponent leapt back, putting his vitals out of reach of her daggers. But pushing himself back required him to have a foot on the ground. Speed and Precision, Messy’s Level 7 Ability, let her stomp down hard with her sandaled heel on his booted toes, and he couldn’t react fast enough. At the same time her leading dagger flashed down, scoring a cut on his thigh—her goal all along—while the other came up to deflect a wild swing of his sword. She’d never been good with her left hand—though Ana might disagree when it came to certain things—but with Dexterous and Sinister, one of her two Level 1 Abilities, using either or both of her hands felt as natural as anything.

If she’d had her sword, Messy might have disengaged and let the pain and bleeding slow her opponent a little. That wouldn’t work here. The blonde man was on the defensive, and she had momentum. She pressed her attack, sparing a moment to see if the leader of the group, only ten feet to her left, had reacted. But no, Tor had used the surprise of Messy’s sudden attack to launch one of his own, and the stocky brown-haired man was busy exchanging sword-strokes with him.

Ana liked to tell everyone in her classes that if they ever got into a knife fight, or worse, a fight where they had a knife and their opponent had anything longer, they’d made a terrible mistake. “The loser dies in the street,” she reminded them every time. “The winner dies on the way to the Healer. In a knife fight, unless you’re far better than your opponent, you take cuts to give cuts. If your opponent has a sword, well . . .”

Messy had given a cut without taking one herself. If she’d had time to think in the second and a half since she attacked, she might have felt pretty proud about that. But no matter how hesitant her blond opponent might be, no matter how surprised he might have been at her sudden lunge, he was still a Level 16 Fighter, with all the features one would expect. He’d taken a cut, his sword stroke had been parried, and he was quite literally on the back foot, still mid-yelp at having his toes stomped; that didn’t mean that he was out of the fight, nor that he was a weakling. As Messy followed up her parry with a slash at the man’s sword arm, his left hand came around in a vicious hook that took her on the ear.

Messy got her cut, but she also saw stars, a terrible ringing in her head following her down as she fell onto the dirt.

“Stay down,” the man above her pleaded, holding his bleeding forearm as he held the point of his sword only inches from her breast. “Please, Miss, just stay down.”

Messy looked up at him. She’d fallen to the side. If he wasn’t so distracted, he might have realized that the way was open to Ana. As soon as he felt he could take his eyes off Messy, he could just take a few steps and slit Ana’s throat, and it would all be over.

Beside her, Tor fought for his life. He wouldn’t have time to help her.

Messy, not knowing what else to do, began to cry.

“Don’t!” she sobbed. She dropped one dagger and held out one shaking hand, her palm toward the sword as if she could ward it off with her flesh.

Then she made eye contact with the man and snarled, and a combination of Ana’s Arresting Gaze Perk and Intimidation Skill and Messy’s own just-above 25 Charisma hit him hard enough to make him freeze for just a moment.

The sword wavered. She grabbed it.

Flair And Style was an unusual Level 10 Ability, from the few Messy knew, and it wasn’t exactly in line with how she saw herself. But she had a high Charisma and solid Social Skills, and getting scaling bonuses in combat when using Acting, Charm, Deception, or Intimidation was certainly powerful. And while she wasn’t proud of playing the broken, defeated girl to make her opponent lower his guard, pride was a luxury she couldn’t afford. Not lying in the dirt with Ana undefended. Making him freeze up for long enough that she could take the advantage was weak recompense, but it would have to do.

Messy did her best not to let the steel bite, grabbing the flats of the blade with her palm and the pads of her fingers as she pushed the sword out of line with herself. At the same time, she scooted herself toward the man, putting one foot behind his ankle, the other on the side of his knee. Then she pulled with the first and pushed with the second. It was a move Ana had insisted she practice until it felt natural, along with some others. It worked beautifully, Ana’s training and Messy’s new Abilities combining to make the play sudden, precise, and powerful.

The man’s eyes went wide as his leg buckled under him, and he fell forward. The pain as he tore his sword free from her grip, slicing through her hand almost to the wrist between thumb and forefinger, barely even distracted her as she continued her movement. She threw herself up to meet him, Speed and Precision and Critical Strike both guiding the point of the Ascender’s ornate dagger unerringly into his throat, and Biting Steel, one of her Long Blades Perks, letting the point slide into and through his spine.

The man’s eyes went wide, but his body went limp. In every way that mattered, he was dead before his weight pinned her to the ground.

Focused as she’d been on her desperate attack, Messy hadn’t been quite fast or agile enough to avoid the collapsing man. He fell across her lower half, and she heard Tor grunt long and low as she lost precious moments getting the body off her and grabbing the dead man’s sword. Just in time, too, as the danger sense provided by Instinct And Reflex told her to turn and crouch and just barely parry a stroke—more like a powerful, furious hack—from the broad brown-haired leader.

As she rolled back and onto her feet, she tried to draw the Ascender’s dagger from the dead man’s throat in passing. Nothing happened. Her hand didn’t grip. The thumb of her left hand was . . . dangling. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she screamed; her hands were so damn precious to her, and to see one so maimed was the stuff of nightmares. But thanks to Ana, adrenaline and her own fierce determination not to waver, she buried her horror. She ignored the steady stream of blood pouring onto the ground. Touanne’s was close. Touanne would fix it. Touanne and a potion or two. All she had to do was win—or not lose, as Ana would have told her.

On her feet and facing the others, she could see what had happened. Tor was hunched to the side, swinging his sword more to ward off his remaining opponent than with any hope of scoring a cut. Blood ran freely down his side, but at least he was still on his feet. A blessing, both because Messy genuinely liked the guy, and because it meant she was facing only one man, instead of two.

“You killed him!” the leader cried, his voice thick with despair. “Oh, gods, you killed him!” Like he’d never considered that one of them might get hurt.

Something shifted inside Messy at that. Maybe it was Flair and Style nudging her. Maybe she had a cruel streak, and she was just too fucking done to deny it. Or maybe Ana was rubbing off on her. Whatever the reason, the words that came out of Messy’s mouth bypassed her brain entirely.

“You know what the hero you’re trying to murder would say?” she quipped, taunting the distraught man. A smirk came to her face, as unbidden as the words. “You’ve fucked around. Time to find out.”

She honestly wasn’t entirely sure what that meant, but it riled the big man up something fierce. With a half sob, half wordless roar, he threw himself at her, his cuts no more controlled than the one she’d barely parried a moment ago.

“Eloquent!” Messy laughed, pouring on the Charm as she parried and dodged the man’s furious swings. “I can see why you’re the leader!”

“You’ll pay for this!” the man screamed. He was actually in tears now; somehow Messy couldn’t find it in herself to care. “Lord Summerland is going to tear this place apart, and once he takes over the guild—”

“Summerland? That’s the Ascender?” Messy asked, launching a quick series of thrusts to drive the man back, putting more distance between him and Ana. “He’s quite dead, I’m afraid. A dagger to the heart will do that.”

She quickly glanced down at the ornate hilt of the dagger protruding from the dead man’s throat. The opal in its pommel was still lustrous, despite the twilight. Her opponent’s eyes followed, and when they flicked back to hers, there was a tinge of horror mixed with the rage and grief.

“Liar,” he said hoarsely, and with no conviction. He must have recognized that fancy dagger.

Good, Messy thought. Focus on that. Focus on me. Forget about Ana.

She glanced to the side. Tor and his man were wrestling now. She had no idea how that had happened or who was winning, but Tor was still alive. She had some time to be careful.

Grasping with her four good fingers, Messy unfastened the dagger’s sheath from where it sat on her braided leather belt. It was much less ornate, but screamed of quality. “Do you think he’d part with this fancy dagger of his willingly?” she asked, holding it up. As she did, her opponent’s eyes went to it. With the best attempt at casualness she could muster, she tossed it underhand, sending it spinning end over end in a high arc toward him. “Here!”

For a short, fatal moment, the man’s eyes stayed on the sheath. As it reached its apex, Messy was no longer in his field of vision. That was when she lunged.

He saw her coming before the point of her sword reached him. Not fast enough to parry, but fast enough to raise his sword and respond to her lunge with a thrust of his own.

She barely felt his steel slide into her as her sword pierced his heart.
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They made a sorry sight as they stumbled into view of Touanne’s home and clinic. Tor, hunched over and carrying Ana, still bleeding copiously from a bad cut to his side; and Messy, barely able to stand, leaning heavily on Tor’s shoulder as she tried to staunch the bleeding from her ruined left hand and the deep puncture under her right arm by pressing the former firmly to the latter, using the bunched up skirt of her dress for a bandage. The pallor of their skin and the trail of crimson they’d left behind told a grim tale of how effective their efforts were.

They couldn’t fight. They’d known that as Tor staggered to his feet after choking the life out of the young man he’d been grappling with—Ana’s lessons and bonuses had made up for the small difference in Levels. The pain and blood loss caught up with them instantly once combat was over, and it was all they could do to stay upright. That Tor had managed to pick Ana up off the street was a feat in itself, never mind carrying her the few hundred feet he had. They stopped to look around the corner when they reached Main Street; if there had been strangers waiting outside Touanne’s, they didn’t know what they would have done. Hid Ana, most likely. Taken their chances that the enemy might show them mercy for long enough that they could grab some healing potions and return to their injured hero. But fortune smiled on them, and there were no strangers outside of Touanne’s. None that were alive, at any rate; four corpses lay there, three men and a woman that neither Tor nor Messy had ever seen.

There was a double-fist-size hole around where the handle and lock should have been, the wood around it splintered and charred. But it was closed, even if it shifted slightly when Messy leaned heavily on it. She banged her fist weakly, leaving bloody marks on the painted wood, and to her relief it was Tellak’s voice that demanded to know who they were.

“Tel . . .” Messy gasped weakly. “Tellak! It’s Ana. She’s . . . we’re hurt!”

There was no response, but then there was a sound of shifting furniture, and Messy almost fell onto the point of Jisha’s halberd as the door swung open.

“Mer-deh! Mes-ten-di!” the girl said in her odd language, jerking back her weapon. “Et—mes dieux! Tor! Aná! Vouz—you are hurt! In! In! Touanne! Touanne!”

Tellak was there even before Jisha could put down her weapon, catching Messy as she fell. Messy was dimly aware of Jisha taking Ana from Tor’s arms, and Touanne coming to help Tor inside. Then things went fuzzy, and grey, and then dark.
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When Messy fought her way back to wakefulness some indeterminate time later, she was on the floor of Touanne’s front room. Turning her head left and right, she saw that wasn’t alone; there were quite a few familiar faces, all in various states of injury. Tor was there, of course, but so was his friend Sira, the Peacekeeper who Messy thought might have a thing for Ana, and Deni’s friend Perrion, along with a number of faces she couldn’t quite put names to in her current state.

“Ana?” she croaked to the room at large. She felt weak and groggy, but there was no pain. Gods bless Touanne, she thought, every one of them. Except the damn Sentinel.

“Oh, Mes-ten-di! You are awake!” Jisha appeared beside her with a cup, placing a hand behind Messy’s neck and raising her head. “Here. Drink. Touanne says.”

Messy drank carefully. It was one of Touanne’s herbal concoctions, minty and a little tart. “Thanks,” she said after finishing the cup, looking up at Jisha as the girl laid her head back down on the folded cloth that served as her pillow.

It was nice to have Jisha there. Messy liked her, and she trusted her. Sure, the girl’s Inter-guild wasn’t great, and what words she knew could be a little hard to understand sometimes with her accent. And Messy was mature enough to admit that she felt a little jealous sometimes about how much attention Ana gave her young protégé. But Messy liked how quick the girl was to laugh and how much she obviously looked up to Ana, and she respected her fearlessness, determination, and resilience. Qualities she and Jisha had in common, if she were to be a bit prideful.

“Ana?” she asked again. It was hard to say more than a word at a time, but Jisha understood well enough.

“Sleeping,” the girl said. “Doing well. In the back. The . . . lab? No windows. Can’t see from street.”

“Still . . . still fighting?”

“Not sure. Now maybe over. But winning.”

“Oh. Good,” Messy said, relaxing. She was so exhausted, the floor might as well have been the finest feather mattress. “Gods be praised.”

She surrendered to sleep again.


Chapter thirty-two


Ana woke feeling much better than she had any right to. Her side was stiff, and so was her leg, but that was it. No pain. And there was no confusion! She remembered the dinner, the Ascender, the fight, lying—again—with her head in Messy’s lap . . .

That must have been when she passed out. The last thing she remembered was Messy’s singing.

She was a little confused about where and how she’d woken up. She could feel Messy nearby—her and . . . Tor; why was Tor in their Party? But they were both hurt, and Messy wasn’t with her. And Ana wasn’t in a bed. She was used to waking up in a bed with Messy clinging to her after she’d done something stupid and-or heroic. Instead she lay alone, wrapped in a blanket, on the floor of Touanne’s lab. Why would she be on the floor?

And why could she hear so many different softly murmuring or groaning voices?

One explanation occurred to her. A phrase from her old world: mass casualty event. She’d heard people running before the Ascender arrived. He may not have been alone. And if they had many injured, they’d want to keep them close to Touanne, both for her experienced care and her healing aura. Thus, using any available surface.

“Shit,” Ana grumbled. She needed to know what was going on, to see if she was needed, and to check on Messy.

Wayfarer? she called inside her mind. Anything you can tell me?

Stay put, came a faint, tired reply. Fucking shambles!

Well. That wasn’t worrying at all.

A quick glance under the blanket showed that the right side of Ana’s torso was a mess of yellowed bruises from breast to hip. The same went for her left leg below the knee, but some testing showed that it should bear her. Carefully, she got to her feet.

She only had her bandeau and underpants on, so she kept the blanket wrapped around herself as she took a few careful steps to the door.

The hallway was empty, but from the sound of it there were two people in the patient room, and the front room sounded full. Ana walked that way a little stiffly, and as she did, the door opened, revealing Jisha.

“Ana!” the girl said, keeping her voice down. “Good! Good! Mestendi is trés worry! Oh, but sleeping. Back to the lab!”

“What?” Ana asked. “Why?”

“Because . . .” Jisha thought, then switched to French. “It’s pretty much over, but we don’t know if all the fuckers have been cleared out yet, and we don’t want it to be easy for them to find you. Although, since you’re up . . . can you fight?”

“Right now? Kind of. If anyone takes a swing at me, I’ll be good.”

Jisha nodded thoughtfully. “Okay. Come. We put Mestendi and Torden near the wall, so they’d be close to you.”

“For Companionship?” Ana asked as she continued forward. “That’s got, like, a ninety-foot range.”

“Fuck your feet!” Jisha laughed. They’d entered the front room, and Ana could see at least eight people lying close to each other on the floor. “Thirty meters? Truly? Ah, well, whatever. Here! Your girlfriend. Be gentle!”

“What do you—” Ana started to ask, then sighed. “Kaira’s been a bad influence on you.”

“Probably!” Jisha agreed and clapped Ana’s shoulder. That turned into a short hug before someone coughed, and the girl grabbed a cup from the counter and bustled off.

Messy was asleep. She was pale; not deathly so, but enough to be worrying. Her left hand was a ball of bandages, and she had another wrapped around her chest, holding a wad of something in place under her right arm, just below the armpit.

By sheer habit, Ana Inspected her, and took a small sharp breath when she saw the label, [Elfin Duelist (10)].

Messy had Reset her Class. They’d talked about it before leaving the outpost to fight Karti and his cult, but Messy loved being a Jeweler. She loved it enough to forgo the combat bonuses that the Fighter Class would have given her at a time when they needed as many strong combatants as they could get. But something had made her Reset now.

Ana remembered the last thing she heard being Messy’s singing, and the last thing she saw being the Ascender, dead with his own dagger in his chest. She had a guess at what had happened.

Ana vowed to herself, then and there, that if Messy wanted to go back to her old Class, then Ana wouldn’t consume a single Crystal until Messy was a Level 15 Jeweler again. But she also, silently and selfishly, hoped that Messy wouldn’t want that. Not because of the Crystals—that would only be a few weeks or months of work—but because the idea of a Messy who could somewhat keep up with her, who could truly hold her own in a serious Delving Party, made her heart race.

When Jisha returned just two minutes later, she found Ana stretched out on the floor beside Messy, holding the elfin woman’s good hand in both of her own.

“You know,” Jisha said as she sat down on a stool by the counter, “for someone who calls herself a psychopath—”

“Sociopath,” Ana corrected idly.

“Sociopath,” Jisha continued without a hitch, “you’re very affectionate. Is that normal?”

“In general? I don’t know. But for me, no. Definitely not.”

“So it’s just . . . her?”

“I think so.” Ana didn’t elaborate on the hours she’d spent going over and over the same thing. Then she said, “I should get out there, shouldn’t I?”

“Not without seeing Touanne, you shouldn’t,” Jisha replied firmly. “I promised not to let anyone leave without her permission, including you. But Tellak forced her to take a nap, and she needs it.” She looked at Ana doubtfully. “Please don’t make me try to stop you. It would be very embarrassing for both of us.”

“I’d just throw you over my shoulder and take you with me,” Ana said, gently rubbing Messy’s fingers. “But don’t worry. I’ll stay.”

“Phew!” Jisha ran the back of her hand over her forehead in exaggerated relief. “Hey, since you’re awake, could you invite the others here into your Party? The bonuses could really help some of them. They’re in no danger anymore, but healing still takes time.”

Ana considered that. Enough people knew about the Attribute bonuses she could provide that there was no way it was staying quiet. She still had a few secrets, but nothing that she’d give away by adding people to the Party.

She checked the Party interface, and it was her, Messy, and Tor. She knew that Messy had been Party leader for a while, because there’d been a notification about leadership reverting to Ana, so that explained Tor. They had nine spots free; there were six others in the room.

“Sure,” she told Jisha. “Assuming you can wake them long enough for them to accept. Good thinking. Uh . . .” she looked the girl over, seeing no sign of injury. “Are you okay? Did you get hurt at all?”

“Some splinters and small burns when they blew the door in,” Jisha said, gesturing to where the table stood propping the door closed. Twisting to look, Ana saw a scorched, dinner-plate-size hole where the handle should’ve been. “Nothing bad. And I’m in a Party with Touanne and Tellak already.”

“Alright,” Ana said. “Here for a lesson?”

“Just so!” Excited, Jisha added, “I managed to draw some Life mana out of myself and circulate it with Touanne!”

“That’s great,” Ana said, giving Jisha a genuine smile. Then she considered the satisfaction she felt at the news. Was she simply happy for Jisha? But no, what Ana felt for the girl was still focused on how Jisha made her feel about herself, and her possible future usefulness. That was to say, she still liked Jisha in the old, familiar way, instead of the selfless, all-consuming desire she felt for Messy to be happy.

That was a relief. Ana didn’t know what she’d do if she felt anything similar for more than one person.

“So . . . are you planning to become a Healer?” Ana asked.

“No. Touanne doesn’t think I could. She was very nice about it—” Jisha added quickly.

“I’m sure she was.”

“Yeah. But I don’t think I’d want to, for, uh . . . well, exactly the same reasons she gave. I just—” Jisha gave Ana an embarrassed little smile, her skin darkening as she blushed. “I really like the fighting. Even now.” She gestured to the door again. “I mean, I didn’t kill anyone—Tellak and Jancia did for them—and I cried a lot after, but I feel . . . I did something good. They wanted to take Touanne, and I was strong enough and good enough to help Telly and Jay stop them. Good enough that Tellak trusts me to watch the door while she’s looking after Touanne. It was . . . I was pretty sure I wanted to continue like this, but now? Now I know.”

“You did good,” Ana agreed, feeling a surge of pride for her part in shaping and preparing Jisha for what had clearly been an important experience. She let go of Messy with one of her hands and offered it to the girl, who only hesitated for a moment before she bent down and clasped it, wrist to wrist, the way locals did. She gave Ana’s wrist a squeeze before letting go.

“Anyway,” Jisha said, “Touanne doesn’t think I will ever go deep enough into the Craft of Life to qualify for her Class. But Madame Drisa at the office said that there is an Evolution of Fighter called Warden that has Abilities for both fighting and using the Craft. Not for healing specifically, but still. I think I want that.”

“Life can mess around with plants and stuff too,” Ana pointed out. “We had some Nature-mages with us when we rescued the farms and fought the changelings. They couldn’t heal very well, but they did some great stuff to help break up the charges.”

“That could be interesting,” Jisha said agreeably. “But I’m most interested in healing. Touanne thought I’d be better at that than the plant stuff. Or the, ah . . .” Jisha blushed again, then blurted, “Did you know there’s a whole branch of Life that’s just about sex and babies, basically?”

“Fertility, yeah. Nothing wrong with that. Don’t see it being very useful in a fight though.”

Jisha giggled. “As a distraction maybe? But no. Healing, that’s what I want to do.”

“I know I’d love to have a healer with me, whether they had the Class or not,” Ana said seriously. “My conditions haven’t changed, and from what I can see, you’re there already. But if you can learn to heal, you’ll be a pretty unique asset.” Then something occurred to her. It was mostly a joke—mostly—but Jisha might be able to appreciate it. “Tell you what? Learn to do whatever it is Touanne does for cramps, and I’ll bring you along no matter what.”

She got an amused snort and a smile back.
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It was over an hour before Touanne appeared.

A few people had woken during that time, long enough for them to accept Ana’s Party invitation and gasp with the sense of intense wellbeing that came with the Vitality bonus before going back to sleep.

Messy had woken too. She’d been disoriented, but when she realized who lay next to her, holding her good hand, the fog cleared enough for her to break into soft, joyful tears, whispering, “Oh, thank you! Thank you!”

Ana didn’t know who she was thanking. It could be Ana, Jisha, or Touanne. Maybe it was the Wayfarer or some other divinity entirely. It didn’t matter. There would have been no difference in her reaction regardless. “You did it, love,” Ana whispered, taking one hand off Messy’s to wipe her girlfriend’s tears with her thumb. “I’m alive. You’re alive. We’re both going to be fine.”

“Thank you,” Messy’s last words before drifting off again were nothing but a faint whisper as she struggled to lean into Ana’s hand.

Ana was pretty sure she heard a muffled squee from Jisha. She ignored it. Her ego could survive being cute.

In between talking to Jisha and exchanging a few words with anyone else who was awake for long enough to string together a sentence, Ana took a look at her one Ascension Point. It sounded powerful, yet when she queried the System about what it could be used for, she found the results slightly underwhelming.

Increasing a Base Attribute or a Multiplier, getting an Enhancement or a Perk, or Translating her Class to a different one, which apparently meant keeping all your experience and simply exchanging all of your features; none of them seemed sufficient. Not when all but the last were things her Class provided her easily enough. At least she wasn’t forced to spend the Point immediately, so that was a relief.

She was, she decided, spoiled. She allowed herself to feel smug about that.

When, on a hunch, she queried the System for unavailable possible uses of an Ascension Point, things got a little more interesting.

Currently unavailable possible uses: Evolve your current Class into an appropriate higher-Tier Class, even if you do not meet its prerequisites. Unlock Ascension Levels and choose an Ascension Class. Gain one Level in your Ascension Class.

When she asked why those uses were unavailable, the reasons were simple: her current Class was already at Paragon Tier, and regular Classes couldn’t go any higher; she needed to be Level 50 in a regular—Mortal Tier, the explanation called it—Class to unlock Ascension Levels and Ascension Classes; and the last one was self-explanatory. She couldn’t very well gain a Level in something she didn’t have.

She reread the two sets of uses, available and not, right after one another. It was no wonder that Ascenders were reportedly so rare. It wasn’t just that it apparently had the potential of turning you into an arrogant fool with delusions of invincibility. You could get Ascension Points by gaining Ascension Levels, yes, but you couldn’t unlock those Levels without first gaining an Ascension Point. Meaning you had to gain an Achievement that gave you such a point before you could gain any more.

Ana decided to hold on to that Point. Who knew if she’d get another before Level 50? She didn’t want to be stuck there for who knew how long. And if nothing else, she liked the thought of having a panic button. One which, if she were to be brutally honest with herself, she was almost guaranteed to smash sometime in the near future.

When Touanne arrived, her haggard state would have told Ana everything she needed to know about how the Healer was taking the situation even if her aura hadn’t been blaring her distress to anyone able to listen. Ana had wondered for months about how one of the most skilled mages in the outpost could be so bad at controlling her aura under stress, but it was just one of those personal quirks, she supposed. Tellak was with her, the waxy cast of her already pale skin and the lavender bags under her eyes showing beyond any doubt that she was no less exhausted than her friend.

As worn out as they were, they both lit up at seeing Ana awake. “Although I really would have preferred for you to stay in the lab,” Touanne said tiredly.

“Don’t be cross with Jisha,” Ana said from where she still lay on the floor. “You know I can fight if I have to. Besides, I wanted to leave and threatened to pick her up and take her with me if she tried to keep me. She talked me into staying.”

“I’m sure that was terribly difficult.” Despite her words, there was nothing condescending in Touanne’s tone. She looked at Ana’s hands, still clasped around Messy’s, and smiled softly.

“Yeah. A real negotiator is our Jisha,” Ana agreed, smiling up at them all. “But I do need to get out there. Telly, what’s the situation? Do you know?”

“It should be over,” the pale woman said, then nodded minutely in Touanne’s direction. “But I’ve been watching this one to make sure she actually got something resembling a nap. I haven’t been out for hours.”

“But no news that things have turned for the worse,” Ana said.

“No news,” Tellak agreed. “Jancia would have let us know if there were any major developments. And no new wounded for over an hour now. It’s been a constant stream all night.”

“Alright. Touanne, I need to go. Do you think I’m okay?”

The Healer’s breath hissed out of her in resignation. “Not at all,” she said. “But I understand that you must. So, out of respect for you and the situation, I won’t protest. But I beg of you: if you come across any hostile people, don’t let anyone strike you in the chest. In fact, don’t even exert yourself so you breathe too hard! Your ribs are barely holding together as it is, and your lungs . . .” Tears threatened in Touanne’s tired eyes, and Tellak put a comforting arm across her back. “Gods, Ana! If Mestendi and Torden hadn’t brought you when they did, I don’t know if I could have saved you!”

Ana nodded somberly. “Duly noted. If needed and possible, I’ll run. I promise.”

Touanne sighed, glancing down at the leg that Ana knew still wasn’t fully healed. “I’ll take what I can get.”

“I’m sure you meant what you said, but please be careful, Ana,” Tellak said as Ana picked herself up from the floor. “You can see for yourself what Torden and Mestendi look like. They were both barely hanging on when they brought you in. Torden told me they killed three men defending you. Don’t make that have been in vain. It would destroy Mestendi. You know it would.”

“I’ll be careful,” Ana promised again. By the door, she moved the table out of the way, then collected a sword that was just leaning against the wall, testing its balance with no real idea what she was doing and deciding that with her Strength and Dexterity it didn’t matter. Then she turned back to the trio at the back of the room and said, “I’ll try not to be long,” and exited onto the street.


Chapter thirty-three


When Ana exited Touanne’s, the dim light of early, early morning had just touched the sky. The street was still entirely in shadow, but it was enough to get around, if only barely. Ana was just relieved that it was morning rather than late in the evening. She’d lost entire days to recovery before, and she’d rather not repeat the experience more often than absolutely necessary.

There were darker patches on the street that could only be blood. Four bodies lay along the wall of the opposite building, hacked and burned. Jisha had mentioned that someone blew a hole in the door and that she’d fought them off together with Tellak and Jancia; someone had taken the time to put the bodies in something resembling dignified order, but clearly no one had time to collect them yet.

Inside of Touanne’s, the table shifted back into place as Ana set off toward the square. She was stiff where her injuries were still healing, enough to give her a small limp, but she had an eager energy in her; a kind of lingering excitement that came with having won against unlikely odds. And with Messy and Jisha safely barricaded in Touanne’s, she felt very little worry about possible leftover enemies.

She gave her sword a test swing, liking the sound it made, then tried again, this time as quick as she could. The blade blurred from one end of the arc to the other, slicing the cool morning air with not a swish, but a satisfying high-pitched whistle.

Maybe I should get a new sword, she mused. A fuck-off huge one.

There were four places she wanted to visit: the temple, the guardhouse, Petra’s, and the stockade. There were many more she should check on, but she only had so much time. She realized pretty much immediately, however, that she’d get stuck at the square for a while; from the distant sound of it, there was quite a crowd there.

Ana quickly recognized the outer layer of people as members of the disbanded militia, mostly from among the conscripted noncombat Classers and volunteers. They stood with their backs to the Waystone, with a mix of melee and ranged weapons ready, keeping a varying number of eyes on the streets that fed into the square.

Among those watching down Main Street were Braggie the Barmaid and Sadie the Courtesan, who were both quick to start waving and calling excitedly to her. That, of course, set off a wave of murmurs, and necks craned to catch a look of her. Ana did her best to ignore it.

“It’s good to see you both are alright,” Ana told the two young women. She only saw Sadie at her martial arts classes, and she’d barely seen Braggie at all since the Battle of the White Obelisk, but it seemed like the thing to say. “What’s happening here?”

“They’re locking down the Waystone!” Sadie said, with an excitement as though she was sharing a juicy piece of gossip. “The captain—Captain Pirta, I mean—ordered it!”

“It’s good to see you well, too, Miss Anastasia,” Braggie said anxiously. The Valkyrian woman looked far more shaken than her friend. “We heard you were laid up at Mistress Touanne’s.”

“Oh, right, yeah, good to see you up! Is it—” Sadie surged forward until her face was only inches from Ana’s. “Is it true you killed an Ascender?” Her breath smelled like a pine forest after a fresh summer rain. Must be an Ability or something, Ana thought.

“I fought him and won, yeah,” Ana whispered back, channeling just a little bit of Stacy to match Sadie’s energy. “But you know what’s really going to blow your mind?”

“What?!”

“Messy’s the one who actually killed him.”

Sadie’s eyes went huge, and she covered her mouth with the hand that she wasn’t using to hold her spear.

“Is she okay?” Braggie asked, taking over for her speechless friend. “I heard she got hurt too.”

“She got hurt pretty bad, yeah,” Ana said, reverting to her normal voice. “But she’s going to be fine. Thank the gods for Touanne.”

“Lifegiver bless her,” Braggie agreed solemnly.

Sadie still hadn’t recovered when Ana moved on, moving further into the square. If the armed throng, along with Sadie and Braggie’s explanation, hadn’t been enough to tip her off that something big was going on, the mana in the air would have. Ana had felt movements in the ambient mana before; the wild, directionless whipping of a collapsing Delve, and the gentle inward movement toward the Waystone that accompanied a delivery of goods. What she felt as she passed through the crowd, which parted for her with looks of awe and reverence, was more like a storm—a whirlwind of mana that seemed to spin around and around the black obelisk without ever reaching it.

At a distance from the Waystone, about the same as when they opened it to receive a delivery, stood Mistress Thair the Summoner and her assistants. She looked worn and pale, and her dress had a long cut along the side, everything below it dark with dried blood. Ana wondered if she should really be on her feet, much less doing anything strenuous. Together, she and eleven other mages stood evenly spaced in a dodecagon with the Waystone at its center, and on the cobbles before their feet was a massive ritual circle, newly carved, not drawn, into the cobbles, runes glowing as the mages pushed mana into them.

Closing the Waystone, Sadie had said. That was going to have consequences, especially since it had only been somewhat stable again for a few weeks. Ana watched in silent contemplation for several minutes before fending off attempts at conversation became too draining. With the excuse that she had to speak with Mamtass and give thanks to her patron, Ana steered for the temple doors. They stood halfway closed during daylight for the first time that Ana could remember, but opened as easily as anything under her strength.

This time, when she stepped over the threshold and into one of the Wayfarer’s spaces between moments, she was ready for it. What she hadn’t expected was for nothing except the sound of the crowd and the mana in the air to change.

“Almost three weeks since you last visited me,” the Wayfarer said, her voice gently scolding and wry with amusement. “A less confident goddess might think you were trying to avoid her.”

“I am. I thought that was obvious,” Ana shot back, turning to face the goddess. The Wayfarer stood on the square between the temple and the Waystone, facing the obelisk and wearing what Ana could best describe as a loose green tunic, rich brown trousers that ballooned at the ankles, and a pair of moccasins in a green that matched her sweater. It was an oddly casual look compared to the rough traveler’s garb or armor she’d seen her patron in before.

“You wound me,” the Wayfarer said, turning so they could look each other in the eye. “And after I helped your sweetheart stay alive too. Do you know how much it cost me to put my finger on the scale to get her a Class a full Tier above what she was entitled to?”

Ana rolled her eyes. “I’m sure that keeping me alive was totally incidental.”

“Entirely!” the Wayfarer agreed, breaking into a broad grin. “Now that I’ve got Jisha, I was thinking of trading you in for a newer model anyway.”

“Oh, you’ve got her, have you?” Ana said, meeting the goddess’ grin with a lopsided smile of her own.

“She certainly comes to the temple more often than you.” The Wayfarer put her nose in the air in mock hurt. “Must come with her not having all your hangups about religion.” Then she faced Ana again and said, more seriously, “Though you do come by them honestly. And I was glad to help your girl. I would’ve been furious to lose either of you after you killed a gods-damned Ascender at your Levels.”

“And I’m glad that you did,” Ana said seriously. “Truly. Thank you. I guess she got an Ascension Point and used it?”

“She did. She Reset, made herself a Fighter, and used her Point to get a higher-Tier Class. With her Skills and fighting style, she should have become a Bravo, but, like I said, I put my finger on the scale. Duelist was perfect for her, especially with your Abilities backing her. So what if it’s a Master Tier Class? I wasn’t cheating too badly; she is one of my faithful—mostly—and she was praying as she used her Ascension Point. Besides, it’s not like the Sentinel isn’t cheating his overly polished arse off, messing with the Delves and helping his Summoners and Binders.”

“Is that how that Ascender and his goons got in?”

“Surprisingly, no,” the Wayfarer said, turning back to the Waystone. “That was a combination of arrogance, effort, and good old-fashioned treachery. When I say effort, though, I mean it. They didn’t even go in from Ellsthal, the primary connection point for this Waystone. For them to open a connection and bring over that many people in the middle of a cycle, well . . . that Ascender, Summerland, forced an enormous amount of mana through their Waystone. Him, along with several high-Level Summoners, I’d wager. At least he would have been practically exhausted when you fought him, the arrogant prick.”

“That was him exhausted?!” Ana could barely believe what she was hearing. “He was dragging me along like a puppet on a string until he asked the wrong thing!”

“He was. And he would have broken free of that fancy wrestling move of yours and killed you if your beloved hadn’t shaken off his influence and stabbed him in the heart. I can only assume that she believes, in the depths of her soul, that you winning is an immutable part of the basic order of Existence. But yes, that was him exhausted. Only Ascension Level 3 too. You don’t expect to be able to reliably take on people three times your Level, do you?”

Ana hadn’t. She knew that it would be a ridiculous expectation, and she tried to be realistic. But with the way the goddess phrased the question, she felt suddenly defensive, so she crossed her arms and said, “It’s worked out so far.”

“Against people with Journeyman- or Master-Tier Classes, and against those who’ve fatally underestimated you, my dear angel. You should expect the Sentinel’s agents to be more careful in the future.” Then she feigned some deep consideration and said, “Or not. They do tend to be arrogant and overconfident.”

“‘Arrogant,’” Ana quoted. “That’s what you called . . . what did you say his name was? Summerland? And I agree. Looks like he threw a bunch of lives away, his own included, for nothing. The militia disbanded when we got back, but through the Sentinel, he must have known that the outpost is still practically an armed camp. You people can talk to your Ascenders, right?”

“You people?”

“Gods, whatever,” Ana said dismissively, sure that she was walking an extremely fine line between banter and actually offending a deity who had very real and immediate power over her—something she definitely did not want to do. She remembered the horrible feeling of the Wayfarer commanding her to be silent, and her mouth simply no longer being her own. Yet, she was unable to help herself. There was something irresistible about trying to wind the goddess up, seeing where the boundaries were—in effect, exerting some small amount of power over someone who was close enough to all-powerful. The lingering high of victory certainly didn’t do her any favors either.

“Yes,” the Wayfarer said, rolling her eyes as though she knew exactly what Ana was thinking—for all Ana knew, she did. “Us people can talk to our Ascenders, and with his remaining faithful here, the Sentinel should know much of what’s going on. But that doesn’t mean that a fairly newly minted Ascender, seeing trouble in his own guild, wouldn’t decide to ignore all warnings and try to stomp it out. For glory and favor with his god, I imagine. Void knows, I did similar things more than once during my rise. With the somewhat significant difference that I did so competently.”

“And instead of accomplishing anything he came here for—killing me and anyone who knew the curing ritual—he failed completely. All he did was lose his life and put us on high alert.” Ana snorted. “Serves him fucking right.”

“It does,” the goddess said, then frowned. “Though his failure wasn’t quite as complete as you might have liked.”

Ana’s spiteful cheer drained away in an instant. “What? What did they do?”

“Your prisoners. They attacked the stockade, broke it open, and took to the woods with most of the cultists and the other rabble.”

Ana was silent for a long moment. Then she took a long, steadying breath as her frustration and the red-hot fury that accompanied it almost bubbled to the surface. She wanted to rage, to lash out at something, but with no outlet that wouldn’t get her turned into a puppet for a while, she seized her anger in an iron grasp, twisted it into a knot, and stored it away for later.

“Most of them?” she asked, her voice tight.

“Yes. Most. Some of the guards took a terribly dim view of anyone trying to escape custody. Not everyone made it to the trees.”

“Good riddance,” Ana muttered. “So what I’m hearing is that we’ve got rogue mages and traitors in the forest at a time that the Waystone is going to be closed and the farms are in ruins—meaning we’ll be relying on hunting and gathering again.”

“Unfortunately. Sorry to ruin your good mood.”

“I’m sure I’ll find some way to vent,” Ana said grimly. “Anything else I need to know before I go back?”

“Probably, but I can’t think of everything, and there are things I can only tell you if you ask me. But I do have one piece of advice that might help. A pointer, really.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah, indeed. It’s about your Shaping.”

“I’m all ears.”

“You’re too damn vain,” the goddess said, with the attitude of someone stating an objective fact.

Ana blinked. She was sure that she’d heard right; she just found it hard to believe. Her? Vain? “Excuse me?”

The Wayfarer repeated herself patiently. “You’re too damn vain, Ana.”

“Setting aside just how much I damn well am not, what does that have to do with anything?”

“Everything, my dear little pixie of an angel! You’ve been trying to work out why you can’t make yourself heavier? Well, there’s your answer. Ironskin came easily to you because it fits your image of yourself as being tough as hell. Don’t bother denying it; I’ve heard the songs you sing to yourself in your head. Being made of metal, being unstoppable or indestructible?”

Ana couldn’t stop herself from blushing. So what if she indulged in some self-pep sometimes? That wasn’t any of this jumped-up fairy’s business!

“So, Ironskin fits your image of yourself perfectly,” the jumped-up fairy said, taking on a lecturing tone. “So does making yourself lighter.”

“That’s—” Ana began hotly. A single finger in the air from the currently all-powerful jumped-up fairy stopped her. She’d had her mouth and throat disabledonce before—she’d rather not experience that again.

“Please don’t insult both of us by denying it. You may not have had any romantic drive to speak of, but you enjoy being desired, and you have a host of culturally driven notions about what is desireable in a woman. You like being a deceptively powerful little thing. You complain about how inconvenient it is, and lament the fact in the heat of battle, but then that lovely elfin lady of yours picks you up and—”

“Okay!” Ana interrupted, face burning. “She has a name, you know? And could you at least pretend that you can’t see everything I do?”

“I’m sure that she does. It certainly passes your lips often enough. And seeing and watching are very different things for a deity, as are hearing and listening, if that helps,” the goddess said dryly. “My point was that for all its disadvantages, you enjoy being small. Or, at the very least, it’s central to how you see yourself. And you cannot alter yourself or do any magic in a way that goes against your beliefs. Why do you think kindness and empathy are so central to healing? Alter your perception of yourself, and you’ll find much more success.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Ana had to fight herself to look the goddess in the eye. The Wayfarer’s tone hadn’t been at all judgmental, but Ana’s experience with authority figures commenting in any way on her love life had been restricted to being called an abomination and a harlot while being beaten until she couldn’t stand anymore. It was the kind of thing that had stayed with her. “Anything else?”

“Hmm . . . no, I think not. I would tell you that you don’t have to make the escapees your own responsibility, but I doubt it would do any good. So instead I’ll just ask you to be careful and wish you the best of luck.” Then she smiled. “And give my best to Mestendi.”

“Oh, so you do—”

Between one word and the next Ana was back in the temple, face to face with a very confused Sahna. The volunteer attendant was in the middle of startling awake and didn’t look like she had much of an idea of what was going on when Ana finished, “—know her name . . .”

Sahna must have been on high alert until she dozed off. The spear pointing Ana’s way, which Sahna dropped with an echoing clatter in her shock and horror, certainly suggested as much.

“Oh! Oh goddess, forgive me!” Sahna squeaked. “Chosen, I am so sorry! Please, I didn’t—”

“Calm down,” Ana said firmly, locking eyes with the woman. Sahna immediately froze for long enough for Ana to tell her, “Breathe. You’re fine. I’m not going to blame you for being careful after the night we’ve had.” Then she smiled wryly and glanced down at the dropped weapon. “Might want to work on your grip though.”

Sahna’s eyes followed Ana’s down, and with a gasp she knelt to snatch her spear up off the floor. “Sorry, Chosen!” she said again. “I swear, I did fine in the line, I was just so surprised to see you that—”

“Breathe, Sahna! Again, you’re fine. And it’s safe out there now. The square’s full of friendly people. You can relax.” She waited for Sahna’s breathing to slow down before continuing, “Have you had much trouble here?”

“Ah, no, Chosen! Thankfully not. I guess the temple wasn’t a priority for them.”

“So they weren’t looking to murder just any innocent people, just specific ones. Good to know,” Ana said flatly.

Curious people began to emerge from deeper inside the temple. Their whispers echoed softly, amplifying exclamations of “It’s the Chosen!” or “It’s Mistress Cole!” or just, in one case, “Oh, thank goodness, Ana’s alright!”

Sahna fidgeted and said, “Um, Chosen—Miss Cole. Is it true what they said? Was there an Ascender among them?”

“Yeah. Was being the operative word, there. He was dead five minutes after setting foot in our Splinter.”

The situation quickly escalated to uncomfortable levels of adulation after that. Ana quickly made it clear that she was only there to make sure everyone was okay, then asked Sahna to give her best to Mamtass once the Cleric of the Wayfarer woke.

She considered using her wings to avoid the similarly starstruck crowd that was waiting in the square for her to come out. She decided against it, instead skirting around the outside of the throng best she could, and answering questions curtly or not at all, blaming her hurry to speak with Captain and Marra Falk. She was almost all the way to the guardhouse before someone actually listened and told her, “Oh, you won’t find them there! They’ll be at the stockade, most likely.”

Ana turned to thank the speaker—who turned out to be Merv, the Cobbler who’d sold her her first pair of boots in the Splinter, and whom she still went to for replacements—and then set off for Petra’s inn.


Chapter thirty-four


Petra’s was, as Ana had expected, almost but not entirely empty. Petra was there, and Mikkel stood behind the counter with a crossbow ready. Besides them, there were two sober vigilant men at one solitary table whom Ana recognized from the militia but couldn’t name. She waved. They waved back. Otherwise, there was no one.

“No trouble here,” Petra said. She was in her armor and had taken up a post near the door, her hammer in easy reach. “I was out with some others on Cross Street for most of the night, but only a handful came our way, and they turned back as soon as they saw us. Haven’t heard much since the call went out either. What’s the situation out there?”

“They’re closing the Waystone, apparently,” Ana said. “Mistress Thair and a bunch of mages are doing it right now with half the militia guarding them.”

Petra’s eyes widened. Then she slumped back in her chair and sighed heavily. “There go my damn deliveries,” she said. “And the brewery’s going to be shut too. Can’t spare the grain. Damn it! We’ll be on mead and birch wine until the cycle ends!”

“Uh . . . right.” That had not even been on the list of Ana’s concerns, but fair enough. An innkeep would worry about different things. “They broke the prisoners out of the stockade too. And some of them went after Touanne—”

“Oh, gods! Is she—”

“She’s fine. Telly, Jancia, and Jisha were there. But they’ll have gone after some of the other mages too. Killing anyone who knows the curing ritual was one of their goals. Their damn Ascender told me as much.”

“Ascender?!” Petra was out of her chair in a moment, her hands on Ana’s shoulders. “There’s an enemy Ascender out there?! Firekeeper preserve us, Ana, what are they doing closing the Waystone?”

“Settle down, Petra!” Ana said, taking the innkeeper’s hands off her shoulders and clasping them. “It’s—”

“No, Ana, I know you’re new, but this—we should be talking about evacuating the noncombatants! We need to—”

“Petra!” Ana said sharply, and the older woman fell silent. “It’s alright. He’s dead. Messy and I killed him.”

“Killed—” Petra searched Ana’s face for any sign that she was joking or exaggerating or that she meant anything except what she’d said. “You killed an Ascender?”

“Yeah. According to the Wayfarer, he must have blown out his mana channels getting them in here or something. Told me he was new too. Newly Ascended, I mean, or low Level at least. Some arrogant prick named Summerland.”

Petra’s dark skin turned ashen. “Summerland? Summerland?!”

“That’s what she said, yeah.” Ana leaned back an inch. The innkeeper’s reaction to that name told her, if not everything she needed to know, then at least that this was bad, bad news.

“Aw, fuck!” Petra spat. “And you killed him? You need to talk to the captains right the hell now.” She started pushing Ana toward the door. “FUCK! There’s got to be some way of keeping this quiet.”

“Petra!” Ana said, allowing herself to be slowly led into the street. “Details! Please! Who was this Summerland guy?”

“Only gods-damn Bluesky royalty! As far as any guild has it anyway. City I’m from, Castra, it’s in Summerland, alright? The family and the region have the same damn name. That should tell you everything you need to know about how big of a gods-damn deal they are!”

Ana almost missed a step. “Shit.”

“Yeah. Shit,” Petra agreed, stopping. They were in the street by then. “A man, right?”

“Yeah. Tall, skin a bit lighter than yours, probably would’ve been pretty damn handsome if he wasn’t such a prick. Looked young-ish, but with Vitality, who knows?”

“Yeah, that’ll be the younger brother. Marton, Martel, something like that. If his sister finds out . . .”

Ana got a deeply unpleasant gut feeling at that. “She’s an Ascender too?”

“Yeah. That family’s got the money to just buy their kids to 50, easy. Not a small investment, even for them, but if the younger brother Ascended, too, then it paid off. They’re going to be pissed. Never mind you killing one of their family, that’s a . . . I don’t even know, a twenty-thousand-gold investment you’ve cost them maybe, at the rates in the Primes?”

“At least that explains why he went down so easily,” Ana said. “All Attributes, probably low Skills and little real experience. Probably had a lower-Tier Class too.” She frowned at the thought. It made her victory feel cheap, somehow, which she knew was insane. If he’d made it to Level 50 and Ascended the hard way, she doubted she would’ve survived.

It was hypocritical, and she recognized that. It wasn’t like she’d worked hard for what she had either.

“Maybe,” Petra said. “I remember there was a big fair the week after he was born, so he’d be . . . four years younger than me, perhaps? Plenty of time to get your Skills up, if you take it seriously.”

Ana shook her head. “I’m pretty familiar with spoiled rich kids,” she said. “I’d be surprised if this guy had ever been in anything resembling an even fight in his life.”

“Yeah, be that as it may, it’s his sister you need to worry about. I knew this guy existed, but that was about it. No one I exchange letters with ever even mentioned he Ascended. Serené, though? His sister? She’s dangerous. She’s got a reputation. The sooner you talk to the captains and put a lid, some heavy-duty chains, and a lock on this, the better your chances of surviving beyond the end of the cycle. The Summerlands have a permanent seat on the guild council. Bad enough we won’t be able to hush up the presence of an Ascender completely, but we may be able to keep it out of any reports. You can’t let his name show up, though, understand? Especially not connected to you or Messy!”

Petra, normally steady and nearly unflappable, looked on the edge of losing it. Ana couldn’t help but think that, not having grown up in this world, she was missing a lot of context. She’d been told that Ascenders were terrifying, but the one she’d met had died like a punk. It didn’t exactly fill her with concern to hear that he had an older sister. She knew, intellectually, that it should, but she was far more worried about the politics of the situation. This Summerland guy was, if she understood correctly, pretty much a prince. She’d killed the son of a ruler, who had a seat on the council of the guild to which she now belonged. That, she was pretty sure, was a far bigger deal than one person coming for her, no matter who they were.

No matter what the bigger issue was, though, Petra was right. They needed to try to keep this shtum for as long as they could, if at all possible.

“Petra,” she said, again catching the innkeeper’s eyes. “I’ll do what I can. For now, if anyone I know shows up, can you let them know that I’m alright, but that Messy’s at Touanne’s? And so’s Tor. I’m sure Kaira and Om would love to know that he’s going to be fine.”

Petra took a steadying breath. “Yeah. I can do that. And you’ll go talk to the captains?”

“I was on my way to talk to Falk once I’d made sure you’re okay. I’ll head out right now. But Petra? Be careful. We don’t know if there are any invaders left in the outpost or where they may go.”

Petra promised that she would with the fervor of a woman defending everything she’d built for herself, and then Ana was off, heading north.

The streets were empty. The only people Ana met as she made her way toward the stockade was a small group of combat Classers patrolling for strangers. She hoped they’d be careful, and use their words before anything got ugly; the outpost wasn’t large, but half a thousand people was still enough that even with five people in the group, there was a good chance none of them would know any given person they met.

Ana, of course, did not need to worry. Everyone recognized her. She was more concerned about running across a pack of Order fanatics and not recognizing them herself. Not that she felt she was in any danger; she just didn’t like the idea of unwittingly letting an enemy run off unscathed.

And she had promised Touanne to avoid getting into any fights. There was that.

The stockade was . . . an absolute shambles wasn’t quite right. Order had been restored. There were guards keeping watch both inward and outward, and people, most notably Captain Falk, who were clearly in charge. But it was a goddamn mess. The smell of wood was heavy in the air, along with turned earth and blood, and splinters and shards of stone littered the ground. “Like a whirlwind in a matchstick factory,” Mr. Stamper might have called it.

“Jesus Christ, Captain,” Ana said loudly, making Falk turn to greet her. “I heard they’d attacked, but I didn’t expect this. What happened here?”

“Miss Ana!” Falk said, a relieved smile somewhat brightening his tired face. “It is good to see you on your feet. Yes, indeed. I’d heard that you were quite badly injured in your fight last night.”

“Yeah. Broken leg, a bunch of busted ribs, probably had one of my lungs ruined. Nothing Touanne couldn’t fix, but without her, I doubt I’d’ve woken up this morning. Are you and Marra alright?”

“Some minor scratches, nothing to bother our good midwife with,” Falk said, waving off Ana’s polite concern. “As for what happened, well . . . from what we’ve gathered, about a dozen unknown men and women, half of them mages, attacked shortly after the Waystone was forcibly activated. They blew in the gates”—he gestured to where the entire structure around the gate to the stockade had been reduced to kindling—“and proceeded to destroy the suppression circle by . . . well. You can see for yourself.”

Ana could indeed see what the attackers had done. It looked like a localized earthquake had hit, or perhaps like a volcanic rift had opened, tearing the ground apart and forcing massive shards of rock several feet into the air starting at the gate, continuing through the hundred-yard width of the ritual circle and then the palisade. Some kind of Earth-magic, she assumed.

“The worst damage was done by one man, an Earthbreaker in the high 30s. They then proceeded to tear down the walls between the cells, before further shattering the palisade—the breach would have been quite impassable with so much rock in the way—and making for the forest. All this in a few minutes, while fighting off the guards and taking only three casualties. If I weren’t so furious with them, I might allow myself to be impressed!”

“Besides the prisoners and the damage, what did it cost us?” Ana asked.

Falk heaved a great sigh. “Five dead. Mister Syltfer, whom I know you’re familiar with, was among them. Seven more injured, two, Miss Sira and Mister Feria—Are you familiar with him?”

Ana thought for a moment. Sira she knew well, and Feria the Peacekeeper was on her Party roster, from the people she’d added at Touanne’s. “Middle height, coppery hair, dark tan skin?”

“That’s him. He and Miss Sira were injured badly enough that they had to be taken to Mistress Touanne’s after being stabilized.”

“Yeah, I saw them. They’re doing fine.”

“Excellent. That’s a relief. And I hear Mister Barlo is there as well, though he was only lightly injured in the attack on the stockade.”

“He got hurt pretty badly bringing me there, but he’s recovering too,” Ana said. “Captain, can we talk in private?”

“I’m mostly watching the proceedings at this point,” Falk said by way of agreement. “Let’s walk, shall we?”

Falk led Ana through the shattered stockade and out the wide breach in the palisade. Ana didn’t have anything to compare it to; with the inch-high stumps and the field of splintered logs beyond, the closest she could imagine was if a bomb had gone off, or maybe if a battery of howitzer-size shotguns had blasted it all at once.

“Quite concerning. Yes, indeed,” Falk remarked, seeing her expression. “I’m told it took the Sentinel’s mages, working together, quite a few seconds to push enough mana into their Shaping to destroy the gate and the palisade, but it’s the Earthbreaker who truly concerns me. And the fact that there are now such mages lurking in the forest is a problem. Especially considering the Summoners and Binders and others that they freed. There have also been reports of a few others running for the forest after the attack petered out, so we must assume that they have all joined up.”

“Is there anyone after them yet?” Ana asked.

“Miss Kosh and some of her companions went out to track them some time ago, with clear instructions not to engage. Best if our enemies do not know that they are being followed at all; we shall have to put together a proper force to eliminate them.” Falk paused as they cleared the edge of the field of debris. “I am sure you will not be shocked to hear that holding anyone for trial is no longer a priority. If they surrender without a fight, that is one thing. If not . . .”

“But it’ll need to be soon,” Ana said. “No deliveries. No safe hunting. It’s the siege all over again, except with lower stores.”

“You are absolutely correct, Miss Ana,” Falk said. Then he sighed. “I’m needed here. I’m sure you know what I’ll ask.”

Ana stopped to bend and pick up a crossbow bolt that had buried itself several inches into the soil. It had a broadhead—a hunting bolt. “You know my answer, despite my better judgment.”

Falk also stopped and nodded his gratitude. “That’s a relief. Yes, indeed.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Or this afternoon, if we can gather the fighters.”

“As much as I want this over with, Touanne will have my head if I go out fighting today with the condition I’m in. And Messy would be worried sick.”

“Tomorrow, then,” Falk agreed. “It may be for the best in any case. The escapees and their rescuers will have spent an uncomfortable night in the forest, while you will be as rested as you can be after this ordeal.”

“That’s settled, then,” Ana said. She hefted the bolt, then hauled back and threw it toward the forest. She didn’t have the Throwing Skill yet, despite her long-standing intention of picking it up, nor did she have any real lower-case-s skill with thrown weapons. She could throw a 50 at darts, had gone to one of those axe-throwing places a few times with her colleagues, and Charlie had tried to teach her the subtle art of throwing knives, but it had never really stuck. Still, 58 Strength and 36 Dexterity could make up for some pretty damn severe deficiencies; Ana’s arm cracked forward, and the bolt must have flown several hundred feet despite its low trajectory, far enough that she’d’ve lost sight of it if not for her Perception.

“Might want to hold back at the lists,” Falk suggested. “Precision over power and so on.”

“Yeah,” Ana agreed, feeling quite pleased with herself. “Captain, there’s something I need to ask of you. More like a demand, really.”

“You’ve earned yourself quite a bit of room to make demands. Yes, indeed,” Falk said agreeably. “What do you need?”

“The Ascender. He needs to be kept out of any reports for as long as possible.” At Falk’s doubtful look she added, “I know that too many people know already to keep it quiet forever, but . . . do you know who he was?”

“Not at all. Why?”

“I have it from the Wayfarer that his name was Summerland.”

Falk closed his eyes. His moustache seemed to swallow his entire mouth as he pinched the bridge of his nose and muttered, “Oh, hells.”

“That was Petra’s reaction,” Ana said. “So you see why I’d want his name, his presence at all, kept out of any official reports. I can’t imagine many aristocratic Ascenders go missing in a given month. Word will get out, and if they don’t already know where he went, his family will figure it out soon enough. I’d like the biggest head start I can get.”

Falk slumped where he stood, as though all his fatigue had caught up with him at once. “It’s too late for that, I’m afraid. We couldn’t just close the Waystone, you understand.”

A lump formed in Ana’s gut. “You sent a report or something first, explaining what happened,” she stated. Of course they had. Obviously they would have!

“Not the first we’ve sent since the Waystone became stable enough, of course, but yes. We detailed what we could about the attack. We did not have the man’s name at the time, which may be a small mercy, but I would not be surprised if Lord and Lady Summerland know within the day that an Ascender has died here. No, indeed.”

“And in not too long they’ll connect the dots, and then they’ll be counting the days until they, or more likely their daughter, can avenge him.” Ana’s face twisted into a snarl. “Fuck!”

“You have my deepest sympathy for the trouble this is likely to cause you,” Falk said sombrely. “You also have my full support in the face of this likely injustice. Though I doubt any of us are likely to go entirely unscathed.”

Forcing herself to take a deep, calming breath, Ana said, “Thank you. Nothing we can do about it now. We have two months. First we need to deal with the Earthbreaker, his minions, and the escapees, and then we can decide how to handle this.”

“We shall need to present a united front,” the captain said. “I’ll talk to Pirta.”

“Thank you.” Ana paused for as long as she deemed diplomatic, then said, “Speaking of the administrative captain . . . can she still be trusted?”

“Without a doubt,” Falk said. He didn’t sound at all offended—just tired. Then he sighed. “She is . . . having a crisis of faith, as are many of the Sentinel’s remaining followers in this Splinter. If you’ve been by the rubbish pits lately, the effigies . . . but no, we were talking about Pirta. Karti was her priest, once upon a time. His betrayal, more than anything, has done her great harm. But I’ve known her for many years before we took this posting together, and if there is one thing I’m sure of in this world—besides my absolute trust in my wife—it’s that when Pirta’s faith is pitted against her duty, it will be her duty that wins out. She will not betray this Splinter, nor the people under her protection. No, indeed, she will not.” Then he looked up, catching Ana’s eyes, and said, “But I do ask that you be patient with her, and kind. She was raised into the worship of the Sentinel; she is not taking his treachery well.”

They made their way back through the breach in the palisade after that and separated. Ana made her way along narrow side streets toward the small apartment she shared with Messy, deep in thought. Fucking politics. If there was one thing she’d never wanted to get caught up in, it was politics. It had been a constant concern with the kinds of clients Mr. Stamper had her protecting—high-profile kids of high-profile people. Her best protection had been to be uninteresting to the point that even the paparazzi wouldn’t care if she was in focus, or even in the shot. Now? Now she was well and truly in the shit, both religious and secular, and Messy along with her. And she couldn’t see a reliable way out.

As she got close to home, she was so deep in thought that she barely even registered when her Danger Sense went off. On reflex and instinct more than anything, she turned to see the descending dagger and the woman holding it. With her free right hand, Ana grabbed her wrist, and eschewing anything that even resembled technique, she twisted at the hip, curled herself forward, and whipped her assailant overhead hard enough that her sandals dug into the hard-packed dirt of the street. The woman’s shoulder separated with an audible grukh as she was jerked into a high arc that ended with her smashing into the ground with a wet thud. Then Ana’s body seemingly remembered the sword in her left hand, and as she twisted back up, she threw it underhand at the wide-eyed man who stood ten feet behind where the woman with the dagger had been.

The sword twisted once and struck the man pommel-first high in the gut. He collapsed, gasping and retching, to the ground.

On impulse, Ana checked her notifications.

Congratulations! Your Party has defeated: Themion Rogue (15). Based on your contribution, you have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Medium). For fighting in the defense of your Object of Devotion, you have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Minor) as a bonus.
Congratulations! You have learned the Skill Throwing! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Lesser).
Throwing: Improved accuracy and ease of handling per Level for thrown weapons.


Then Ana’s conscious mind caught up with what had just happened. She looked at the themion woman who lay very obviously dead on the street, eyes open and staring blankly at the sky. She turned and looked at the man on the other side of her, who was far too busy alternating between struggling for breath and emptying his stomach into the dirt to be any kind of threat to anyone.

“Gods dammit,” she muttered. Her ribs . . . tickled more than anything, but that was bad enough with how strong the painkilling effect of Touanne’s magic was. Ana had promised the Healer not to get into any fights. She’d just been going to change her clothes and grab some things for Messy, and now she’d been made into a liar. But much as she wanted to just pick up her sword and put the guy out of his misery, having someone to interrogate would probably be for the best.

She relieved the guy of two daggers as she waited for him to finish emptying his stomach. Then she lifted his head by the hair, looked him in the eyes, and told him in her most reasonable voice, “If you try anything, I’m breaking your knees and elbows.” Fair warning given, she grabbed him by the collar, picked up her borrowed sword, and dragged him back to the stockade.

Falk was very grateful for her restraint.


Chapter thirty-five


The hunting party that assembled the next morning, three and a half Parties of exceedingly irate mages and combat Classers, was near enough the cream of what the outpost had to offer. Other than the captains and Marra Falk—who stayed behind to command the temporarily reinstated militia—and a few injured people, every high-Level combat Classer was there, with a few lower-Level ones to round out the Parties. Considering their opposition, Ana had thought the closer they could get to an overwhelming force, the better. And when the call went out to gather for a punitive expedition, there had been no lack of willing voices.

Not one of the hunters had been spared the loss of an acquaintance, a friend, or in one or two cases, a family member in the past three months. During the night after Summerland and his minions breached the Splinter, sixteen more of the outpost’s small community had died. Besides the five dead guards at the stockade, four mages, including one of the outpost’s few Life-mages, had fallen victim to what could only be described as assassinations—the invaders had been carrying maps, showing exactly who lived where, with priorities. Another four combat- or hybrid-Classers and one mage had died fighting off the invaders in various parts of the outpost, and two unfortunate artisans had seemingly ended up as collateral damage, caught in the crossfire between invaders and defenders. That was to say nothing of the large number of injured of all Classes, many of whom had been forced to wait for hours before they could be provided with potions or seen by Touanne or another Life-mage; or the property damage, all the way from broken up streets, scorched walls, splintered doors, and shattered windows, to entire buildings partially collapsed or set on fire.

To say that the prospects of the escapees and their rescuers looked dim would have been a massive understatement. More accurately, it could be summed up by the muttering of Part, a normally taciturn Bulwark and temporary officer. “May the thrice-cursed Sentinel show them some mercy and kindness when they meet him,” he said, “because I damn well won’t.”

Ana led her Party, of course, though perhaps she shouldn’t. Touanne hadn’t given her the all clear so much as a scolding capped off by, “but I know I can’t talk you out of doing what you feel you must. Just please try to be careful!”

Messy, who’d woken for a short time during the evening and again before Ana left, had been more sanguine. “Kill the bastards,” she’d growled into Ana’s hair as she held her as tight as she could. “Kill every damn one of them. They had their chance.”

And that was just what Ana intended to do. She’d made her concerns about keeping so many mages prisoner clear when Pirta marched them back to the outpost from Karti’s camp. She’d even offered to solve the problem, though the idea left a bad taste in her mouth. Now she was going to do things her way. No excuses. As Messy had said, the escapees had their chance, and their rescuers were too dangerous for mercy. Besides, they were getting closer to food shortages with every meal, and keeping dozens of prisoners would only make that worse.

No, Ana was resolved to do what she felt must be done. It remained to be seen if her soldiers felt the same, but from the way they talked, she wasn’t too concerned.

The other two full parties were headed by Wandak, his multitude of facial piercings jingling and rustling as he moved between his Party members, checking their equipment, and Tarkan the Hammerer. They also had a half Party of dedicated trackers in the form of Kosh and her gang, six men and women in all, lean, mean, and raring to go. None more than their leader; Kosh had a mean streak to start with, and the short campaign against Karti hadn’t made her any kinder.

As everyone finished going over their equipment and rearranging their packs, Kaira appeared by Ana’s shoulder. She and Omda were both in Ana’s Party, along with Lesirell, Perrion, Deni, and, of all people, Waller, who’d not taken Syltfer’s death well. Raising the Party’s average Level by a bit were Tellak and Jancia, along with Brosden the Skirmisher, whose second go-around with Kaira was still somehow holding together, and finally Rill the themion Hordebreaker, who was terribly excited to be fighting in the Party of the Wayfarer’s own Chosen.

Tor and Messy were both still laid up and recovering, but Ana had offered Jisha a spot in the Party. She’d declined. Even if some of the patients might be able to fight if they had to, she said, someone had to stay with Touanne just in case. Ana chose to believe her. She privately suspected that the thought of going out with the intention of killing people was still a step too far for the girl, and she wasn’t going to blame her for that. She may have found that she could take a life if she had to, but she didn’t have the anger of most of the hunting party, nor did she have the callousness that Deni, the only person Jisha’s age joining them, had discovered during the campaign against Karti.

“Ready to go?” Kaira asked softly.

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” Ana replied, then stepped out in front of her small force. All talk, all last-minute adjustments, even all fidgeting, stopped.

Slipping back into the role of Marshal Stasia was frighteningly easy.

“On the evening of two days past, we were attacked,” she began. “The invaders came here to continue Karti’s wretched work, and to eliminate anyone who can cure the void plague. They targeted mages. They targeted Mistress Touanne. They targeted me. We lived, but they killed sixteen good people. They injured dozens more, most of whom are still in recovery. They destroyed homes, and lives, and livelihoods. And then they ran.”

It was a slight modification of the truth, but close enough to start angry mutters of agreement spreading.

“They took with them almost three dozen cultists and traitors who were awaiting trial. Not one of those prisoners chose to trust in justice or our mercy. They chose the invaders and ran for the forest. Now they lurk there, making the place unsafe for our hunters. Hunters who will be more responsible than ever for feeding the population of this Splinter, now that we’ve been forced to shut and bar the Waystone. They’re trying to starve us. They’re trying to destroy us. But we’ve been through this before, right?”

“Right!” came the immediate response.

“They failed to break us then. They will fail again! Right?”

“Right!” the crowd answered, louder.

“We will find them, and we will fucking destroy them! Right?!”

“Right!” the crowd roared.

“Of course, right! Kosh and company, lead the way! Everyone else, you know the marching order! No one runs ahead, no one falls behind! Until we find the bastards, we’re doing this textbook. And when we do, we give them a taste of the hell they’re going to! Move out!”

The northern gate stood open, and Kosh and her Party took off, loping across the open ground of the clearing and quickly pulling ahead. Behind them, Ana and her Party followed at a more conservative pace, marching rather than running, the other two Parties each taking up a position on her flanks. It didn’t make much difference to their ease of movement if they were in a long column or a wide line; few people went north, and the trail from gate to forest was barely a path. Better to maximize their coverage, Ana had figured, and Kosh and some other more experienced trackers had agreed. Besides, it was easier to ambush a column than a line.

As they neared the trees, Waller shuffled over so he was next to Ana. She gave him a flat stare, waiting for him to speak. The man had practically begged to be in her Party, and she’d acquiesced, but that didn’t mean she intended to make anything easy for him.

Finally, perhaps sensing that Ana wasn’t going to initiate, Waller said, “You’re in a fucking mood.” His eyes were in the trees ahead.

“Am I?” she deadpanned.

“Your speeches are usually more inspirational, less ‘Let’s murder the shit out of these fucks.’ So yeah.”

“Maybe it’s a bit more personal this time. Less ‘horde of mindless zombies,’ more ‘they threw a trust-fund Ascender at me and tried to murder every friend I have in this place.’ I’m sure you can imagine that’ll piss a girl right the fuck off.”

“Sure can. And I’m sure you don’t care, but I can sympathize somewhat.”

“Can you?” Ana said, more a statement that the conversation was over than a question.

Waller, however, didn’t take it that way. He had something to get off his chest. After a few seconds, during which they both hopped over a ditch with a trickle of water at the bottom, he said, “He never blamed you. Not once. That’s why he took shift after shift at the stockade.”

Despite herself, Ana humored him. “Sylt?”

“Yeah. We never knew Trig was devout or anything. She never talked about it. We figure someone must’ve got into her head. Sylt wanted to make sure the bastards saw justice.”

“And you?”

“He was my last real mate. I know some people, drinking buddies and guys who’d join us for a Delve and all, but Sylt, he was the last one I trusted to watch my back. So I took every shift with him. He watches mine, I watch his, you know?” Waller sighed heavily and spat into the thick moss. “And then a gods-damn rock got him. Not even an aimed one. Ground broke open and—” He made a popping gesture at his head.

“So that’s why you’re out here? Revenge?”

“Yeah, revenge! Fuck do you think nine out of ten of these guys are here for?” Waller looked at her like she was stupid, then thought better of it and looked away again, muttering, “What else do I have left? Anyway. Guess I wanted to thank you for having me along. I know the other low-Levelers are your friends. I’m . . . not.”

“Sure,” Ana said. “Figured if nothing else, you’d be motivated.” And with Jisha declining, there’d been a spot in the Party. “Word of advice though?”

He looked at her with genuine interest. “What?”

“Be less of a cock and more . . .” Ana gestured to him generally, “this, and you might find some new people you’ll trust to watch your back.” She gave him a moment to consider if he wanted to express any offense, then finished with, “You’ve been shockingly tolerable ever since dragging me back inside the wall from under that pile of corpses. I don’t mind having you along. Now get the hell back in line and stick close to me when things get bloody.”

Waller gave her a flat stare, then a snort and the closest thing to a genuine smile she’d ever gotten from him. Then he shuffled back to his position two heads down from Ana, giving her a sarcastic “Yes, Marshal!” as he went. They both knew how she felt about the title.

She also knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that, while they might not like each other, he’d have her back when it counted. He might be a dick, but he was a loyal dick. Hell, he might even be worth salvaging.

“Making nice with the local hoodlums?” Kaira asked from behind her. “Or is that just hoodlum now? They’ve taken some, whatsit? Attrition.”

“Maybe,” Ana said, slowing down for a moment so Kaira naturally caught up. “I know who he’ll try to kill when things kick off, at least, and it won’t be me. How’re you doing?”

“Holding up. Lost a couple of acquaintances, but no one close, thank the gods. Fucking furious about you and Messy and Tor and . . . yeah. Too many friends got too close to oblivion for me to be anything but murderous right now. Still can’t believe they sent a gods-damn Ascender.”

“I don’t think anyone sent him,” Ana said. “He should’ve been better prepared if this was planned properly.”

Kaira waved dismissively. “Yeah, whatever. Point is, an Ascender came after you. And that mage who wrecked the stockade . . . I mean, gods beyond, Ana! I talked to Drisa, and she says that Earthbreaker is a Heroic-Tier Class. According to Tor, the guy was Level 37 too. Bet you anything the guy was holding back so he wouldn’t kill the people they were trying to rescue. If that guy comes back to the outpost, I don’t even want to think about the damage he could do.”

“That’s why we’re hunting him down and taking him out with extreme prejudice,” Ana said. “We can’t afford to have enemies lurking in the forest, least of all someone like that.”

“Nah, yeah,” Kaira agreed. “But seriously, Ana, you need to be careful. The only high-Level mage you ever fought was Karti—who’s with them, I should point out—and he’s not a combat mage. This bastard, he’s not just a combat mage. He’s a gods-damn war mage. There’s no reason to take a Class like that unless you expect to bring down walls and destroy formations.”

“War mage?” Ana objected. It wasn’t that she didn’t have a good idea of what the Earthbreaker could do—the man she’d taken captive had broken shockingly easy under interrogation—but the term war mage surprised her. “I thought you didn’t have wars here.”

“Hell did you hear that? They’re rare, yeah, but they happen. Not like the bad old days, before the Splinters, of course—from the little reading I’ve done, you couldn’t go a year without hearing about a new war starting somewhere. But for sure, wars still happen! And I bet you that a mage who can crack a wall might not be the best fit for a Delving Party, but they’d get paid well enough to compensate when someone wants a city or a stronghold taken.”

Ana thought about what she’d seen Kaira do: focused bolts that could put a smoking hole through a man at dozens of yards, and powerful, short range blasts that could tear a demon in half. The sheer power of it. It was tiring, and Kaira didn’t have much staying power—Ana had understood that much. But what did that matter when she could kill an opponent long before she ran out of juice with attacks that were accurate enough and traveled so fast that few would be able to dodge them? “Could you do that?” she asked. “Blow through a wall?”

“I don’t know,” Kaira answered immediately. “How much are you paying?”

Ana gave the Evoker a flat stare. Kaira just grinned. “Seriously, I’m not sure. Given time, probably. If I go a few steps deeper into my Crafts, pick up another 15 Levels in both my Class and Shaping, and maybe Evolve to a Master- or, gods be kind, Heroic-Tier Class? You best believe I could. It’s few people who get the combination of Crafts that I have, and it’s a powerful one. You better bet I was fucking pleased when I realized Deni had both aptitudes.” She twisted to look back at the younger mage, who’d been listening in, and flashed her a shark-toothed grin.

“You’re just happy to have someone to corrupt,” Deni chirped, looking pleased as anything at the attention.

Kaira rolled her eyes theatrically. “Please, like I could corrupt you! You were begging me to teach you to blast things to flaming bits at an age when I was still driving cattle. I’m terrified and terribly excited to see what you’ll misuse my guidance for.”

“Since I’ll use it for good, I suppose you would think I was misusing it,” Deni sniped back, giggling.

The change in Deni since Ana had first met her was amazing. At the start of their first Delve, the very first for both of them, Deni had been a blushing, babbling, almost timid little thing—all the way up until Rayni and Kaira set her and Ana to kill the first demon they found. After that, her confidence had grown in leaps and bounds. She was still a giggly, thoughtful young woman who blushed at the first mention of so much as a kiss, never mind the constant stream of coarse anecdotes and innuendo she’d been exposed to during the days out with Kaira’s Casuals group. But she’d also shown a brutally pragmatic and vindictive streak that would make her a nightmare for anyone who crossed her and possibly a huge asset to Ana. Assuming she lived long enough to grow into herself, which wasn’t at all guaranteed considering the shitshow that had been forced on them.

Which reminded her . . .

“Deni, Lesirell, Perrion. And Waller, I suppose. Remember what I told you. Eighteen feet and not an inch further away from me, unless you have a damn good reason.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Perrion said, though it was easy to hear that he wasn’t sure why she’d told them that. She hadn’t explained about her ability to take on their wounds, and if he hadn’t heard by some other route, she wasn’t planning to. She didn’t think any of them would use the Ability against her, but she hadn’t thought that of Trilgayeri. And even if they were perfectly trustworthy, she could very well see it making them overconfident and getting her hurt unnecessarily. Waller especially, but she didn’t know Lesirell well enough to trust her with the knowledge either.

Deni, of course, knew exactly why, bearing the dubious honor of being the first person whose life Ana had saved with her Ability when a demonic bear took a foot-long chomp of her torso. It had been one of the worst experiences of Ana’s life up to that point, and the fact that it had fallen to the lower end of her top ten in barely three months should probably be more sobering than it was.

“Anyway . . .” Kaira said. “What was I saying? Right! Gods-damn war mage! I saw what he did at the stockade—not like anyone could miss it—and I don’t want you thinking that all he’s good for is breaking walls. Tellak’s the one to go to about Earth-magic, but don’t be surprised if he’s got all kinds of nasty tricks for taking out anything from one hard bastard—or bitch, as the case may be—to whole damn formations. Best thing would be if one of our scouts could put an arrow in his eye before he even knows we’re here.”

“But they’ve got to know we’ll be coming for them,” Ana said.

“But that, yeah,” Kaira agreed. “So I think the best we can hope for is to avoid being ambushed and take it as it comes. But that guy needs to go down before he can take too many of us out.”

“That’s a lot more fatalistic than I’m used to from you,” Ana commented soberly.

Kaira shrugged. “I think we’ve all accepted some of us might not come back from this. I wouldn’t worry about the traitors, but we’re going up against an ass load of mages, and if there’s one thing we mages are good at, it’s doing a lot of damage before we go down. One Shaping. That’s all he needs to cause a lot of tears.”


Chapter thirty-six


The hunters made no contact with their prey during the first day, though Kosh’s team kept them on the right trail. That was to be expected, with the one-day head start the escapees had. They were running north—for what, no one could say. The only thing there was the edge of the Splinter, and not even the Wayfarer could tell Ana if there was anything they could do there.

Though I didn’t know the Sentinel could mess with Delves the way he did, so expect the unexpected, the goddess warned unhelpfully.

They stopped at sunset, raising their tents in a glade by firelight and resting only as long as it took for the sky to begin to lighten. Everybody got as much sleep as they needed, and no more; those with a high Willpower divided the watches between them, leaving those whose Attribute was lower to rest.

Since Ana could make do with less than two hours of sleep, that meant that she spent a lot of time sitting outside the camp proper, near her Party’s tents, staring into the dark forest. Her high Perception could only do so much for her sight, and her night vision wasn’t much better than it had been back on Earth, but her Keen Hearing Enhancement more than made up for it. The higher her Perception got, the more the Enhancement amazed her. When it was new, months before, she’d been able to hear one person’s heartbeat if she focused and there weren’t too many distractions. Now, in the silence of the night, she could hear the individual heartbeats of the people sleeping in the tents behind her. She could follow the movements of rodents in the leaf cover on the forest floor, and the flights of bats and nocturnal birds between the trees. She could tell who was having a troubled night’s sleep, and which pairs—and one trio—were using the night and the relative privacy of the tents for something other than rest. She couldn’t blame them. For all they knew, they might walk into an ambush tomorrow and have the earth swallow them. If blowing off some steam would let them rest more easily, well . . . Ana would probably be doing the same for Messy if she were there.

She couldn’t help but shake her head at the thought. Even more so at her resurgent awareness of Messy’s absence. It wasn’t quite as bad as it had been during her Delve with Kaira and the others—knowing that what she felt was real helped. It was different now that she could be sure that her suffering was her own, and not just something the System forced her to feel.

It still sucked. She looked forward to the day, hopefully soon, that Messy could join her again.

Kosh came to find her during the darkest part of the night, after the moon dropped behind the trees but before even a hint of twilight hit the sky. “We’re moving out again,” the Pathfinder told her. “With any luck, we’ll get eyes on them today.”

“They can’t be moving fast,” Ana said. “Half of them are Stolen or social Classers, and most of the rest are mages. I doubt a single one of them can move near as fast as you.”

“Yeah,” Kosh agreed with great satisfaction. “And unless they want to leave people behind, they’ll only be moving as fast as the slowest of them. Although . . . I mean, what if they do? Callous fuckers may just ditch the slowpokes.”

“I expect they will,” Ana agreed.

“Yeah. So what do you want us to do if we catch anyone lagging behind?”

“I don’t want any prisoners,” Ana said, her voice flat. When Kosh didn’t reply, she asked, “Will that be a problem?”

“Well . . .” Kosh looked away, shrinking under Ana’s stare. “I mean—some of them, they’re traitors, right, but they’re people we know. I’m not sure—”

“If none of you can do it, bring them somewhere close to the main group and come get me.”

Kosh’s throat bobbed at the finality in Ana’s words.

“Understood?”

“Yes, Marshal,” Kosh said meekly.

“Good. Now get going. The sooner we catch these shitstains, the sooner everyone back home can feel safe again.”

With a nod, the woman slipped back into the camp. Even to Ana’s hearing, her movement was almost silent, and if Ana hadn’t been listening for it, she wouldn’t have noticed the small Party of scouts vanishing into the forest.

Ana was proven right when they found the first body around noon. One of the Stolen; Ana recognized him from Eria’s failed ambush. He’d been struck by two arrows, then decapitated. Kosh and her people weren’t going to risk leaving any revenants in their wake.

“Looks like they’re not afraid to leave people behind,” Kaira commented.

“They never expected people like him to survive anyway,” Ana said, staring down at the body with cold satisfaction. All the imprisoned Stolen had confessed to being part of the group who beat Messy. What had this particular guy done? Was he the one who broke her nose? Her ribs? Had he split her lips or lacerated her liver with his kicks?

She was aware of her aura shifting, becoming cold, sharp, and turbulent, and clamped down on it as best she could as she continued, “He was a tool, supposed to die fighting us or when the Splinter collapsed. You think they even hesitated to leave him on his own?”

“I don’t know, Ana,” Kaira said hesitantly. “Some of the traitors . . . they were good people, you know?”

“You’ll forgive me if I find that hard to believe.”

“I’m not saying they’re innocent. Just, you know. Tirella, the Baker, she used to throw in an extra roll for me whenever I went by her shop. Stuff like that.”

“And yet she did nothing while Trig held a blade to Messy’s throat and tried to force me to commit suicide by proxy.”

Kaira’s cheeks puffed as she blew out a heavy breath. “Yeah. She didn’t,” she said. Though, by her body language, she wasn’t so much agreeing as she was accepting that Ana wouldn’t change her mind about the traitors.

Honestly, it wasn’t that Ana refused to entertain the idea that some of the people they were hunting were essentially decent—she just didn’t care. Everyone they were after was a threat. They’d shown themselves willing to hurt Ana, to hurt Messy and the other people who mattered to her. Some of them had done so already; others had stood in silent support—to her they were all just as guilty, and their sentence had been made clear before she and her hunters left the outpost.

Perhaps some of them had redeemable qualities. Ana didn’t care. If they weren’t making it out of this forest alive either way, why waste time and energy thinking about them? If they needed to die so that Ana—and everyone else—could have a few weeks or months of peace, why even attempt to feel an empathy for them that was entirely foreign to her? They’d taken enough from her. She wasn’t going to give them any more of her limited emotional energy than she absolutely had to.

If anything, and if she was being entirely honest with herself, she was looking forward to the moment they caught up with the bastards. Not because she’d enjoy killing them. She wouldn’t, except possibly a few select cases—Karti and the Stolen came to mind. Maybe Eria, the leader of the traitors who’d ambushed her not too long ago. Mostly, though, she just wanted this to be over.

She’d be leaving in less than two months, and she had little idea of what to expect outside of the Splinter. For all she knew, the Summerlands would be either coming for her or waiting on the other side of the Waystone, in this Ellsthal place the Wayfarer had mentioned. She needed to be prepared for that. She needed contingency plans, and she needed, at the very least, to get to Level 20. And on the assumption that she survived past the end of the cycle, she needed to build up some capital; she had barely any money, and outside of this Splinter, a place that practically worshiped her, she shouldn’t expect any handouts.

Just thinking about it was exhausting. She just wanted to have the choice of a few weeks of peace. She’d had a taste. A little over two weeks of just living, of having a routine she could fall into, and it had been wonderful. She had no idea when she’d get the opportunity again.

Goddess, she thought, letting herself really feel the weariness of the last three months. I just want my PJs and my goddamn hot chocolate.

The goddess didn’t respond.

All those thoughts came and passed in a handful of seconds, and Kaira was still waiting for her to continue the conversation. And with Ana stopped, the whole line had drifted to a halt and stood around wondering if they were taking a break or moving on.

“Irry,” Ana asked softly, “can you do this? You did alright at the white obelisk.”

“They were—” Kaira started, then dropped her voice until she was barely speaking, and only Ana could hear. “Those fuckers were in the middle of trying to kill us all. I had no problem taking them out, and I won’t now. Same for the invaders. But our neighbors?”

Ana nodded. That was fair. “I’ll tell you the same I told Kosh. If you can’t do it, just find me. I’ll take care of it. No questions, no judgment.”

Kaira looked her in the eyes and then, without warning, threw herself forward and wrapped her arms around Ana’s neck. “Thank you,” she breathed. “I just might.”

[image: Scene change]

“Incoming! Fucking incoming! Revenants!”

The distant voice that pierced the stillness of the forest belonged to Darr, one of Kosh’s Party. Ana immediately repeated the call—she knew most of her hunters didn’t have hearing anywhere near as sensitive as her own.

“Incoming revenants! Get ready to fight!” her own voice boomed out, and packs immediately started hitting the ground, swords leaving their scabbards and the limbs of crossbows creaking as they were spanned. “Forward! Onto the height!” she called out, referring to the ten-foot ridge ahead of them that blocked their sight of what was coming. Then she drew her weapon from its loop on her belt, grasped her shield firmly, and led by example.

Darr kept calling, and Ana could soon discern other voices calling with him, far to the right and left. By the way the volume of their alarm increased, they were approaching quickly, and as Ana crested the ridge, she could pick out four figures running toward her among the trees—along with what was following them.

From her new vantage, she could see and identify three sapient revenants. And though it didn’t make sense, though that wasn’t how revenants and demons were supposed to work—they weren’t supposed to gang up outside of Delves—she’d bet anything that there were three more coming their way, hot on the scouts’ heels.

Ana Inspected them, and wasn’t at all surprised by what she saw. [Revenant of Gabriella Pérez (Threat: Serious)]. [Revenant of Frederick Sakyi (Threat: Moderate)]. [Revenant of Martin Deppert (Threat: Serious)]. Ana didn’t know them, but those were Earth names.

“Gods-damn Binders,” she muttered, then called out, “Human revenants! Moderate or Serious to Level 18! Backliners, fire at will, but watch our scouts! Take ’em out before they reach us! Frontliners, screen the back line!”

From the small height, the back line had all the margin they needed to let loose without worrying about either the front line or the approaching scouts. Arrows and bolts flew first, snapping and hissing through the air almost too fast for the eye to track. Some hit trees; some simply missed and continued past their targets, either due to poor aim or the revenants’ unpredictable jerky movements. But some struck home.

They weren’t enough. Revenants were by definition already dead and didn’t bleed. But they did throw off the balance of the revenants that took hits, making them stumble and spacing them out slightly.

Shortly after the first volley of mundane attacks, Kaira, Deni, and Jancia opened up. One of the two searing bolts of plasma that tore downrange blasted a chunk out of a tree, which slowly toppled with an echoing, splintering crack. The other took a revenant in the side; it kept coming, spilling entrails all the way.

Jancia took a different approach with her attacks. Instead of the sustained beam she’d demonstrated to Ana, capable of cutting a hole through solid rock given time, or the wide strobing flash she’d used to blind charging changelings or the Sentinel’s mages, she swept low and slow, aiming to cut tendons and ligaments in knees and ankles. It wasn’t terribly effective against the revenants, unfortunately; they were unnaturally resistant to damage in general, and didn’t seem to follow basic rules of anatomy, such as joints needing proper support.

What it did very effectively was to set their clothing on fire, making them eminently visible to the shorter-ranged mages who let loose as soon as they thought it was worth the attempt. What they lacked in accurate range, they made up for in stopping power. Light and plasma were good at setting fires and blowing chunks out of things, but they didn’t have much mass. A sizable rock or a ball of ice travelling at fifty or sixty feet per second though? They may not destroy a revenant outright, but they stopped them in their tracks, sending them stumbling, spinning, and tumbling to the ground.

Ana itched to move up and finish them off. Her bonuses hadn’t kicked in yet, and she yearned for the rush to take away the fatigue and the frustration, leaving only the rush of life or death in their wake. But she forced herself to hold back. She was trying to take Kaira’s words to heart. It didn’t matter that the revenants were battered and spaced out, or how easy it would be; Ana didn’t have to do everything herself. She didn’t have to take any extra risks, not when she had three dozen Delvers with her, eager to do their part. No matter how much she wanted to.

The retreating scouts passed through the gaps the frontliners had left them, and the back line really opened up. The revenants didn’t stand a chance; the archers saved their arrows, but the mages pounded them literally into the dirt. If one managed to so much as get to its knees, it instantly got focused on until the surrounding ground was churned, steaming mud with chunks of what had once been a person mixed in.

Not the most efficient use of mana, perhaps, but none of Ana’s hunters got hurt, and that was what counted. As for the revenants, they barely even needed to check for notifications in the end; if any of those things were still animate once the mages stopped, they would have just had to dig the deepest hole they could and dumped it in there, because she wasn’t wasting any more time or effort on something that was clearly unkillable. But between the three Parties, they tallied up six unique names, all of them unquestionably hailing from Earth. And despite doing nothing but look inspiring, Ana even got four Least Crystals and four Shards out of her standing around. More than she deserved, as far as she was concerned, but she wasn’t going to complain about free Crystals.

And besides, her real reward lay in knowing that every one of the bastards who’d laid hands on Messy was dead. She might not have gotten to do it herself, but there was some vicious satisfaction in knowing that they’d been betrayed by the people they must have seen as their saviors. It would have to do.

Unfortunately, even that satisfaction was short-lived.

“Split?” Darr’s voice cut through the sudden silence, and Ana turned to see him looking around behind the formed up Parties. “Kosh? Has anyone seen Split and Kosh?”

“They were right behind us by the stream,” one of the women from Kosh’s Party said. “And they’re still alive. I just checked the Party list. They wouldn’t have taken a different route, would they?”

“Would Kosh have split off while falling back to the main force?” the other woman from Kosh’s Party asked, her tone flat.

“That was fucking, what’s it, rhetorical, Yna,” the first one snapped. “Of course she wouldn’t! So where are they?”

“Ladies, stop bickering,” Ana said, and the two immediately fell silent and turned to listen. “Scouts, whoever’s second in command, take the Party and backtrack the way you retreated. We’ll follow you. Priority right now is to find Kosh and Split. We’ll make up for lost time by increasing our pace for a while afterward. Move out!”

The four remaining scouts nodded almost as one. The only one who hadn’t spoken, an elfin man who was as anonymous to Ana as most of Kosh’s group, gestured to the others and led them back the way they’d come.

“The rest of you, good job! Now get your packs, double time. Let’s not let the scouts get too damn far ahead of us!”

Soon they were walking carefully past the remains of the revenants, and through the devastation that was all that was left of the forest around there. The churned, wet soil was a real hazard, threatening to steal boots and break ankles with every step. Soon, though, they were past, and Ana brought them to a light jog. Omda and two other Rangers from the main parties quickly took point, just like they had before the revenants, making sure that the small force stayed on the right track.

They hadn’t gone long—ten minutes at most—when they found Yna waiting for them, alone and looking far too grim for Ana’s liking.


Chapter thirty-seven


Yna, one of Kosh’s scouts, pushed off from the deep shade of a tree no more than a hundred feet ahead of Ana. In her hand was an unstrung bow; at a closer look, its string had been cut. At her feet was another bow, similarly damaged, along with two quivers and an assortment of short swords, axes, and daggers. “Kosh and Split’s weapons,” she said as Ana approached her and the rangers who’d stopped with her. “There are tracks leading away, multiple people.”

“Aw, shit. They were captured,” Ana said. She didn’t see what else could have happened.

“Yeah,” Yna agreed. “They’re still alive, so . . . yeah. We’re guessing the Stolen revenants were a distraction. Fucking evil thing to do, killing them and leaving them like that, but none of us had a better idea. Don’t know how the hell they took Kosh, but Split was lagging behind a little. She may have hung back to help him, and the bastards got both of them. Thing is, Split was fine before the revenants came at us, and he’s the best runner among us, save Kosh. He doesn’t fall behind. We figure they may have hit him with something.”

“We know they have Death-mages with them,” Ana said. “That damn green lightning or whatever it is knocks people down easily enough.”

“Yeah. The others are following extremely fucking cautiously.”

“Good.” Ana took the bow from Yna, looking at it. She didn’t know jack or shit when it came to bows, but focusing on the grain of the polished wood helped her think. God, she could see so much detail!

Why would they take captives? Why go so far as to lay a trap, seemingly with the specific intent of doing so? Because they want bait was the obvious reason. But for what? An ambush seemed most likely. They had to know that Ana and her hunters would suspect that.

“They want hostages,” Tellak suggested when Ana brought the question to the group at large. “They know we’ll try to save our people if we can. Now they have two lives to trade for safe passage out of the Splinter.”

“That is the reasonable thing to do . . . you know, if taking hostages is ever reasonable,” said Tarkan from the front of his Party. “But these are fanatics. I’m with Ana on this. I think they’ll try to use them to bait us into an ambush. Set them up in some way that we have to try to rescue them, so we’ll rush in. Then . . . gods only know. I wish that guy you captured knew more about what the Earthbreaker can do.”

“We saw some of it at the stockade,” Ana said. “We’ll stay loose and outmaneuver them. That’s our best bet, whatever their plan is.”

“What if they do want to negotiate?” Tellak asked.

Ana shook her head. “We’re way past that. Besides, I don’t see how we could, even if we wanted to. The Waystone’s closed. From what I’ve been told, nothing comes in or out until the end of the cycle. What would we do with them? Take them in? Not fucking likely. Let them roam about the forest where they can make people disappear? No. We all know why we’re out here. That hasn’t changed.”

Scattered awkward shuffling told her that at least some of her hunters still weren’t entirely comfortable with the idea, even after all the violence that their enemy had forced on them. But they were outnumbered by the grim nods of acceptance and scattered mutters and, in two cases, calls of damn right and the like, and she knew from the Battle of the White Obelisk that even the more reluctant among these Hunters could be lethal when the situation called for it. Nobody who truly wasn’t up to it had volunteered to join, instead staying back to bolster the militia. It was less than ideal, in Ana’s opinion—she wanted to outnumber their enemy as much as possible—but at least she had no doubt that they’d do what they had to if trouble came to them instead of the other way around.

Still, even if the general mood was sanguine, they’d best get moving before anyone else lost their nerve. Besides, as far as they knew, the Order fanatics were either getting farther away or more time to prepare. Either made her job harder.

“Alright, enough standing around,” Ana announced. “We’re moving in a minute. Loose formation, and keep your eyes and ears sharp, especially those of you on the ends. Keep checking the people to your right and left, and if you feel funny or see something odd, call it out. Better one alert too many than we miss the one that matters. Now, is everybody ready? Good! If they grabbed Kosh and Split, they can’t have gotten far. Let’s get the bastards!”

They took off at the same jog as before, making good time even through the slightly hilly forest. With Yna leading them confidently, Ana sent the Rangers to keep extra watch ahead and to the flanks. Their enemies had shown themselves clever enough to ambush them once; Ana wouldn’t put it past them to try to pick people off from the edges of her formation.

Outwardly, Ana was calm and collected, leading from the front and determined to get her two captured scouts back. On the inside, she was furious with herself. She didn’t know that she could have prevented the two scouts from being taken other than by being with them, but she hadn’t even considered the possibility. A straight ambush, with mages opening up and then melting into the trees? Sure. She’d been prepared for that. But the idea that the Order fanatics might weaponize their weakest link? Killing the Stolen and letting them become revenants, then presumably binding them to their will and sending them in as a distraction? No, that never occurred to her. It was clever; she had to give them that. Entirely immoral—fucking evil, as Yna had put it—but clever.

She was starting to think that there was something to Kaira’s talk of this Earthbreaker being a war mage. And not just as a living siege engine either. She clearly couldn’t afford to underestimate him.

Is either Kosh or Split one of yours? Ana thought to the Wayfarer. Anything you can tell me would be great.

They all are, the goddess replied after a short while, presumably referring to Kosh’s Party. She sounded tired. She sounded tired a lot lately. But I can’t see either. You’re sure that they’re alive?

That’s what Yna says.

Then I can only assume that the bastard’s doing something to hide them. Not hard, with so many of his people around them, but expensive.

Ana couldn’t keep herself from frowning as she said, Great. I love knowing just how invested a god is in fucking me over.

The goddess didn’t sigh, exactly, but she sent the sensation of being sighed at right into Ana’s head. If it’s any consolation, she said, you have a goddess just as invested in making sure you succeed. Now pay attention. You’re getting close to the northern edge, and there is only so far your prey can run.

[image: Scene change]


The shadows were getting long when Ana noticed that the air had gradually been getting thicker.

No, that was the wrong way of thinking of it. It was no harder to breathe, for one. It wasn’t muggy, and there were no heavy smells in the air that hadn’t been there before. But every time she swung a leg forward, it faced just a tiny bit of resistance; when she took a step, any part of her that moved forward felt like it was being held back almost imperceptibly. And once she realized that, she noticed other things. The sounds of the forest were faintly muted; the colors of the trees and ferns and flowers, and even the sky, were just barely washed out. The mana was thinner and a little sluggish; not like when the Ascender had imposed calm and order on it, but like it was drained of energy.

They were approaching the edge of the Splinter. And still they hadn’t caught the fanatics. Still Yna led them onward, following signs left for her to find by the other three scouts. That was until she returned with one of those scouts, the third woman in her Party, in tow.

“They’re stopped in front of a Delve at the end of a gully, about a mile ahead,” the woman said. “Morr and Darr are keeping an eye on them, but it doesn’t look like they’re planning on moving inside anytime soon. Could be they don’t intend to and that they just chose that point to decide they can’t keep going north, but I doubt it. Looks like a trap if ever I saw one.”

“Kosh and Split?” Ana asked.

“With them, outside. Bound, gagged, and under guard. But here’s the thing: there’s only about half as many as we expect. You ask me, it’s all kinds of bait. They’re pretending to have started moving in. Looking weak, with what we want right there, and now they’re waiting for us to show ourselves and move up the gully so they can hit us from the sides.”

“Any positive signs of that?”

“None we’ve seen, but they would’ve moved out from where they’re setting up,” Yna said. “I mean, there’ve been side tracks, but they’ve all led back to the main group, right, Stim?”

“Yeah,” the other scout agreed. “We found where they killed the Stolen not too far from where we were attacked. There was a broken ritual circle, too new to be anything else. What they used to bind the revenants maybe? Anyway, like Yna said, everything led back to the main group. Unless they can fly, they’re here somewhere.”

“Right,” Ana said, furiously going over what she knew. Great all-knowing goddess, you there? she thought.

As usual, it took a moment, but Ana got a sense of interest back.

Can you say if anyone’s entered that Delve up ahead?

I can, and no one has. Can’t hide that from me, the Wayfarer replied, distant and tired. Ana wondered briefly what was exhausting the goddess so, but this wasn’t the time.

Thank you, she said, and returned her focus to the people around her. “I have it on excellent authority that no one’s entered that Delve,” she told them. “Anyone not there is around here somewhere.”

This definitely looked like a trap, but something about it bothered Ana. It was too obvious; she had a gut feeling that it was a different trap than what it looked like. “Okay,” she said after a few long moments. “Here’s what I want to do . . .”

[image: Scene change]

Ana was waiting with her Party about a quarter mile east of the Delve when a double trill, the sound of some bird Ana had never heard in her life, announced the arrival of Yna and Darr. Moments later, the two scouts emerged from the greenery; if not for the agreed-upon signal, Ana wouldn’t have known that they were there until they showed themselves. Terribly uncomfortable, she decided.

“Found ’em,” Yna murmured. “Six mages, waiting in striking range of the gully. Three Binders, 17 to 23; two Evokers, 15 and 21, and a Stoneshaper, 24. Earthbreaker wasn’t there.”

“It was a fifty-fifty shot at best,” Ana said, trying to sound unaffected. Really, she would have preferred to know for sure where the war mage was. If he wasn’t on their side, that should mean that he was to the west of the gully, where the two other Parties were, but he might just as well be hiding somewhere.

But she couldn’t focus on that. They had a plan, and they were moving ahead.

“No demons or revenants?” she asked.

“None,” Yna confirmed.

“Alright. Good. Like we said, then. Darr, go keep an eye on them. Yna, lead on.”

“Yes, Marshal,” Darr said rather more casually than his use of Ana’s discarded title suggested, and vanished back the way he’d come.

Yna led them north, taking them around the mages waiting in ambush. The resistance was beginning to get truly noticeable, and many of her people struggled, but it let up as soon as they turned west toward the Delve again. The general fading of the world, though, that remained. It left everything a little flat, a little grey. Ana didn’t care for it.

As they moved, the specific series of unfamiliar birdcalls sounded from the west that indicated that the other Parties were in position and waiting for the signal, ready to move ahead with their part of the plan. And soon Ana and her Party were in position themselves.

They were looking down on a wide gully that cut down a hillside, a small stream trickling down its center. While its sides were as densely wooded as any other part of the Splinter, the gully itself was free from any but the smallest of trees, but it held plenty of ferns and bushes and other undergrowth. The stream continued north into hills that would eventually turn into unapproachable mountains, but right at the gully’s apex, where its two sides joined, was the Delve. Two dozen people gathered around it, though Karti was conspicuously absent, and Ana wondered where they’d stashed him. The people who were there were tense and silent; some were mages or Cultists, but most of them were just civilians, armed with . . . anything they could get their hands on, really.

Goddess, Ana thought, looking back at her Party. This is going to be hard on them.

She and her Party were northeast of the gully, positioned to attack the larger group by the Delve directly and free the two captured scouts before they could be used against them. But most of the people she could see were neighbors and acquaintances of the people in her Party. Traitors twice over, sure; people who’d first taken the side of Karti and his cultists, and then joined the invaders who’d murdered their friends. But the only way Ana could describe them was as desperate and pitiful, and her confidence that the people with her could do what was needed faltered.

She herself found the idea of killing practically defenseless people distasteful, but she wouldn’t lose any sleep over it. Someone essentially good, like Lesirell though? Tellak, Brosden, or Rill? Ana wasn’t so sure that they wouldn’t hold back as much as they possibly could. They’d try to subdue, and then try to talk her out of the necessity of disposing of their prisoners. And that was assuming that their mercy didn’t kill them, either when the traitors lashed out or when the hidden mages reacted to the attack.

Ana sighed, almost inaudibly. She’d have to pick up the slack because she was not risking this conflict dragging on in the name of mercy. In a few minutes, she was going to have a lot of blood on her hands.

Everyone was in position. Ana checked her straps, adjusted her grip on her shield and hammer-axe, shook any stiffness out of her limbs, and made sure that her Ironskin Shaping was as strong as she could make it. Her ranged attackers got into position, readying their weapons or visualizing their Shapings. There was no point in delaying any further.

Ana manifested her wings and leapt into the air. Behind her, Yna let out the set of whistles that announced the beginning of the attack. Somewhere nearby, on the western side of the gully, the other two Parties would unleash on the Order fanatics they’d found waiting in ambush; there would be no hesitation there, Ana was sure. And as Ana shot toward the Delve, aiming for the two captives, her ranged firepower opened up as well. They’d be moving and shooting, the frontliners advancing quickly in front of them. Ana would have support soon, but for several seconds she’d be alone.

Against the opposition she could see, she wasn’t worried.

The initial strike would be decisive for whether Kosh and Split lived or not. The two scouts were being watched by two armed Cultists, and Ana had to assume that the guards were prepared to kill one or both of their captives to try to force a stop to the attack. That’s why the entire first volley was aimed at those guards. Scant seconds before she herself reached the two kneeling scouts, one of the Cultists exploded into flame and boiling gore, her top half from the left shoulder down to just below the right side of her ribcage simply gone. The other fell almost silently with two arrows in his chest and a flaming hole through his guts. More arrows followed quickly, aimed for other nearby traitors, and then Ana was there, in her element, amidst the stench and the screaming.

It took another several moments before her bonuses even activated, but she didn’t need them. Not against fleeing bakers, barmen, and shoemakers. She worked outward from the captives in a circle, striking to kill so that there would be no discussion about what to do with any survivors. Things got a little hotter once the mages there reacted and started throwing Fire-, Earth-, and Death-magic her way. Despite her wings fouling their aim and her Attributes letting her react and dodge quickly, she wasn’t quite untouchable; she took a few glancing hits from attacks that she failed to spot in time. But her Vitality let her weather almost anything they could throw at her, and anything that actually harmed her she could ignore for as long as the fight continued.

Then her frontliners arrived, and any doubt about how things might go was erased. To her annoyance, though, the majority of her targets began fleeing into the Delve. Cultist, social Classer, or mage, it didn’t matter; they saw the bloody devastation spreading around her, the incoming fire, and the frontliners crashing into them, and they chose the uncertainty of the likely demon-infested pocket dimension over certain death.

Reasonable, Ana had to admit, but damned annoying. Though she did catch sight of Eria before she slipped through the rift. The wild terror she saw in the woman’s eyes was deeply satisfying. And it wasn’t as though anyone inside the Delve could escape.

“Leave them!” Ana roared as her people started following the fleeing fanatics. “Melee fighters, watch the rift so they don’t get us in the back! The rest of you, focus on the mages! Keep their heads down!”

Their portion of the mages who’d been waiting to ambush anyone coming up the gully had joined the fight, emerging from the trees to the south. They seemed to fancy their chances well enough; the three Binders and the Stoneshaper were moving up against the resistance of the fading Splinter, trying to get in range to use their offensive Shapings, while the two Evokers gave them cover with small but intense bolts of fire.

Their willingness to try was understandable in a way. Six mages was a considerable force, especially when they out-Leveled the opposing ranged combatants. They must have figured that if Ana came their way, they could mass their firepower and expect their companions on the other side of the gully to join in at any moment. Add in a dash of religious fervor and you got a half-dozen mages throwing their lives away.

Ana’s own backliners opened fire: three mages with significant range and three archers. Ana herself had a small brace of throwing axes with her, but the one she flung went nowhere near the enemy mages. Dexterity and a single Level in the Skill was clearly nowhere near enough to compensate for the range and her lack of anything resembling proper technique. But despite Ana embarrassing herself, that all was enough for the advancing mages to cry out and reconsider their approach, ducking behind trees and only moving in short sprints from cover to cover.

That suited Ana just fine. It meant less of them with their eyes on the sky.

She threw herself into the air again, low and fast and almost ballistic. Those of the enemy mages who saw her took their only chance to stop her before she reached them; she took one hit from a Binder’s green lightning, and her weapon fell away beneath her as the magic caused her left arm to spasm numbly, leaving it temporarily useless. That was fine. What was the quote from that movie with all the shirtless Greek guys? “The gods saw fit to grace me with a spare?”

Ana landed in the midst of the advancing mages, and with her one good arm and her two very good knees and feet, she brought the short battle to its inevitable end.

To their credit, the mages reacted quickly and effectively. Ana had to dodge and weave between the trees as she worked, her shield doing as much deflecting and blocking as bashing, and it still wasn’t enough to keep her entirely unscathed. She took a rock to the shoulder. A blast of fire caught her almost dead center in the stomach as she dodged a blast of green lightning, leaving her smelling of burnt leather and barbecue for the rest of the fight. And one of the Evokers, in a moment of self-destructive spite, lit herself on fire and wrapped her arms around Ana before a headbutt caved in the base of her throat sharply enough to snap her spine and drop her. But between Ana’s armor and Ironskin, the somewhat ill-defined bonus to overall toughness from her Underdog Achievement, and her sheer Vitality, all that only hurt. Even the pain was only something she was distantly aware of. It wasn’t nearly enough to stop her.

As Ana stood over the body of the last Binder, with their ruined skull and bulging eyes, her bonuses vanished and the hits she’d taken made themselves known. It barely even bothered her among the rush of satisfaction and anticipation. All they had to do now was clear out the Delve, make sure that everyone was accounted for—especially the Earthbreaker and Karti—and then she could finally return to the outpost and ride the rest of the cycle out in some kind of normalcy.

There was only one problem. When the other two Parties arrived, having ambushed and wiped out the fanatics on their side with only one severe injury, which should be treatable with a healing potion, they hadn’t seen any trace of the Earthbreaker. Nor did the number of dead mages add up, and no one had seen Karti.

The most dangerous bastard of them all, the one they absolutely had to catch and deal with, was missing. So was the Grand Summoner. Ana would bet anything that they were together. And they had five high-Level mages with them.


Chapter thirty-eight


“FUCK!”

Ana screamed from the bottom of her lungs, letting the forest swallow her voice, not really caring who might hear. Pushing an absurd amount of mana into her weapon, she smashed it into the nearest tree hard enough that it sank to the handle. The Engravings she’d empowered with her mana were all that kept the weapon itself from shattering from the force as living wood exploded into splinters around it. With a series of furious jerks, she levered it loose, leaving a terrible wound behind. Then she gave the innocent tree a vicious kick for good measure.

“What is it with you and trees?” a flippant voice asked from behind her. Ana turned just enough to see Kaira approaching. She wondered for a moment if the Evoker had seen her walk away from the gully and had come after her by her own choice or if the others had sent her. It certainly hadn’t been long enough for Kaira to have followed the sound of her voice.

“Pining for your girlfriend, didn’t catch the guy we’re after, anything can be fixed by murdering a tree, can it?” Kaira continued, walking up and patting the tree gently, as though consoling it.

Ana fought down the impulse to tell Kaira to go fuck herself, choosing not to say anything at all. She wasn’t even sure why she was so damn furious. Sure, the burns, cuts, and bruises she’d taken in the one-sided battle hurt, but they were no worse than anything she’d dealt with before.

“Do you feel any better at least?” Kaira asked a little more seriously, closing in so she could lay her hand on Ana’s arm. “Look, I know it’s disappointing, but we were going to have to go into that Delve anyway. It’ll just . . . suck now. Suck worse, I mean.”

“They’re not in there!” Ana tried to growl, but it came out as more of a groan. “The Wayfarer can tell. Nobody’s entered except the people who fled inside when we attacked.”

“Oh.” Kaira said, running her hand over her smooth head in disbelief. “The damn Wayfarer says . . . can’t believe you’ve got the most important goddess in the Splinters scouting for you.” Then her face fell as she realized what that meant. “Oh, shit. So the fucker got away?”

“The fucker got away,” Ana ground out in confirmation.

“But the scouts didn’t see any tracks leading off or anything, either from here or along the way,” Kaira objected. “When in all the hells could they have snuck off?”

“I don’t know. Just like I don’t know where they might’ve gone. And just like I don’t know how much longer this . . . this gods-damn—”

Ana’s voice suddenly failed her, vanishing in a thin wheeze. She turned her face away from Kaira, wiping angrily at the tears that streaked unwelcome down her cheeks.

“Oh! Oh, no,” Kaira stammered, completely unprepared for this development. “Uh, shit, Ana, just—”

Ana stood stiff as Kaira wrapped her arms around her. It was that or crumple into the pine needles that carpeted the forest floor. She was so furious that she felt paralyzed; furious at the Earthbreaker for outwitting her, furious at herself for getting outwitted, furious at the Sentinel for everything that had happened to her since that summer night when she’d stood outside a club in London. Furious at the world for never giving her more than two weeks of fucking peace.

“Ana. Gods, Ana, I had no idea,” Kaira murmured, shockingly gentle as she ran her hand up and down the center of Ana’s back. “Everybody looking up to you, expecting you to know what to do, to lead them. The strain must be insane. I had no idea.”

“It just never ends,” Ana whispered, and the words unlocked something, allowing her to relax a little into Kaira’s embrace. “Every time I think I can breathe, it just—”

“Yeah,” Kaira said, one arm tight around her shoulders, the other keeping up its steady, gentle up-and-down motion.

“It’s never going to. They’re just going to keep coming. Every time I relax. They’re just going to keep coming.”

“Maybe. But you’re not alone, alright? Messy, me and the guys, Jisha, Ray . . . you’ve got people watching your back. We’re never going to leave you to fend for yourself.”

“You kicked me out.”

“Temporarily,” Kaira agreed. “You’re still our friend. And Messy’s going to be getting back out there, isn’t she? And she’s got a combat Class now. We’ll all team up! It’ll be great!”

Ana’s tears subtly changed flavor, and she sniffed as she felt a warmth growing inside her, right beside the cold rage.

“And did you forget?” Kaira continued. “We already promised to come with you when you leave the Splinter. That hasn’t changed. I don’t know where you’re going exactly, but we’ll be there with you.”

“Why?” Ana choked out as her crying finally changed from silent, impotent rage to the more familiar racking sobs of emotional release. “Anyone close to me—they’ll—”

“Because we like you too damn much, you heroic gods-damn lunatic.” Kaira pulled her arms tight, holding Ana still as she shook and reminding her just how strong the onetime Ranch Hand was. “What you’ve been asked to do is too damn important for us to let you face it alone. We know it’s dangerous. We don’t give a damn. You’re that important. Any bastard comes for you, for us, for anyone close to you, we’ll see how they like one of these!”

Ana had a second to feel the mana shift around them as Kaira Channeled, before the Evoker stretched her arm out toward the savaged tree only feet away, palm flat, and a tiny, blinding bolt of lightning arced into the wood, which cracked with a small pop and a sizzle of boiling sap.

“Except, you know. A proper one,” Kaira added happily after Ana gave off one single snort of laughter, signaling the beginning of the end of her tears.

“Sorry for being so damn dramatic,” Ana said a minute later, wiping her face on the sleeve of her tunic. “I usually do this behind a locked door somewhere.”

“We’ve all got to let it out some way,” Kaira said amiably. “Come on, Marshal Chosen. Let’s get you back to the others and decide what to do.”
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With a clearer mind, Ana had to admit that the battle had gone well. Thanks to their overwhelming advantage, they had only three real injuries: Part the Bulwark, who’d led a Party of volunteers during the campaign against Karti, had taken a direct hit from a Binder’s enervating lightning. He was in a bad way, but was responding to the healing potion he’d been given and didn’t seem to be getting any worse. From Ana’s own party, Lesirell and Waller had both been hit by fire bolts as they advanced. Both were resting and should be fine, and Kaira had kindly offered up her burn ointment to help against the lingering pain and to prevent scarring. On top of that, the three Parties had an impressive collection of cuts, scrapes, bruises, minor burns, a few sprains, and a host of other little ways of getting hurt, but nothing that had taken anyone out of the fight. It really couldn’t have gone much better—except, of course, if that had been the end of it.

“The Wayfarer insists that no one had gone in before we forced them to,” Ana told the gathered hunters. “And no one saw the Earthbreaker or Karti enter. Kosh, Split, is it too much to hope that either of you heard anything about where they might’ve gone?”

Kosh, who bore the marks of having been cruelly beaten and looking equal parts pissed and embarrassed over being taken captive, shrugged. “Afraid so,” she said, her voice heavy with exhaustion. “Most of ’em spoke Wanteul, which neither of us does, and when they didn’t, they didn’t say shit that might’ve been useful. Definitely nothing about their leaders.”

“Yeah, didn’t think so.” She looked at the Party of scouts, who all stood gathered around their rescued friends. “You’re all sure that you didn’t see any signs of anyone leaving the enemy force on the way here?”

“None, Marshal,” Darr said. “Not a trace.”

“In that case, here’s what we’re doing. With my Party Abilities my Party can move faster than anyone else here, by a large margin. We’re going back to see if there’re any tracks we missed, or any new ones to find. With any luck, we’ll be able to run them down. Lesirell, Waller. All respect, but with you both still recovering, I’m going to have to leave you here. Instead I’m taking Yna and Darr to scout for us. Wandak, Tarkan, deal with the bodies, then camp out here until you feel ready to go in and clear out that Delve. Once you’re done, return along the same path we took here.”

A murmur rippled through the gathered hunters at her declaration.

“When you say to clear it out . . .” Tarkan said. The reluctance in his voice was unmistakable, and when she looked around, Ana saw a lot of haunted faces. A lot of people who’d seen too much death already. More importantly, people she liked, whom she’d be spending another two months with and didn’t want to resent her.

With a soft sigh, she said, “Look, I know what I said when we started out. And I meant it, but I understand if the idea isn’t quite as appealing now as it was. Just . . . don’t take any risks in the name of mercy, alright? I’m not expecting any of you to execute your neighbors if they surrender, but if we lose someone because you felt kind and forgiving . . .”

She trailed off, letting them fill in the blank themselves.

Tarkan nodded sharply. “Understood, Marshal.”

“Good. Then we’d better rearrange the Parties and get moving. Any comments or objections before we go?”

“Getting late,” Kaira said, looking up. It wasn’t quite twilight, but not far from it. “How long can we go?”

There was a bright flash from Jancia. A small white orb had appeared above her, quickly mellowing into something not quite as blinding. “I can help with that,” she said, finally settling on a brightness that left the area around her almost in daylight.

“I’ve got Darksight,” Yna said, followed closely by a same from Darr.

“I see heat,” Omda added, a rare tidbit of information about the big man.

Ana nodded to the three. “Great. I’ll want you on point. Anything else?”

“You sure you want to go with just one Party?” Kosh asked. “Bastard’s tricky, and he’s got, what, four guys with him? Besides the priest?”

“Five. And I am. I’m not going to pretend that it’s the safest option, but we need to move fast, and we need to be able to keep moving. Every moment we wait, they get farther away. Hell, they could be heading straight back to the outpost for all we know.”

There was a sharp exclamation of “Aw, shit!” from someone who apparently hadn’t considered that possibility.

“Yeah,” Ana agreed. “If there are no more objections, Yna, Darr, leave your Party. My Party, get your gear in order. We’re moving out as soon as everyone’s ready. Lesirell, Waller, sorry about this. I’ll make it up to you, alright?”

With that, Ana removed the two from her Party and invited the two Scouts. And then, while she waited for everyone to check their gear and get their packs on, she went over her notifications.
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The battle might not have been the end of their troubles, but at least it had been profitable. Ana had seen a few new Levels among her hunters, most notable to her being that Omda was now a Ranger, Level 15, and Deni an Evoker, Level 8. They were both slowly catching up to their friends, and good thing too. Right now, every Level would help.

Ana had done well for herself, too, as her notifications were only too happy to tell her.

Congratulations! Your Party has defeated: Themion Cultist (15), Human Cultist (17), Human Baker (14) . . .

All in all, the notification credited her Party for defeating no less than sixteen enemies, and she’d been up close and personally involved with most of those. Along with her bonus, it translated to a total of 5 Medium, 11 Minor, 11 Lesser, and 5 Least Growth Crystals. And while that was the bulk of the Crystals she received, they weren’t all. She got no less than 6 from Skill Levels as well, along with two very welcome Perks.

Congratulations! Your Skill Blunt Weapons has improved to Level 8! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Medium).
Congratulations! Your Skill Command has improved to Level 11! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Major).
Congratulations! Your Skill Channeling has improved to Level 3! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Minor).
Congratulations! Your Skill Shaping has improved to Level 6! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Medium).
Congratulations! Your Skill Defense has improved to Level 5! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Minor). You have gained the Perk On the Chin.
On the Chin: While certainly able to dodge or deflect incoming attacks, your method of defense tends to be more direct, pitting force against force and weathering the storm. When consciously defending yourself, your Vitality Multiplier is treated as though it were 1 Step higher. Value increases with Defense Skill Level.
Congratulations! Your Skill Unarmed Combat has improved to Level 15! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Greater). You have gained the Perk Living Weapon.
Living Weapon: Even naked and empty-handed, you are never defenseless. Fists and feet, knees and elbows, even your own skull, every part of you is a deadly weapon. When striking with any part of your body, your Strength and Dexterity Multipliers are treated as though they were 3 Steps higher, and your Vitality Multiplier is treated as though it were 3 Steps higher for reducing damage you might cause to yourself through your strikes. Values increase with Unarmed Combat Skill Level.


She wasn’t sure that she liked what On the Chin said about just how badly her hard-earned discipline in a fight had been slipping. It was a consolation prize, a “you’re not doing it right, but I’ve got to give you something” from the System. That said, she certainly wasn’t going to complain. No matter how carefully she defended herself, with multiple opponents, something was going to slip through sooner or later. When that happened, she’d be glad for every bit of mitigation she could get.

In sharp contrast, Living Weapon was just what she’d wanted. As much as Ana loved grappling and believed in the supremacy of a strong ground game in one-on-one, she was very pleased to get a Perk that improved her stand-up fighting. She’d been forced to grapple in the middle of a battle more than once, but it was rarely the best option, given the choice. The fact that the Perk synergized perfectly with Hammer Blows, her 50 Strength Enhancement, was the cherry on top. Even steel armor shouldn’t be much of a concern at this point, if she had to face an armored man barehanded.

Besides the Perks, hitting Level 15 in Unarmed Combat meant a much appreciated increase to the bonus Strength, Endurance, and Vitality from Iron Body. She was a little disappointed not to have felt it when she got the actual Skill Level, having been pretty caught up in killing anyone around her. But every Point helped, especially when that bonus applied to each Attribute’s Base value and was amplified by the respective Multiplier.

So, yeah. The battle had been very profitable. Not least since the Crystals Ana had gained meant that she now had 26,000 Experience Points in her Storage, well above the 18,000 she needed to reach Level 19. And for once, she wasn’t going to put it off. There was an enemy out there, a high-Level, high-Tier mage who’d shown that he could predict her moves and outmaneuver her. She didn’t doubt that she could take him once she caught him—she had to deal with him, so allowing herself to doubt wouldn’t do any good—but she also wasn’t going to be dumb enough not to give herself an edge that she’d want in the near future anyway. And so, before moving on, she consumed the Crystals she needed, stopping only to give her Party a much appreciated warning that their Vitality was about to increase.

She managed to hold on to her Ascendant Growth Crystal. She was glad for that; not only was it worth something like forty gold if she, against all likelihood, decided to sell it, but it felt special in a way, since she’d gotten it for her part in defeating the Ascender. She was a little peeved that she was only something like 2 Shards off from being able to keep her Greater Growth Crystal as well, but the math was what it was. Instead she ended up keeping a whole bunch of Leasts and Lessers.

She didn’t agonize long over how to spend her 19 new Advancement Points. She spent 9 Points on 2 Steps in her Endurance Multiplier, pushing her Effective value to 52 and gaining her an Enhancement. A bit of quick arithmetic had told her that she could get 1 Step, which would bring her Effective value to 49 and get her the Enhancement for free, so to speak, with Class Level 20. But an Endurance Enhancement now, when she was still hunting an enemy, was potentially far more valuable than a few more Points in some other Attribute, considering that Bastion would let her share that Enhancement with her Party.

Of the remaining 10 Points she spent 6 on a Step in Acuity, and the last 4 on Dexterity. The way the Earthshaker had slipped between her fingers left her feeling a bit insecure—she could admit that much—but she also intended to get Acuity to 50 soon anyway. And a bit of extra Dexterity would help her train up her Throwing Skill, or so she hoped.

She might have argued with herself that Indefatigable made Endurance and its other Enhancements less valuable, but she’d run herself almost literally into the ground before; she’d rather avoid repeating that experience. She also couldn’t imagine that any Attribute might have an Enhancement that effectively made all others obsolete, and as she exited her Summary to see what she’d received, she was relieved that she’d been right.

Congratulations! Your Effective Endurance now equals or exceeds 50. You have gained the Enhancement Rapid Recovery.
Rapid Recovery: Stamina is only one side of the coin. Once you’re spent, you must rest and recover. The rate at which your stamina recovers is greatly increased while relaxing.


There were times when Ana wondered if the System was sapient. There were times when it seemed to have a sense of humor, like when it gave her the Connected Enhancement, which let the Wayfarer speak to her directly, wherever she was. There were times it gave her something that just fit her perfectly, like the Perks and Enhancements that improved her ability to grapple. And then there were times like these, when it seemed to be listening and determined to give her just what she needed.

“Everybody ready?” Ana asked her Party. “Alright! Let’s head out.”
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Chapter thirty-nine


Despite the growing darkness, and with no Ana-deprived Parties to slow them down, Ana and her ten hunters moved fast. She started them off slow to warm up, but soon set the same six-minute mile pace as when she’d taken Deni, Lesirell, Perrion, and Petra to run down the Stolen, and nobody complained. If anything, those of the Party who hadn’t yet experienced the full benefit of the Endurance bonus she gave them along with Indefatigable were outright enjoying themselves.

“Why’d you never have us just run like this?” Kaira asked over her shoulder, skipping and twirling mid-step as she practically flew down the narrow southward trail. She was barely even breathing hard. “Fucking awesome! Next best thing to flying!”

“There wasn’t any reason to,” Ana said.

“Hah! I know that can’t be the whole reason. You’re not the no fun type.”

“Nah, you’re right,” Ana admitted. “But we couldn’t very well outrun everyone else. And the comedown’s brutal. But I’ve got something that should help us all with that. Which reminds me . . .” She half-twisted to call back over her shoulder, squinting as the bright white orb above Jancia’s head came into sight. “You’re all going to feel like you can just keep this up forever, but that’s an Enhancement I’m sharing with you. Listen to your bodies! If you feel like you really should be dying, let me know and we’ll take a short break! Darr, Yna, Omda, that goes for you too!”

She’d sent Darr and Yna far out to the sides to look for any tracks they may have missed on their way north, just in case, and Omda was ranging ahead of the main group. Ana relied on those three to have the Perception to hear her despite the distance—especially with Darr, who’d Evolved his Class to Scout from Hunter, providing most of them with Pack Vigilance and raising the Attribute by 4.

Tellak, who was right behind Ana, pulled up next to her, dodging rocks and trees and skipping over fallen logs with ease. “You wanted to talk about the Craft of Earth,” the pale woman stated with the same easy cadence as Kaira.

“Yeah. We know what Crafts the mages had, both the captives and the invaders. No Air or anything else that would let them actually fly, right? All Earth, Fire, and Death that we’ve seen. Our Fire-mages insist there’s no way their Craft could be used to hide tracks beyond just scorching the whole area, so what about Earth? Any ideas?”

“Tunneling, maybe,” Tellak suggested, “though that would leave a rather noticeable entrance somewhere, even if they sealed it behind them. Other than that, I imagine some of them may have learned the same weight-modifying Shaping as I.”

“How would that help?”

“Think about it. If someone is very light and knows how to step, they’ll leave far less of a trace. And if they are light enough and strong enough, they may be able to leap high and far, leaving even less of a coherent track.”

Ana swore under her breath. “You’re right,” she said to her friend. “I even considered how useful the Shaping was for lengthening my stride when I was running. I never thought about using it for stealth.”

“You’re still new at the Craft,” Tellak said. “Most people don’t consider the many uses of any Craft they’re not dedicated to. Don’t worry. I spoke to the scouts yesterday to give them some ideas of what to look for. Patches of disturbed soil and such. Not that they don’t know their business better than I do.”

“Right. Thanks.” Ana paused for a few strides, then asked, “Could you do that? Make us all lighter, I mean? You did it to me back in the Delve, right? It’d be another edge.”

“Not the whole Party, and not for long. Three or four of us for several minutes maybe.”

“Not an option, then.”

“Not at present,” Tellak agreed. “As for what I can do, I’ve asked the mages among us to stay vigilant for disturbances in the ambient mana.” Tellak looked ahead dubiously, where Kaira was still frolicking along with every sign of enjoying herself. “I hope you’re not miffed if I say that I expect Jancia and myself to have the best chance of detecting anything. Especially Jancia; she’s much more perceptive than I am when it comes to mana, and that’s besides her higher Connection. But we’re both absolute amateurs when it comes to tracking mages. I know what to do in theory, but I’ve never had to do it before.”

“If this Earthbreaker’s used to war, like Kaira thinks, he may know how to go undetected,” Ana observed.

“He may well,” Tellak agreed. “But it can’t hurt to try.”
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They were about ten miles to the south, and the full dark of night had fallen when Darr finally found something.

They’d reached the spot where the Stolen had died—where they’d been killed, and where their revenants had been bound and sent at their pursuers. Ana stood in the small glade, looking thoughtfully at a broken ritual circle together with the six members of her Party who weren’t circling the area looking for tracks. In the direct light of Jancia’s floating orb, everything was cast in sharp, sinister relief.

Perhaps it was the ambiance, but standing there, Ana got an unpleasant idea. “How long does it take for a corpse to rise as a revenant?” she asked no one in particular. “Has to take a while, right?”

“Usually takes several hours at the very least before a spirit comes along that’s strong enough to possess the body,” Kaira said. “Over a day is more common. Not unusual for it to take a few days, even. You’ve seen the state of some of them.”

“Yeah. So how likely is it that six people would die and rise as revenants in a few hours? They couldn’t have been far ahead of us when they set this up.”

“Not likely,” Kaira said, her look turning sour. “Please tell me you’re not thinking what I think you’re thinking. Not now, with the shadows as dark as they are.”

“We’re all thinking that,” Jancia said, not even asking what she meant. The orb of light above her brightened just a bit.

“There was that pack of wolves in that Delve we cleared,” Ana said, not at all happy about the conclusion they were all coming to. “And the Binders can control demons. What’s to say they can’t make them?”

“I really fucking hate this idea,” Kaira groaned.

“No!” Deni gasped, catching up to the rest of them. “No, you’re not saying . . .”

“What?” Perrion asked, as his friend got a round of grim nods in return. “What’re you all saying?”

“They killed the Stolen,” Rill said, wide-eyed and almost breathless with anger, “and they called spirits into them, binding the revenants!”

“Oh, gods.” Perrion looked like he might be about to be sick. “I knew they were crazy, but . . . how could the Sentinel allow that? I mean, everything else they’ve done, if you look at it in a certain way, it makes a weird, twisted sense. You know, if you believe their bullshit about the Splinters killing the world or whatever. But creating demons? Sapient revenants?”

“Sapient revenants under the control of devout mages, used against his enemies,” Rill spat, his face contorted in disgust. “There is little I’m not prepared to believe of the Sentinel these days.”

“What I find hardest to believe is that Karti would allow it,” Ana said. “I talked to him. He said that one of the things they wanted to prevent was spirits getting strong enough to invade the Primes in greater numbers. And that’s what demons do, right? They take bodies, consume mana, and grow stronger. Then they die and do it all over again.”

“Not quite,” Jancia said. “Not if they’re killed. If the body deteriorates naturally, it’s as you say; the spirit’s set free, stronger than it was. But killing them disperses the spirit. I guess . . . as long as they expect their demons to die, they may be able to justify it to themselves?”

“Either way,” a voice rumbled from behind them, “they did it.”

Ana was the only one who didn’t jump at Omda’s sudden appearance. She was quite pleased, even if he’d gotten much closer than she was comfortable with before she heard his feather-light steps.

“Come,” he said. “We found tracks.”

Darr had, through sheer bloody-mindedness, come upon a single footprint among some ferns. The way he described it, he’d had time on his hands and a shedload of frustration about “a bunch of fucking mages evading us. Wayfarer’s arse, we’re Scouts!” So on a hunch, he’d started scouring every patch of dense undergrowth he could find that led south from the ritual circle, crawling on hands and knees to look closely at the debris-strewn forest floor hidden by fronds and low bushes.

“So finally, finally, I found this one clear footprint among some broken ferns!” he said, pointing at the impression in question. He’d cleared away the ferns around it, and there it was, unmistakable in the bright light of Jancia’s orb. “Big enough that I figure it’s got to be an elf, right? And you can clearly see which way it was going, so I followed it, and . . .” he trailed off, leading them almost a hundred feet before crouching and smacking the back of his hand into his other palm triumphantly, then indicating another impression. “Bam! See how it’s not directly in line with the first one, and how the direction’s changed? I figure they must’ve taken a couple of steps, or bounds, I suppose, in between. But from here it’s a straight line! They continue the same going that way, all five hundred feet that I checked. That’s an actual gods-damn track! We’ve got them!”

“Brilliant!” Ana said, clapping Darr on the back hard enough to send him stumbling forward a step. “Can you tell how old they are?”

Darr turned his face toward the south, frowning slightly as he said, “Yna? You’re better at that. You want to . . .?”

“That’s the bad news,” Yna said, squatting by the print. “I’d say this was made eight and a half, nine hours ago. Which would be while we were busy fighting the revenants not far from here.”

Ana muttered some choice curses at that.

“Took the words right out of my mouth,” the Scout said, pulling out some short, thin grass and rolling the blades between her fingers. “My guess is the revenants were a distraction, keeping us busy while they slipped away.”

“Headed south,” Omda said. “To the outpost?”

“Toward it for sure,” Yna said. “Doesn’t mean they’re heading to it. There could be sites in the south we don’t know about. Karti knows about the militia, yeah? They wouldn’t try to take that on with just the six of them, would they?”

“Depends on their goal,” Ana said grimly. “You saw what they did at the stockade? Cracked the damn earth open. It’s kind of in the guy’s Class name, right? Earthbreaker? What if they hit the Waystone with that?”

The group fell silent at her question, but the way several heartbeats sped up was as clear to Ana’s Perception and Keen Hearing as the soft breeze in the treetops and the calls and flutters of bats and night birds.

It was Jancia who broke the silence. “I’ve never heard of that happening,” she said hoarsely. “But the Waystone is the linchpin of the entire Splinter. That’s why they . . . why the disease made me infect it. Has to be. The permanent Shapings around and inside it, the amount of mana that goes through it every moment, they’re . . . gods!” She let out a nervous giggle, then covered her mouth with her hand as her eyes widened in horror.

“That’s what I thought,” Ana said. “Right. They have a nine-hour head start on us, and we don’t know how fast they’re moving. I want everyone to rest—really relax—for five minutes. Eat and drink something light. Then we’re moving again. Om, can you follow the track?”

“I know what to look for,” the Ranger replied, and that was good enough for Ana. If he wasn’t confident, he would have said so.

Kaira threw her questioning look, and Ana shook her head. “I’m not taking off like last time. That was twenty miles with enough light to see by, and I might have literally killed myself if not thanks to Touanne. Tonight we have over thirty miles to cover in total darkness. Even if I didn’t hit a gods-damn tree at forty miles an hour, I’d be utterly useless by the time I got there. No, I’m staying with you all.”

A short time later, as they were on their way again, Ana asked the Wayfarer, Well? What would happen? If the earth just opened up and swallowed the Waystone, how done would we be?

When the goddess replied, she didn’t sugarcoat her answer. Entirely. Even I couldn’t fix that. Though it’s not a trivial matter. The mana is weak near the Waystone, and I’ve built safeguards into my Shapings. It absorbs outside mana, and the older the Splinter, the grander and more resilient the Waystone. Most Shapings would fail as they approached . . . to a point.

So they can’t just sneak in, drop one Shaping, and kill us all. That’s good to know.

That’s not to say that it’s impossible, the goddess added solemnly. Given time, and with the support of his mages and Karti, this Earthbreaker may be able to do it. Don’t give him that time.

Wasn’t planning to. Ana ran on in silence for another several seconds. She knew that speaking to her directly took a lot out of the goddess, but she had to ask. What do you think about the revenants? About them being created, I mean? Would the Sentinel allow that? I know you absolutely loathe the guy, but fucking zombies? Isn’t that, I don’t know, against the natural order or something? Something he should care about?

Control. He has become more and more about the order of control as I’ve known him, the goddess replied, her voice flagging. Social order. Hierarchy. Enforcement. Natural order is chaos to him. Creating a demon, binding it into the body you wish instead of letting it roam to find one on its own, that is control. Yes. Yes, the bastard would love that.

Great. Goddamn great, Ana grumbled, not actively directing it at the Wayfarer and not sure if the deity could hear her or not. In any case, the goddess did not respond.

Really, Ana wasn’t sure how much of her thoughts the Wayfarer could hear, and at this point she was both embarrassed and a little afraid to ask. The goddess sometimes responded unprompted; was she always listening? Was that true for all the Wayfarer’s followers, or just Ana, because she was Chosen or because of her Enhancement, Connected, which let deities communicate with her directly? Or did Ana simply not have the discipline to separate private and public inside her own mind? After all, how could she? The idea that someone might be listening to her thoughts had never even occurred to her, no matter what some of the more out-there homeless people she’d known had believed.

There was a part or area of her mind—sort of above and a bit to the left—that she thought of as being where the goddess spoke from, and where sensations came from when she just felt presence or intent rather than words. When she was actively trying to speak to the Wayfarer, she directed her words there the best she could, but she honestly had no idea if that made any difference. The Wayfarer had already admitted that she saw and heard pretty much everything that happened around Ana, even if she didn’t always watch or listen, which was apparently an important distinction. Did that apply to thoughts as well?

It wasn’t something she was entirely comfortable thinking about. It also wasn’t something she could do anything about, nor was it important enough to worry about until this latest shit-show had been dealt with.

She was even less comfortable with the deep-seated worry she’d had, even before Karti spoke it aloud, that she didn’t know if the Wayfarer could be trusted. Not in the sense that Ana feared the goddess might betray her; she’d invested a lot of time and effort into Ana, and Ana, in her own opinion, was far too useful as a weapon to be thrown away lightly. No, Ana was almost entirely sure that the goddess was honest about wanting to help her Ascend. She just had no way of determining how much of what the Wayfarer told her was objective fact and what was just her own opinions. The goddess had admitted quite happily to not being omniscient. Nor, she’d claimed, were the other deities. In fact, everything Ana had heard from the Wayfarer, from her priests, and from regular people, pointed to the fact that the deities, for all their power, were people. And like all people, they were fallible, opinionated, and driven by their own beliefs and agendas.

In the Wayfarer’s case, that agenda was simple: she never wanted people to lose their sense of adventure. She wanted for there to always be another frontier, another new, untamed land on the horizon. It was the Age of Discovery, forever, without the genocide.

Ana was completely on board with that. The very Splinter Ana was in had provided a place for Messy and Ray and many others to make a new life for themselves. If Splinters had been a thing on Earth ten years ago, when the man who was supposed to be Ana’s guardian beat her so badly that she’d taken the first opportunity to flee to the streets of New York rather than stay another day, she herself would have emigrated in a heartbeat. The fact that they were the Wayfarer’s initiative, her legacy, and her eternal life’s work made Ana want very badly to trust her.

But she also knew how blind people could be to their most dearly held beliefs and pet issues, especially when it came to the idea that they may be causing more harm than good. And as much as she wanted to dismiss her enemies as malevolent fanatics, she couldn’t. She’d spoken to too many of them, and for all that Ana despised them, Ana couldn’t convince herself that the majority of the Sentinel’s followers acted out of malice. They’d done indisputably evil things, unforgivable things, but Ana believed that Karti’s pain and regret over what he saw as necessary evils were real. In his eyes, he’d led his followers to commit unspeakable crimes in the name of the survival of all Existence. Summerland, the Ascender, was entirely convinced as well, and the Sentinel had spoken to him directly. And one thing everyone seemed to agree on was that the Sentinel didn’t lie.

Either everyone was wrong about the Sentinel’s nature, or the Sentinel was wrong about the Splinters. Or, the worst option, the Wayfarer was wrong, and the Splinters really were a poison, slowly killing everything.

Ana truly didn’t envy anyone with a conscience. Perhaps giving up, allowing this Splinter to collapse and herself and her friends to die, would save untold millions of people. The fact that she could simply choose not to care made things so much simpler. Ana was going to survive. She was going to make sure that her friends did as well. Then, and only then, was she going to worry about the long term and the big picture. For now, she had a pack of mages to run down.

They were an hour north of the Outpost when her bond with Messy came alight with fear.


Chapter forty


Messy woke to a sound like the world ending.

Her first instinct was to grab for Ana, but Ana wasn’t there. She was alone, and she almost panicked before the adrenaline hit and reason and memory kicked in with a vengeance. Right. Of course she was alone. Ana had gone to hunt down the escapees. As for Messy herself, Touanne had sent her home that afternoon, declaring her wounds healed enough to not need supervision. The potent combination of Ana’s bonuses, Touanne’s healing and recovery aura, a general healing potion, a potion specifically for blood replenishment, and healing poultices had done wonders, though she’d been given strict orders to use the thumb of her healing left hand as little as possible.

The little visual itch of new notifications nagged for her attention. She had two of them, listing a whole host of defeated revenants and people. Of course, she hadn’t been in those fights herself, so all she got for them was Shards, but she’d received over twenty of those and wasn’t going to complain about free Crystals.

She felt a pang of sadness about the fact that some of the people Ana and her Party had killed must have been acquaintances of hers. She forced it down. They’d made their choice. They’d sided with the monster responsible for all the Stolen, and for all the death and misery of the last three months. She’d mourn them, but she refused to feel bad about their deaths.

In any case, this was no time to linger on such things. The noise that had woken her, a tearing, crashing cacophony louder than anything, was still echoing outside. Now it was joined by screams and shouts of alarm, of people on her own street calling through their windows, asking what was going on, and of doors opening and slamming shut as people poured into the street.

As Messy pulled on a loose mint-green tunic and undyed linen trousers, she could only imagine one cause: attack. But where and how? The Waystone? That shouldn’t be possible; Thair and the mages supporting her had finished sealing it hours ago. That left enemies within the outpost, either invaders who’d hid and evaded the search parties or fresh traitors, or enemies from outside the wall.

She dressed for combat, throwing on her leather chest piece and opting for boots over sandals, then buckled on her sword belt. Her old, familiar sword was a reassuring weight on her hip; the one she’d taken when she and Tor fought to bring Ana to Touanne had been too short and broad for her liking. Then she was through the door, down the stairs, and outside, heading for Main Street with only the waxing crescent moon to light her way.

Once there, it quickly became clear from where the noise had come. There was a noticeable commotion to the north, toward the gate, so she headed that way, keeping to the shadows rather than the moonlit side of the street.

At the northern end of the street was chaos.

The gate was gone. Just gone. The earth had opened up and swallowed it before closing over the remains, like it had at the stockade before. A jumble of the trunk-like palisade posts lay fallen to the sides of the scar, leaving a gaping wound in the wooden wall at least fifty feet wide. Messy approached cautiously, but she needn’t have bothered. There was no fighting going on, only shouting and frantic labor as the people already there rushed to presumably try to save others trapped under the wreckage.

Or, Messy thought with a shudder, in the earth.

“What’s going on?” she shouted, running to help lift free an unconscious woman from the stack of posts pinning her lower body to the ground. Her new Class came with bonuses to Strength and Endurance among others, and she put both to good use now. “What happened here?”

“The earth cracked!” said Sira, who’d been released from Touanne’s at the same time as Messy and had promptly gone back to her job as a guard. Messy suspected it was her entire life. She was one of the two Peacekeepers already there and struggling with the heavy posts, alongside a man who’d also been at Touanne’s but whose name Messy didn’t know. They probably shouldn’t be doing such heavy labor so early, but neither should Messy. “Just like at the gods-damn stockade!” Sira continued. “Didn’t see the fucking Earthbreaker this time though. Pell, on the gate, didn’t see anyone approach either. Don’t know how the hell they snuck up on us.”

“So you don’t know where they are?!” Messy’s words came out with a grunt as she heaved together with the unnamed guard, the final post rising just enough for Sira to pull the unconscious—not dead, thank the gods—woman’s mangled legs free.

“No clue,” the man said, then, “Three, two, one, drop!” The post crashed to the ground as they both released it. “They may be inside the outpost. Likely, even, so be on your guard.”

“Why would they come back? This must be the most dangerous place in the Splinter for them?” Messy asked. She desperately wanted to make sense of what was happening, but it seemed like suicide for any of the invaders to return to the outpost.

“To finish the job maybe?” Sira suggested. “They could—”

Messy’s eyes flew wide open. “Touanne!”

She barely heard Sira’s cursing behind her as she took off down the street. She had no way of knowing if the attackers were inside the outpost or, if they were, if they’d go after Touanne. But Messy was only one woman. She could only be in one place, could only help in one place at any given time. If she had to choose—and she did—then the outpost’s only specialized Healer, a woman who’d become her friend over the last few months, was her first choice.

Messy was halfway to the square when a noise to put the one that had woken her to shame, a crack and rumble loud enough to drown out her own breathing and the sound of her boots on the cobbles, came from somewhere duskward. At the same time as the sound reached her, she realized that she’d missed two steps, her legs wheeling without her feet touching the ground. Signs rattled on their chains, shingles crashed from roofs, and flowerpots fell from windows to spread their contents on the stone cobbles as the world shook hard enough to send Messy a foot into the air between one step and the next.

Messy’s Agility couldn’t compare to Ana’s, but she’d invested in her Multiplier, and at 18 Points she was no slouch. She came down running, Instinct and Reflex helping her right herself and Flair and Style making her look good as she regained her balance and picked up speed again, continuing on her mission. She was paradoxically relieved at the apocalyptic noise that continued to crash and grind. She didn’t know what had just happened, and she wasn’t sure that she wanted to, but the noise coming from duskward at least meant that whoever caused it hadn’t gone south to Touanne.

She entered the square. A few people carrying lanterns or torches or, in one case, using a Light Shaping called out questions to her, and she slowed, quickly telling them what she knew and urging them to go see if anyone to duskward needed help, but to be careful. Then she sped up again, her steps carrying her quickly past the Waystone and out the other side down south Main Street and to Touanne’s.

Dim light came through the windows, and to Messy’s immense relief, Jisha opened the door when she knocked. It struck Messy for a moment, as it had several times over the past day, that this slip of a girl, who must be twenty years her junior, was now a higher Level than her. And more useful to Ana, a small, jealous part of her mind whispered.

But this was no time for her own insecurities; the girl was half hysterical. First Jisha fired off a rapid succession of words in one of the two incomprehensible languages she often used with Ana, but thankfully she caught herself and asked, “What happen? There was huge noise, and then again. Touanne want to go, I ask her not to. What happen?!”

“An attack,” Messy replied quickly. “The invaders, their strongest mage, I think he’s back.”

“Ana?” the girl asked, her eyes big and bright enough to stand out even in the low light.

“She’s fine,” Messy reassured her. “Not even hurt on my Party interface.” Which wasn’t entirely honest. Though Messy didn’t like to consider it, Ana might very well be hurt, just not incapacitated. But though Jisha was slowly getting comfortable with using what Inter-guild she knew, her vocabulary was still rather limited, and Messy didn’t think that they should be spending time on teaching the girl what incapacitated meant. And with the way Jisha relaxed, Messy knew she’d made the right choice.

At that point, Rayni and Touanne arrived from the back room, and after Messy explained what little she knew to them as well, she wondered for a moment if she’d have to physically restrain the Healer.

“I have to go out there!” Touanne exclaimed when Messy mentioned that people were hurt at the northern gate. “I have to help!”

When Touanne said I have to, she didn’t do so lightly. It was practically a compulsion for someone as deep into the Craft of Healing as she was. Messy knew that. But she stayed where she was, barring the door, and said, “Touanne, we don’t know why they’re here, but killing you and the other mages who know the curing ritual was one of their goals to start with. We need to keep you safe until this is over.”

“In that case, we should absolutely take her out of here,” Rayni countered.

“What?”

“You said the Earthbreaker guy’s here. If he’s after Touanne . . . I mean, everyone knows where her house is. The guy can break the earth. He turned the stockade to kindling. I can’t imagine anywhere that’s less safe than a building right now.”

“Oh.” Messy stared at Rayni for about a heartbeat as the truth of those words rang like an alarm bell in her mind. “Oh, goddess, you’re right! We have to go!”

Messy was stepping out of the door when Touanne suddenly changed her mind entirely. “We can’t leave!” she insisted suddenly. “If they attack the building . . . I still have patients! I can’t leave them!”

“Then we’ll take them with us,” Messy replied. “How many?”

“Two.”

“There’s four of us. Let’s put them on stretchers and take them somewhere nearby.”

“There’s the courtyard down the street,” Rayni suggested. “Where the Water-mages set up after the battle at the gate. We can go there. Far enough away that it should be safe, close enough that we’ll hear if anyone comes shouting for a Healer.”

Messy looked at Touanne, who nodded. “Great. Let’s get your patients and move.”

Jisha, who’d been listening to the rapid exchange with the look of someone who only barely understood what was going on, asked simply, “We go?”

“With the patients,” Touanne told her, slowly and clearly.

The girl nodded, and with a “D’acc” she quickly followed Touanne to the back, Messy and Rayni close behind.

By the time the world ended for the third time, Messy and the others were well down the street.

“How the hells can he keep doing this?!” Rayni swore as the earsplitting sound of tearing stone and splintering wood came from duskward.

“Tor said he had mages feeding him mana at the stockade,” Messy replied as they turned into the small garden courtyard that was their destination. “Must be the same now.”

“Gods, that’s terrifying. Down on three. One, two . . .”

The fourth and final terrible noise came ten minutes later.

Rayni, with her heavy investment in Perception, ran to the mouth of the short alley that connected the courtyard to the street. Returning to the others, she said, “That sounded like it came from the square. My Danger Sense is screaming at me not to go that way too.”

Messy’s brow knit. “The square? You think they went after Administration? The guardhouse? Or, goddess, the temple?”

“Those are all stone buildings,” Rayni mused. “Seems like there should be more, you know, collapsing, like before. But there was just that loud, grinding noise, and then . . . nothing. I don’t know what to make of it.”

Messy could have sworn she felt her mouth go dry. “The Waystone?”

Rayni turned to face her fully, eyes wide. “Oh, gods. You think they’d . . .”

“Goddess only knows what they might try,” Messy snapped, the stress of the night and her anxiety over not knowing how these invaders could have gotten away from Ana overwhelming her for a moment. Then she clenched her jaw shut, took a deep breath through her nose, and said, “Sorry. We should . . . we should go check.”

“We should,” Rayni agreed, looking past Messy to Touanne, Jisha, and the two patients who lay unconscious on their stretchers. “But—”

“Go!” When Touanne spoke, her tone brooked no argument. “We’ll be safe here. We’re hidden around the corner, and I have Jisha. Go see what’s happening.”

“You’re sure?” Messy asked.

“If they do something to the Waystone, none of us will be safe,” Touanne said softly. “Go.”

Rather than going up Main Street, Messy and Rayni took the opposite exit from the courtyard to Second, which was narrower and in deeper shadow.

“I don’t get it,” Rayni hissed as they turned north onto the street. “They’d be killing themselves. They must know that!”

“I’m sure they do,” Messy said grimly. “Ana . . . she’s had some really dark moments ever since we learned about the Sentinel. She’s told me about some of the things people in her world have done in the name of their gods. It’s sickening.”

“Like what?” Rayni asked, her voice thin, like she wasn’t sure she wanted an answer.

“You’re better off not knowing. But I don’t see why the same things couldn’t happen here if these people are fanatical enough. They think they’re saving the world, Ray!”

Rayni took point after that, staying several doors ahead of Messy with her far higher Perception, Agility, and Stealth. But nothing happened; the distant sounds of shouting continued. They made it to the end of the street without incident—and then no further.

“What in all the hells are they doing?” Messy asked as she joined Rayni at the place where First Duskward Street should have opened onto the square. They stood between the Exchange and the training yard and took in the confusing scene. “What am I even seeing?”

The street had been blocked, the cobbles thrown every which way by tall, smooth pillars of stone that had seemingly erupted from beneath. The stones stood so close and tall that they formed what was in essence an impenetrable, twenty foot high wall.

“They’ve blocked it off!” the Huntress whispered in outrage. “And it sounds like . . .” she listened carefully for a moment. “There are people talking.”

“Can you hear?”

“Can’t distinguish words, no,” Rayni said thoughtfully. She looked first at the gate to the training yard, which lay down the street and was closed but never locked, and then at Messy, who took her meaning immediately and nodded.

There was no discussion. They opened the gate just enough to slip through, then ran along the wall, passing the stones that had partially collapsed the wall inward, until they hit the main building of the guardhouse.

The wall between the yard and the square was no more than eight feet tall. Messy knelt, making a stirrup of her hands, and Rayni wasted no time in letting herself be boosted so that she could put her head over the wall.

“What’s going on, Ray?” Messy asked, her new Strength from Duelist and the Endurance from Ana and the Class making it trivial to hold Rayni up.

“They’ve walled up all the streets. Doors too. No way in or out of the square. Waystone’s fine. Four—six—no, seven people. One’s an elf. Must be Karti. And me, without my damn bow! Now hush, I’m trying to hear!” A moment later, Rayni started to repeat what she heard. “‘. . .do not intend to let my people die in some backwater shithole of a Splinter belonging to some fourth-rate three-city guild’—yeah, fuck you too, guy! Speaker’s the Earthbreaker, I guess. Male, average height, whole head’s clean shaven. He’s talking to Karti,” she added quickly before continuing to relay what she heard. “‘I don’t care that you’re having trouble, and I don’t care that your god will be unhappy with us.’ Not Sentinel worshipers, then? ‘We’ve held to our end of the contract. Judging by the number of mages and combat Classers that were pursuing us and by the state of this place, I very much doubt that Summerland will be able to hold to his. I don’t know how, but the man’s dead. You had best open that Waystone unless you wish for all of us to join him!’”

Messy gasped softly. “They’re trying to escape!” she said, not knowing what to feel. They’d killed people! They’d blown holes in the palisade, destroyed goddess only knew what as a damn distraction, and now they were just trying to leave?

Having them gone would be a huge relief. No more fighting. No more death and destruction. Peace at last. But that wasn’t what Messy wanted. She wanted payback. She wanted revenge for all the stress, for all the wasted time and resources, and for all the suffering. And she was going to get it, because Karti, the Earthbreaker, and the people with them weren’t going anywhere. Thair and her assistants had seen to that when they locked down the Waystone.

The invaders were stuck. And someone was going to make them pay.


Chapter forty-one


“They can’t leave.” Messy hadn’t meant to sound as viciously satisfied as she did, but the venom was there. “They put in all this effort, caused all this damage as a distraction, and now they’re stuck.”

“Yeah, they’ve figured that out,” Rayni said, hushing Messy so she could listen to what was being said in the square. “Karti’s saying, roughly, ‘When I say I can’t do it, I don’t mean I’m having trouble. It can’t be done. It’s locked down. Undoing it will take hours.’ He’s being very apologetic about it.”

“I’m sure he is,” Messy said bitterly. Just the thought of the elf’s voice sent a chill up Messy’s spine. Not because of any sinister quality—if anything, the one time she’d heard it, it sounded kindly and understanding. But she’d never forget that voice or the one time she’d heard it. It would forever be inextricably bound to the terror that had frozen her in place when she heard it, a terror so complete that Messy hadn’t even been able to beg Ana not to go as she risked her life to strike at the heart of Karti’s cult.

“Earthbreaker’s pissed,” Rayni chuckled. “We seriously need to get people here though. I mean, the guy doesn’t sound like he’s going to do anything to destroy the Splinter with himself still here, but gods only know what they’ll do if they—Wait! Wait, wait, hush! A window just opened at Administration!”

Now Messy didn’t need Rayni to relay what was being said. Captain Pirta could amplify her voice like few others, and when her voice boomed across the square and through the streets beyond, Messy didn’t doubt that half the outpost heard her.

“Karti! I believed you when you claimed to regret the suffering you’ve caused. And yet here you are, again bringing death and destruction to the innocent. I cannot imagine how you lost your way so completely.”

“Pirta.” Even with all the pain it conveyed, Karti’s voice made Messy shudder with remembered terror. “You of all people should understand. When the Lord of Order issues a command, it is always for a reason, and always because it is necessary. I taught you that!”

“You taught me the value of order. Of rules. Of law. Of justice!” Pirta replied. Messy had heard her speak many times, most of them in the last three months, but she had never heard the Guild Administrator sound so lost and hurt. “Where is the justice in stealing people, thousands of people, from another world and turning them into little more than mindless beasts?”

“Oh, the Earthbreaker looked surprised at that,” Rayni commented softly. “And Pirta is holding something. Can’t quite see what.”

“Where is the justice in sending those poor souls to kill and ravage all that they come across?” Pirta continued. “The Sentinel is supposed to be our bulwark against demons and chaos. He is supposed to be the Lord of Order! The Lord of Sacrifice! Not the Lord of Murder and Cowardice!”

“He commanded his Ascenders to bring us his will!” Karti’s reply was almost a wail of despair. “I have served him all my life! I cannot turn from him!”

“But I can.”

A clatter echoed between the buildings ringing the square, and Rayni said, “Pirta just threw what she was holding at Karti’s feet.”

“What is it?” Messy asked, but she knew. She’d seen the captain contemplating her small worn effigy of the Sentinel often enough when Ana had gone to speak with her, and Messy had come along for support.

Rayni, though, shrugged. “Sorry, can’t tell,” she said. “Too far in this darkness.”

Then a new voice spoke up. It was male, strong, and frustrated, and had a strong accent that was intimately familiar to Messy. It was the accent of her homeland. The man was unquestionably Saphahran. “Pirta,” the man called. “That’s your name, yes? From your Class I assume that you’re the one in charge here. If you’ve finished your religious dispute, can we negotiate? I am far more interested in leaving this place than I am in causing further destruction, but I am fully willing to keep razing this rathole of yours until I get what I want.”

“After all this, you want to talk?” Pirta sounded incredulous.

“Yes. Or I could collapse that building you’re in beneath your feet. The choice is yours.”

There was a pause before Pirta said, “Fine. Remove the damn stones blocking my door and give me a moment to dress. I’m coming down.”

“Let me down,” Rayni said. Once Messy did, she added, “I didn’t like the captain’s tone at all.”

“Me neither,” Messy agreed. “Even odds she’s furious enough to do something suicidal.”

“Suicidally heroic,” Rayni muttered. “We need to help her. Get more people here, get through those walls, somehow. Militia and Earth-mages. They’d be wherever the invaders hit, trying to help.”

“They destroyed the northern gate first,” Messy said. “Then they hit two places to duskward as I was headed for Touanne’s. I’d bet anything one was the duskward gate. Don’t know about the other, but I imagine most people will be gathered around those three places, if they’re not moving toward the square already. There must be runners coming for Touanne. We should—”

“There are only two real standouts in the duskward half of the outpost,” Rayni said as they quickly moved back toward the gate to First Duskward Street. “One’s the gate. The other’s the bathhouse.”

Messy had to clench her jaw tightly shut to stop the flood of curses that threatened to spill out at that suggestion. One that was unfortunately proven true once they’d circled the outside of the training yard and reached Cross Street via Second Duskward. Hundreds of feet from the bathhouse, a layer of dust lay on the cobbles, thick enough to show tracks. More hung in the air, irritating their eyes, noses, and throats as they ran. And if this evidence somehow hadn’t been enough to prove that it was one of the few stone buildings in the outpost that had fallen, the sounds of voices calling urgently and the coughs of a multitude of people from up ahead would have.

Messy’s heart almost shattered at what she saw. The bathhouse was a ruin. More than half of it had collapsed, mostly inward but enough spilling into the street to hinder passage. To make things more difficult, water from the baths had spilled into the street and combined with the dust to make a slick mud that shifted and threatened to make anyone walking in it slip if they weren’t careful. But it wasn’t there that most of the people were working; there were only one or two people there at night, after all. Where most people were shifting rubble was across the street, where two residential buildings had fallen, partially consumed by the earth. She could only pray that Deni’s parents, whose shop and home lay just behind the great building, were unharmed.

Captain Falk was easy to find. He was in the midst of things, digging with his bare hands, but all Messy and Rayni had to do was to follow his loud, distinctive voice as he directed the other rescue workers.

“Captain!” Messy called out as soon as she saw him. “Captain Falk!”

“Hmm?!” The captain looked up, spotting her. “Ah, Miss Mestendi! And Miss Rayni! Say, you were watching Mistress Touanne, weren’t you? Where is she? It wasn’t long since we sent a boy for her but—”

“She’s not with us, but—” Messy began.

“Not with you? But you know where she is? We’ve got injured here, and—”

“Captain, listen! The Earthbreaker is at the square! At the Waystone!”

That made him stop and take notice. “Truly? You’ve seen them?”

“Rayni has,” Messy said.

“I have, Captain,” Rayni confirmed. “They were trying to escape. Karti was trying to open the way for them, but it’s not working.”

“I should say not!” Falk barked. “Mistress Thair did not do all her hard work for nothing!”

“Right. But Captain, Captain Pirta is there. At Administration. The Earthbreaker wants to negotiate for safe passage or something, and she said she was going to come out. She sounded . . . she argued with Karti about the Sentinel and threw something at him. I hope not, but I think she might do something reckless.”

“Oh, hells,” Falk muttered. “She’s been doing so well these past few years.” He looked toward a themion man Messy didn’t recognize, calling out, “Mister Yunis, take over here! Anyone who brought a weapon, come with me!” Then he turned to the two women. “Did you know where Mistress Touanne is? We really do need her.”

“We do,” Messy said, raising her voice to be heard over the din that only increased after the captain’s order. “But, Captain! The square is sealed off with stone walls. We’ll need to break through.”

“Is it?” Falk looked at the masses of rubble that had been the outpost’s most beloved institution. With a pained look, he shouted, “Any Earth-mages, you’re with me as well. For a moment only; then you can get back to your important work here. Hop to it!”

As a dozen people gathered in the street. Ten of them were armed, and Petra was among them. Two of them were not; Messy recognized them both as mages, and their labels said as much. All of them were covered in sweat and dust. While they crowded in, Falk told the two women, “Miss Mestendi, please go fetch Mistress Touanne.”

“She’s hidden in a courtyard, with two patients on stretchers,” Messy objected. “She won’t leave them.”

“Hmm. No, she wouldn’t. Is anyone with her?”

“Jisha. The Stolen girl.”

“Just the two of them?”

“Right.”

“In that case, take . . .” Falk looked around, his eyes landing on a dust-covered man whose label marked him as a Cobbler. “Please take Mister Merv over there to help you carry the stretchers, then bring Mistress Touanne here. There are people who desperately need her help.” His eyes then landed on a Tailor Messy recognized, who was hauling debris away from one of the collapsed houses. “Miss Lanpellia!”

“Yes, Captain?” the woman said, dropping the stone she was carrying on a dumping pile.

“If you would, run to the duskward gate and gather my wife and anyone there who’s armed, then bring them to the square. As fast as you can!”

“Yes, Captain!” Lanpellia said, taking off through the mud and rubble with quick, careful steps.

Finally, Falk turned to Messy and the people he’d gathered in the street. “Everyone, if you would, leave your Parties if you have one and accept my invitation. Ah, very good. Now, then. Let’s move!”

“Be careful,” Messy said, taking Rayni by the arms, then deciding, to hell with it, and turning that into a quick hug. “I’ll join you as fast as I can. Petra, you too,” she said, turning to the innkeeper. “Don’t you dare get hurt!”

“With any luck, there won’t be any fighting,” the innkeeper said, smiling wryly.

Rayni scoffed. “So, yeah. With our luck lately, you should hurry up.”

As Falk and his group moved down Cross Street toward the square, Messy quickly grabbed Merv the Cobbler, who’d been waiting attentively since Falk first said his name. Messy was vaguely familiar with the man; Ana got her boots from him, both her first pair, which she’d lost in the forest, and the ones she’d used since.

It soon turned out that Merv hadn’t been needed after all. On their way down Second Duskward, they met Mikkel, Petra’s assistant from the inn, who’d been sent to fetch the Healer and was now returning for someone to help move the stretchers. Together the three collected Touanne and Jisha; the Healer didn’t need any convincing once Messy told her that she was needed, seeing as they could now easily take the patients with them.

It did save some time, though, in that it let Messy detach from the group as soon as they hit Cross Street, after extracting a promise from Jisha that she’d stay by Touanne’s side. By then Marra Falk and a half dozen others, all armed, had joined Captain Falk’s group, who were still waiting at the intact barrier. Sans the Captain. Which handily explained why Marra looked like she was about to commit bloody murder, and why she spied Rayni huddled at the back of the pack, Petra solidly in front of her. The Huntress’s version of Danger Sense went off of potential and not actual threat, and she didn’t like confrontation. Especially not with someone like Marra Falk. The woman might have been somewhat short and round, with her long red hair up in a big, loose high bun and wearing a night shift under her armor, but everyone there knew that the woman was fully capable of killing Rayni with her bare hands.

“How in all the hells could you think it was a good idea to send him over alone?” Marra hissed furiously at the hapless men and women before her. “Don’t you have the sense of one grown adult between the lot of you?”

“He ordered—” one of the mages started, but Marra was having none of it.

“Oh, he ordered you to, did he?” Messy thought that Marra probably didn’t mean to threaten the mage with the mace she held in one hand, but the way she waved it could easily be interpreted that way. “And I suppose that means you should just stop using whatever mind the gods saw fit to saddle you with and let an aging man with a savior complex—”

“Mistress Falk, please!” Rayni said, low enough to qualify as a whisper but enough to be heard over Marra’s building tirade. “I’m trying to hear what they’re saying!”

That was promising. As long as people were talking, no one was fighting. And with only the two captains in there, that was for the best. They were facing off against a Level 37 Earth-mage with a Heroic-Tier Class and his five minions who, if they were the same mages who’d attacked the stockade, were all supposedly in the 20s or low 30s. And then there was Karti who, while he’d never appeared to be any kind of fighter, had successfully paralyzed almost the entire force assaulting his camp with just his voice. Messy didn’t care what kind of combat Class and Levels Pirta had hiding behind her Guild Administrator label; the captains weren’t winning that fight on their own.

Now they just had to avoid coming to blows among themselves, which, considering that there was practically steam coming off Marra Falk, seemed more likely with every passing moment.

Messy was no diplomat, but she did have a Charisma over 25 and solid Levels in Charm and Negotiation. “Mistress Falk!” she said, keeping her voice low and pitching it in a way that she knew would draw almost anyone’s attention. The moment Marra glanced over her shoulder, Messy continued with, “What’s the plan if negotiations fail?”

“Negotiations?” Marra scoffed. “From what I’ve been told, Captain Pirta’s poised to fly into a rage at any moment. I was trying to get these two”—she waved dismissively at the two mages—“to tear down the barrier, like they should’ve already been doing, when they told me that not only had Tober forbidden them from doing just that, but that he’d ordered them to help him over and into the square!”

“And how long ago was that?” Messy asked.

“A minute at most,” the mage Marra had been raging at said. “He said that they needed both captains there for any agreement to be binding, and he ordered us not to interfere unless talks failed. And what were we supposed to do? He’s a guild captain! He could have us sanctioned if we go against his orders!”

The others began muttering their agreement, earning a withering look from Marra.

“Please,” Messy said, holding her hand up to forestall any further argument. “A minute is a good sign, isn’t it? Nobody’s yelling loud enough for us to hear them, so tempers must not be running too hot. You two,” she said, indicating the mages. “Tesvi and . . . Lavret? Is that right?”

“Right,” the female mage, Tesvi, replied. “And you’re Mestendi, yeah? The flying girl?”

“I’m Anastasia’s partner, if that’s what you mean, yes,” Messy said, glad that the darkness hid her blush. She and Ana usually went for at least one or two flights every day, and it was hard not to whoop and cheer sometimes. She was getting to be as well known as Ana. “You two, please prepare to break through that barrier at a moment’s notice. Blame me and Mistress Falk if you must; I’m sure the captain will understand. For now, let’s see what Rayni can hear, shall we? We might not need to intervene at all.”

Marra didn’t like that they weren’t going in immediately, but she agreed that forcing their way in now might turn a peaceful situation ugly. The mages didn’t like to even prepare to go against the captain’s orders, but recognized that doing so and potentially saving his life was better than the alternative. And so no one was happy, but everyone settled down without further argument.

“Thank you,” Rayni murmured as Messy crouched beside her. The Huntress had found a paper-thin gap between two of the stone spikes that made up the barrier, and was alternating between listening and trying to see through it. “Wish we could do the thing with you holding me up again,” she said, glancing up at the twenty feet of sheer stone. “This gap is worthless.”

“How’d you get Falk over?” Messy asked.

“Two of the guys there have some serious Strength. They pretty much just launched him over. He landed real nice on the other side too.”

“Huh. Didn’t take him for a high Agility kind of man.”

Rayni shrugged. “I can only tell you what I saw and heard.”

“So what’s going on? What’re they saying?”

“Well . . . I wouldn’t call it a negotiation,” Rayni said. “More like an argument that never quite crosses the line. Mostly it’s Captain Pirta cursing at them. She did make a good point a moment ago about how, since we can’t send them back to the Primes, how can we trust them to just sit peacefully until the cycle ends, but her solution seems to be—I mean, she hasn’t said it outright, but it sounds like she wants to just fight it out, like we feared.”

The hairs on the back of Messy’s neck stood on end. “She’s that . . . goddess, I don’t want to call her unstable, but really, what else can we call it? Is Captain Pirta really that close to provoking an unwinnable fight?”

Rayni nodded solemnly. “Captain Falk said she hasn’t been sleeping. Honestly, I think it’s a good thing we sent him in. He’s not contributing much, but him reining Captain Pirta in might be the only reason things haven’t gotten violent. He’s doing a good job of it too. As long as nothing changes, I think there’s a chance they’ll work something out.”

Which was, of course, when there was a scream from the square, followed by several seconds of shouting and then the earsplitting noise of tearing earth and tumbling stone as everything went to hell.


Chapter forty-two


Messy, Rayni, Petra, Marra Falk, and the dozen-odd armed men and women with them waited anxiously as the two Earth-mages with them Shaped. Far too slowly, the center of the stone barrier keeping them from entering the square came apart, withering and crumbling with the hiss and tinkle of sand and small stones falling to the cobbles. The scene that greeted them as they peeked around the remains of the wall was one of confusion and destruction.

The Waystone still stood. The building that was the administrative heart of the Splinter, however, did not. The tall stone building lay fallen, its bricks, timbers, and roofing tiles piled and scattered halfway across the square. Beyond it, figures moved about urgently, too indistinct in the darkness for Messy to even Inspect but shouting in alarm. And while Messy couldn’t see what was going on, Rayni and Marra could.

Of the two, Marra was the first to speak, a pained whisper of “Tober! I can’t see Tober!”

Looking at the dark mass of the collapsed building between them and the Waystone, Messy expected Marra to run right on out. She was prepared to try to stop the woman from doing just that. Marra, however, was not that reckless, no matter how upset she might be. She might be her husband’s secretary now, but Messy knew that she was an experienced Delver, and Delvers could be careless or experienced, but seldom both. Instead of rushing forward, Marra took command.

As they all ducked back behind the remaining slabs, she whirled on Rayni and Petra. “You two! You’re in a Party with Tober, correct? Is he alive?”

“A moment.” There was a momentary pause, and Petra’s eyes unfocused as she looked at her Party roster. “Yes. Yes, he is! Incapacitated, but alive!”

Marra let out a huge sigh of relief. “Oh, thank the gods. Then let’s keep it that way! We don’t know where he and Pirta are, but they can’t have left the square!”

Messy’s thoughts again went to the rubble. She couldn’t have been the only one, as Marra continued, “It’s possible, perhaps even likely, that they’re . . . somewhere under the remains of Administration. But we can’t dig them out with enemies holding the square. We need to get Karti and the Earthbreaker out. Ideas?”

“Um . . . we may not have to do anything,” Rayni said. She was poking her head out, looking across the square.

“What’re they doing?” Messy asked in a low tone as Marra joined Rayni.

“They’re taking cover,” Marra said. “Some behind the Waystone, some behind more raised stones. With their backs to us. They’re not even looking this way. Someone’s attacking them from the other side!”

“So . . . do we wait them out?” one of the men asked hopefully.

“Not bloody likely,” Marra scoffed. “Here’s the plan! We’re following the wall, keeping to the edge of the square with the rubble between them and us. If they see us coming, we take cover, and hopefully they retreat down either Main or dawnward Cross. Otherwise we hit them in the back. Soft steps now, and follow me!”

“Oh, gods, I wish I had my bow,” Rayni whined as she hefted her hand-axe, letting some of the others follow Marra before she did the same.

“You’ll do fine,” Petra whispered, following along beside her. “I’ve seen you with that axe, and you’d better believe that Ana’s been talking you up. You’ve impressed her!”

Messy stayed silent, but didn’t blame Rayni for either her desire to stay at a distance, or for her choice of position in the group. Messy liked and respected both Mistress Falk and her husband, and she had a great deal of respect for Captain Pirta, but she had too much to look forward to to take any worse risks than necessary on their behalf. And while she felt awful for thinking it, both her new Abilities from Duelist and her own reason told her that if they were going to actually charge those mages, she’d be much more likely to get into melee range if she wasn’t at the front of the line.

Unless the earth, of course, opened up and swallowed them all or a building collapsed on top of them. She’d rather not think about those possibilities.

At roughly the same time as that idea occurred to her, there was a ping from somewhere down the square, followed by an odd buzzing and a soft tchuck as something embedded itself in the wall no more than a foot ahead of Messy’s eyes.

It was a crossbow bolt. Rayni had to grab Messy by the arm and drag her along as she stopped and contemplated the fact that that if that thing had been a foot to the left, or if it’d come a fraction of a second later, she would’ve been dead before she knew it.

She added “getting hit in the head by a random projectile” to the things she’d rather not think about.

“I can see them now!” Rayni whispered as they all took cover behind the rubble. “Whoever they’re taking shots from, I mean. Mistress Falk, look! There, on the roof of the temple. See them? Two people with crossbows!”

“Idiots!” Marra spat silently. “It’s not enough they put both of the guild’s captains in danger; they’re going to get the Wayfarer’s temple torn down beneath their feet!”

“Wouldn’t they have—” Lavret, the male Earth-mage in their group, started to speak, but fell silent when Marra’s head snapped around to look at him.

“No, go ahead,” Marra said. “What were you saying?”

“Ah . . .” Lavret hesitated but then, seeing that Marra was being sincere, said, “If they were going to tear down the temple, wouldn’t they have already?”

“Maybe,” Tesvi, his female colleague, said. “Or they’re completely tapped out. Setting aside that they’re right next to the Waystone—I mean, I know it’s not all the way back to how it was, but I still can’t imagine how they dredged up the mana for the barriers or to destroy Administration—that Shaping must be strenuous as all hell.”

“Don’t you feel it though?” Lavret countered. “There’s too much mana in the air! Much more than earlier today. Breaking down the barrier back there was way too easy, wasn’t it? They have that Grand Summoner, right? The elf guy? Maybe he’s doing something to the Waystone?”

“As horrifying as that thought is,” Petra said tersely, “is it possible that they’re just trying not to make an enemy of the Wayfarer in case they survive this? Rayni said that they’re mercs, so they’re probably not Sentinel fanatics. And besides, does it matter? Mistress Falk, are we attacking or not?”

Marra hesitated, one hand on the tall pile of rubble under which, for all they knew, her husband might be clinging to life, unable to do anything but wait for rescue. Even in the dim moonlight, Messy could almost see the thoughts churning in the older woman’s mind. They could offer to let the Earthbreaker go. They could call a truce and get to digging immediately. Or they could attack and risk losing people, risk losing everything and leaving the captains likely trapped under that rubble until the crushing weight or the lack of air overcame them.

Messy knew what her choice would be. She itched to attack.

Whatever the Earthbreaker and his men thought of razing the temple, it was clear that their concern didn’t stretch to damaging it. From their positions behind the Waystone or stone shelters raised from the surface of the square itself, they returned the crossbow fire with projectiles of their own. Messy, of course, couldn’t actually see this, but she heard the sound of rocks crashing into the facade, windows, and roof tiles of the holy building well enough.

What she could see clearly, as she peeked over the rubble, was the tall, cowering form of Karti. For his sake alone, she hoped that Marra would order the attack. Messy didn’t know if she could kill an unarmed terrified man. She didn’t think so. But the desire that welled up in her, to put her blade to his throat and see him paralyzed by fear the way she’d been at the white obelisk, was so strong that it almost scared her.

Goddess, had she always had this vicious streak? Had the past three months changed her? They must have. That, or Ana was rubbing off on her somehow, which was admittedly not an unpleasant idea. She wouldn’t mind becoming a bit more like her angel. Not too much though. Messy loved the woman dearly, but the casual way Ana could dispense violence was unnerving sometimes, regardless of how it excited her. Besides, Ana had the skills and the Attributes to back up her attitude, and Messy didn’t. Not yet anyway.

Marra leaned heavily against a broken timber protruding from the mass of rubble. Then she turned to face the people with her, and her face was hard.

“We need them off this square. Dead for preference, but fleeing will do. I won’t pretend that it’ll be easy; I can’t Inspect them all, but the ones I see out-Level most of us. But we outnumber them almost three to one, and they’ve got their backs to us. If we hit them hard and as silently as we can, we can take most of them down before they react. So don’t alert them! Are you ready?”

There was a soft hum of whispered confirmations. Using gestures, Marra quickly positioned people near the top of the rubble, ready to go over. Messy tightened her grip on her sword, the oiled-leather wrapping already slightly slick with sweat. She looked at Petra, further up the heap and focused on the Waystone, then locked eyes with Rayni, who nodded and made a sweeping gesture hooking around south, then dawnward. Messy nodded back.

Soundlessly, Marra ordered the attack with a stab of her mace and went over the top of the rubble. The others followed close behind.

It was only a short sprint from the scattered ruins of Administration. Reaching the mages who were exchanging projectiles with the two crossbowmen on the temple roof would be a matter of moments. It didn’t matter.

The Earthbreaker reacted so quickly that he might as well have been expecting them. From his position behind the Waystone, the most mana-starved point in the entire Splinter, he whirled around with a cry of “Behind us!” sweeping his right hand in a counter-clockwise arc north to south. In the line that his gesture traced across the square, the cobbles exploded upward, and a dense hedge of inch-thick, three-foot spikes of stone speared out, jutting crazily in every direction only feet in front of the charging Bluesky Guild members.

Many of them had the reflexes to stop or jump. A few had the Attributes to make it count. Rayni threw herself sideways with a startled yelp, scrambling on hands and feet around the southern end of the hedge. Messy cleared the spikes, having leapt instinctively as soon as they began appearing and no doubt only making it thanks to the bonus Strength from her Class. She didn’t see what happened to Petra. The woman was stocky, but also strong. It could have gone either way.

Messy couldn’t say how many of their number hit the spikes, either running into them or falling short with their jumps. But she knew that when the Earth-mages on their side reacted and started clearing the spikes, making them crack and wither, they were a second too late. The damage was done, and the admirably silent charge devolved into screams of pain and fear.

Messy hit the ground running, stumbled once, turned it into a juke as the enemy mage ahead of her sent a trio of small stones her way, and kept running. The movement was almost entirely unconscious, and Messy felt a thrill at the smoothness of it, the grace with which she’d avoided the attack. It was almost entirely thanks to Instinct and Reflex, her Level 3 Duelist Ability, but she didn’t care. Her Class was as much a part of her as her arms and legs, and she’d never felt like this as a Jeweler. She’d never been able to move like this. The things her Abilities let her do were no less real than what she could accomplish with thought and muscle, and in that small movement, in leaping that hedge and dodging those rocks that came flying at her from the darkness, she felt suddenly amazing. Invincible. Like how Ana must feel all the time.

Goddess, how she wished that Ana could see her now.

“Almost had me!” she laughed, her use of Charm triggering Flair and Style as she advanced. The mage made a frantic rising gesture, and a spear of stone, longer and thicker than those in the hedge, shot out between them. Messy twisted and twirled mid-step. She barely avoided impaling herself, but the movement cost her as the mage launched another set of stones at her head, at closer range this time. She couldn’t react quite fast enough—one of them clipped her cheek, and she felt that side of her face explode with pain, her whole body reflexively twisting to keep her neck from taking the full force of the hit. But the pain was nothing, thanks to an Enhancement Ana shared through her Bastion Ability. The momentary loss of balance was nothing, as Flair and Style let her continue forward, turning the twist into a pirouette as she came into reach of the mage and slashed out with her blade.

In that moment, she was Ana—unstoppable, graceful, and deadly. The mage blocked her slash with the palm of one hand, his skin tougher than granite, but when he tried to grab it and disarm her his, hand closed on empty air.

“Fair try,” she said glibly. She’d already disengaged and flicked her point around to the outside of his arm. Then, with her blade in a perfect line from her center to his face, she lunged.

In the moonlight, she saw his eyes go wide for just a moment before several inches of steel slid through his left pupil and into his skull. A twist of the wrist and a jerk back to free her sword, and the man fell twitching to the ground.

She only barely stopped herself from saying something incredibly gauche, like “Didn’t see that coming, did you?” Flair and Style might reward her for using her social Skills, but mocking a dead man was a bit too much, even if she felt a somewhat shocking lack of regret for what she’d just done. Besides, this was no time for standing around and being glib. The fight had barely begun, and a quick glance showed that Messy had been lucky. Her opponent had been flatfooted and facing someone who could ignore pain, and even injury to some degree. Not so the others.

Other than Messy, Rayni, and Marra, five people had made it over the stone hedge, unidentifiable dark figures only occasionally visible when the moonlight struck them just right. Messy desperately hoped that Petra was one of them. They also had their own two mages as a back line. But that numerical advantage was nowhere near as significant as one might hope. The enemy mages may be outnumbered and getting attacked from both sides, but they’d reacted to being attacked from the rear with a decisiveness that suggested at least some experience.

To Messy’s left, at a glance, she could see two dark shapes on the ground between the hedge and the plinth on which the Waystone stood. She couldn’t say what had become of the remaining three, but she could hear sounds of fighting and the crash of stone from that side of the plinth. On the plinth itself, Marra’s attempt to get to the Earthbreaker had been foiled by a man in what looked like a knee-length aketon. He was doing much like the man Messy had just killed, blocking quick, sharp blows from Marra’s mace with his hands when he couldn’t avoid them. As for the Earthbreaker himself, Messy couldn’t see him.

More pressing for Messy—more personal—was to her right, Rayni was in trouble. She was frantically dodging a steady sequence of blasts of some kind being fired at her by a tall woman in a utilitarian dress of an indistinguishable light color, pale grey in the dim light. The mage looked relaxed and unconcerned, like she could afford to just toy with Rayni for a while. Ray, meanwhile, was looking for an opening, unable to get closer lest she not be able to avoid getting hit anymore.

Messy’s choice was easy. Besides her few Levels in Clerk, Marra was mid-Level in some combat Class. She could take care of herself. Rayni might be able to fall back but was stubbornly refusing to, trying to find an opening to advance. From where Messy stood, it was only a matter of time before the mage stopped toying with her and she got hit, and Ray didn’t have any of the advantages of extra Enhancements and increased Vitality that Messy enjoyed thanks to Ana.

Advantages that Messy was going to pay for once the fight was over. Beneath the blanket of Ana’s Enhancement, the left side of Messy’s face was a mass of blinding pain. She could feel a wetness trickle down her neck, and her vision in that eye was going a little fuzzy, not that it was easy to tell in the dark. She hoped that Ana admired scars as much as she herself did, because she wasn’t getting out of this without one, she was sure. Goddess only knew how much worse it might get if she didn’t get healing soon.

All the more reason to end this fight as quickly as possible. With a roar of challenge, Messy threw herself toward the mage who was holding Rayni off so effectively, leading with the point of her sword.

Too late, the danger sense component of Instinct and Reflex screamed at her to dodge something she wouldn’t see. She juked left, but stumbled as something punched her hard in the upper right of her chest, between her shoulder and breast. Her first instinct was to shift her sword to her left hand, as her right arm spasmed. That was fine, really. With Dexterous and Sinister, it didn’t matter which hand she used, and it was healing well, strong enough to hold the blade. But in the split second between when she stumbled and before she recovered, she thought that it was very odd. The mage in front of her had only started to turn; she wasn’t facing Messy yet. And she couldn’t see anyone else who could have thrown any rocks or shards of stone or anything at her.

Then her peripheral vision caught first the rounded fletching and then the shaft of what had hit her, and she thought, Oh. A crossbow bolt. The idiots on the temple roof had hit her instead of the mage. She was going to have to work really hard to talk Ana down from killing them, and at the moment, she wasn’t even sure that she wanted to.

Then the woman she was charging at finished turning and lazily launched a barrage of small stones at her, and though Messy twisted, no amount of Ability-granted reflexes or balance could keep her on her feet as half of them struck her, spread out from breast to hip on her right side. The only mercy, she thought as her back slammed into the stones, was that they’d missed the damn quarrel in her shoulder. Well, that and the fact that the mage didn’t get a chance to follow up, as Rayni came in, screaming and hacking with her axe.

From her position on the ground as she struggled to right herself, Messy saw Rayni’s axe strike the woman between the neck and shoulder . . . and glance off. She couldn’t even see a cut in the dark. The mage was using the same infuriating Shaping as apparently every other Earth-mage in existence. Ironskin, Ana and Tellak called it. Rayni seemed to have been expecting this, though, and simply continued forward, doing her best to bowl the mage over.

In any other situation, Messy might have laughed at the look of surprise on Rayni’s face at what followed. She looked utterly baffled. But there was nothing funny about the way the mage grounded herself and received Rayni’s tackle, barely moving, only to grab her with one hand around the neck, the other between the legs, and lift the Huntress bodily over her head.

There was no technique to it. It wasn’t one of Ana’s practiced throws. This was simply brute force, far more than anyone would have expected from a mage. The tall woman held Rayni above her head just long enough for Rayni’s scream to turn to a startled yelp, and then she slammed the Huntress into the smoothed stone of the plinth hard enough for the nauseating snap of bone to sound clearly over Rayni’s pained exhalation.

Now that she was both close enough to see despite the dim light and still enough to focus, Messy took a moment to Inspect the woman. Her label read [Human Iron Warrior (31)]. And Messy knew that she and Ray were in serious trouble.

Messy’s side screamed as she forced herself to her hands and knees, preparing to rise, dodge to the side, throw herself forward, anything. She never got to her feet.

The Iron Warrior locked eyes with Messy, and despite the dim light she could see the mix of wild grief and rage on the mage’s face.

“You. You killed Thomé,” the woman spat, her voice choked with rage. “I’m going to fucking shatter you.” Then the melee mage grabbed Rayni’s unmoving form, and with a roar of animal fury lifted her to hip height and hurled her.

Messy was still on her knees when the Huntress hit her dead center, knocking her back and off the plinth. They went down hard. Messy’s head bounced off the cobbles.

Everything went black.


Chapter forty-three


Ten miles. Ana could do ten miles. Twenty miles at a dead run had almost killed her three weeks earlier, but ten? She could do ten and still be fighting fit. Especially with her Shaping making her lighter. At least she hoped so, because she was committed now, with her Party far behind her and following at their own best pace. She hated leaving them behind, she really did, but as much as she liked most of the people in that Party, Messy ranked far above all of them put together.

And even if she hadn’t, Ana’s Party had urged her to go. Because it wasn’t just Messy in danger. The first thing Ana had done when she felt Messy’s fear was to ask the Wayfarer what was happening. An attack, the goddess had said. Then, a little later, The northern gate has been destroyed, swallowed by the earth. The Earthbreaker’s beat you there!

With the word of a goddess to go on, no one had objected to Ana running ahead. She would have even if they had, but it was nice to have their support. They had made her promise not to suddenly leave the Party unless it was a matter of life or death, but she didn’t mind the concession. She still felt like a bit of an ass since the first time.

Then Ana ran. Not as fast as she could, but as fast as she dared in the dark and uneven forest. She couldn’t say how fast that was, but she’d had a number of close calls where she’d only barely avoided slamming into a tree before adjusting her speed to something more survivable. Even then, she was cannoning forward by at least a dozen feet with every step, and those steps were coming fast.

Ana was feeling pretty good about her pace and couldn’t imagine that she had much further to go when the goddess spoke up, unprompted, to tell her, They’re preparing to fight! Hurry! and Ana increased her pace.

Then Messy’s fear was joined by pain, and Ana left caution behind entirely. She broke into a dead sprint, and when even that felt too slow, she manifested her wings. The ethereal glow coming off them bathed the surrounding forest in a soft white light, and with a leap and a few rapid, powerful beats, she smashed her way through the canopy of the trees, arching out high above the forest.

She’d been right. The outpost wasn’t far. She could see the few spots of light marking it in the near distance—it couldn’t be much more than a mile. The wind roared and whistled around Ana, her clothes whirring and snapping as she drove herself to fly faster than she ever had in her life. Her vision blurred as the wind forced her tear ducts into overdrive. But with only empty air in front of her, she didn’t need to see. She knew where Messy was. That was enough.

The forest ended, and Ana shot across the clearing. It couldn’t have taken more than twenty seconds, the screaming wind competing with the roar of blood in Ana’s ears to deafen her. She passed over the ruin of the northern gate, torches, lanterns, and magical lights indicating people clearing the rubble. She paid them no mind. To the west, the tall, domed roof of the bathhouse was conspicuous in its absence. She barely noticed. As she approached the outpost, Messy’s direction had begun shifting from straight ahead to noticeably ahead and down.

Ana knew where she was going now. The square. Of course it was the square. The Earthbreaker has probably gone after the Waystone, just like they’d feared.

And then Messy lost consciousness.

At the speed Ana was going, the distance between the palisade and the square passed in the space of a breath. She had only the moon to light the scene, but a few things were clear despite the low light. Every entrance to the square had been blocked off. The surface of the square had been torn up in dozens of places, a crazed assortment of piles and walls and pits scattered across it. And the Waystone still stood, but Administration was gone, replaced by a shapeless smear that extended halfway across the space.

People were impossible to identify; all that Ana could see were indistinct figures, some upright, others on the ground. Some were locked in close combat. One of the prone figures, she knew, was Messy. She didn’t know what Messy had been doing there; something desperately brave, most likely, like when she’d carried Ana to Touanne’s a few nights earlier. It didn’t really matter. Messy was out cold, most likely hurt, and Ana had to get her out of there. Fortunately, Ana didn’t need to be able to see any detail. Devotion led her right where she needed to go: Messy was one of two figures lying close together to the southwest of the Waystone. There was a third figure approaching them—friend or foe, Ana had no way to tell.

Ana’s plan was simple. There was a fight going on, and she was going to end it, but first she needed to get Messy to safety. To that end, she homed in on the dark, still shape that Devotion was leading her to. She ignored the figure that was stalking toward the same point. She could have struck it, but there was still the chance that it was an ally and not an enemy. Either way, Ana intended to be in and out so fast that there wouldn’t be time for either attack or conversation. Then she’d return and figure out who was who, and kill anyone who wasn’t Bluesky. Simple.

Sure. Man plans, and God laughs.

As Ana passed the top of the Waystone, she flared her wings, slowing as much as she judged necessary for a safe landing. It probably saved her life, a lot of pain, at the very least. As she approached the ground at a speed that would have broken most people’s legs but which Ana hoped would be, at worst, a bit hard on her knees and ankles, a spear of stone erupted from the ground, timed and angled to skewer her. If she’d been going any faster, it probably would’ve gotten her. As it was, Combat Acrobatics gave her just enough of an edge to roll to the side, saving her from impaling herself.

Unfortunately, her maneuver put her almost horizontal to the ground and perpendicular to her direction of travel, throwing off her landing horribly. Her approach had already been reckless; now she didn’t even have her legs under her as she impacted the ground. She did her best to tuck and roll to bleed off her momentum, but it still wasn’t so much a landing as it was an impact. She didn’t just hit and roll, either; she skipped off the cobbles and spun wildly, beyond anything even her inflated Attributes or Enhancements could compensate for. Only Iron Grip let her hold on to her shield and her weapon, which she clutched close to her chest. She stopped when she slammed back-first into the wooden shutters of a small food vendor’s shop, which cracked and splintered but held well enough for her to bounce off onto the ground.

For a very short moment, Ana hated Split Focus. In the vast majority of circumstances, it was an absolute blessing, one of her favorite Enhancements. Being able to focus on two separate things or trains of thought simultaneously was amazing and would have been unbelievably useful when Ana still worked for Mr. Stamper. All it did for her as she lay stunned on the cold stone was to allow her to scream at herself. Get up! Get the fuck up! Whoever did that is going to want to finish the job! while marvelling at how she could have been so unbelievably stupid. She’d seen first hand what the Earth-mages on her own side could do, and yet she hadn’t even considered the possibility that anyone might attack her indirectly. It wasn’t even that she expected the Waystone to suppress the mana too much for anyone to Shape; she was honest enough with herself to admit that the idea hadn’t even crossed her mind.

The attack had been smart too. It had used her own momentum against her. She’d had a choice of impaling herself, ditching the way she just had, or trying to abort, which would have slowed her or stopped her entirely, both of which would have opened her up to ranged attacks.

And while she thought all that, she was painfully aware that she was still on the ground while the fight was still going on. She could hear heavy footsteps approaching, and a storm of grief and rage slammed into her, growing stronger as the footsteps approached. She was on her hands and knees with one foot under her when those footsteps stopped thirty feet away. A woman’s voice, raw with emotion yet still managing to sound refined, said, “Stay down! Making an enemy of the gods-damn Wayfarer is the last thing I need, but I’ll kill you if I have to.”

“You going to surrender?” Ana asked, her voice tight and raspy. She’d probably gone and messed up her ribs. Again. Touanne was going to be disappointed.

The woman’s first response was an incredulous little laugh. “No!” she said. “We’re winning! We’re going to leave, whatever that takes, and then we’re going to forget that this worthless backwater even exists. But first, I’m going to destroy the bitch who killed my friend. Gods, I hope that she’s got a high Vitality, because I’m going to break every fucking bone in her body, and I want her to feel it!”

Ana raised her face to look at the woman. She didn’t look like the kind of person who’d talk about torturing someone to death. From the little Ana could see of her, she looked ordinary; hair in a practical bun, wearing an equally practical dress. Her most distinguishing feature was that she was maybe an inch taller than Messy—five-eight, five-nine or so. If not for the rage and pain on her face, she’d look harmless, like a strict teacher or librarian at the very worst. But Ana herself was a prime example of looks being deceiving, and this woman’s label when Inspected read [Human Iron Warrior (31)].

Ana would know in a moment how dangerous the woman truly was.

Ana didn’t get up. She didn’t move, except to slump a little as she pointed at the shape that she knew to be Messy, some thirty feet behind the Iron Warrior. “The woman over there,” she said, groaning as she played far more hurt than she was, “is she the one you want to kill?”

The woman didn’t take her eyes off Ana. By the soft light emanating from her wings, Ana could see the cruel glint in her eyes as she answered, “The one you were trying to get to? The swashbuckling cunt who killed Thomé? Yeah. And if you stay down, you won’t have to join her.”

The woman didn’t even hesitate to sign her own death warrant. That meant one of two things; either she was out of her goddamn mind and thought that Ana would just sit there, or she was supremely confident that she could take Ana in a fight and was trying to provoke her. From the way she held herself, Ana suspected the latter. Whichever it was, she was wrong.

Ana didn’t bother with banter. She’d learned all she needed to.

As soon as Ana moved, it became clear that the Iron Warrior had never expected Ana to stand idly by while she killed someone. Judging by how quickly she reacted, she must have been Shaping as she spoke. In a repeat of when Ana first arrived, cobbles exploded in every direction as a thick spike of stone speared out, angled to impale Ana as she came at the mage.

Only Ana didn’t come directly at her. She came over and around.

Ana still had her wings out. In the weeks since she got them, Ana had mostly used them to take Messy for short flights above the outpost, but she hadn’t neglected training and practice. Between that and her Strength, Agility, and Combat Acrobatics Perk, Ana had excellent control in the air. So when she launched herself off the ground, she didn’t do the predictable thing. Instead she kicked off so that she launched herself up and to the side, then used her wings to shoot forward in an arc that had her coming down at the Iron Warrior at high speed and at an angle from above and to the side. Then, at the last moment, she flipped herself so that instead of coming at her opponent headfirst, she led with her heels, intending to smash the woman into the stone surface of the square.

Credit where it was due, the Iron Warrior didn’t just stand there when her first gambit failed. She either couldn’t create another spike fast enough to intercept Ana or didn’t bother trying, but it wasn’t her only trick. In the two seconds she had to react, she managed to not only circle around the spike she’d already created, putting it between them, but as she moved she screamed, flung out her hand, and with a sound like someone driving a sledge into a pile of gravel she shotgunned a spray of small stone shards at Ana. She even led her attack with enough precision that, if Ana hadn’t flipped when she did, the high-velocity cloud of sharp rock would have taken her in the face and neck. It could have blinded her, or worse. As it was, the shards tore into Ana’s boots and trousers, tearing through leather and cloth and leaving Ana with a multitude of small cuts, some shallow, some deeper, all of them annoying.

That was bad enough. It could have been far worse. If Ana had to actually feel her pain, the few shards that penetrated to the soles of her feet might well have been debilitating. But thanks to Fight Through—probably the single most important Perk Ana had for how many times it had let her fight on when she should have been a wreck—the worst thing Ana had to worry about was that she was likely going to have to replace the boots. Even Merv’s best value-for-money work cost a decent bit of silver, and she’d be buying her third pair in as many months.

Ana finished her turn so that it took her around the spike, twisting in the air and throwing her legs out so she’d be landing sideways. Her legs bent to absorb the impact, her ability to ignore most pain letting her stay on her feet, and then she took that absorbed energy and threw herself at the Iron Warrior, this time much closer and much more directly.

Ana got the first two in a series of surprises then. First, her opening low sweeping kick didn’t connect. The Iron Warrior had reacted quickly, jumping just high enough to avoid it. Second, that jump hadn’t been straight up or backward, but forward.

Ana didn’t know how much the Earthbreaker and his mages had been told about her, but unless they were completely ignorant, she had to admire the chutzpah of this woman. It might be prideful of Ana to think so, but she was sure that no one in the Splinter could possibly be ignorant of what she could do in close combat—especially not anyone still gathering information for the Sentinel, which she assumed would be these people’s primary source of intelligence.

Ana let the mage close on her, responding with a backhand from her buckler as her leg finished its sweep, and got a third surprise as the woman blocked it. It was a reflexive block, mostly Strength and Dexterity, but there was some visible technique there. The woman didn’t just slap Ana’s buckler away; she struck at Ana’s wrist and moved forward to get inside her guard. And it worked!

Ana’s heart raced. Despite her surprise at suddenly finding herself no more than a foot from an opponent, despite her vengeful anger, despite her determination to kill this woman as quickly as she could so that she could get Messy to safety, a kind of breathless excitement was building inside her. Whoever this woman was, she could fight. Ana had her armor, her buckler, and her weapon, and this woman felt confident enough to engage her barehanded and in just a shin-length dress with her sleeves rolled up—and a pair of slightly out-of-place shitkicker boots. And for all the unarmed fighting that Ana had done in the past three months, willingly or not, none of that had been against anyone who had the remotest idea what they were doing. At best, she’d done some very slow and very gentle sparring with her students, but now here she was, with an opponent inside her guard and a forehead driving for her nose. The woman was trying to headbutt her!

When receiving a headbutt, a lot of people said to lower your head and try to catch the opponent’s brow or even nose on the top of your forehead. These people, Ana’s teachers in more than one art had told her, probably didn’t know much about grappling. Rather than do that and risk timing it wrong, which would end with her getting a concussion or getting the bridge of her nose smashed in, Ana swayed forward and to the left. She caught her attacker’s face in the crook of her neck, trusting her Ironskin Shaping and neck guard to protect her in case the woman felt bitey; she wouldn’t put it past her. As close as they were, the sheer grief coming off the woman was almost enough to make Ana sick, and that was to say nothing of the much more familiar feeling of rage. Ana had bitten people before in desperation; who knew what someone in the Iron Warrior’s state of mind might do?

Not that Ana intended to give her the chance. She may not be in anything resembling an ideal position for a throw, especially not with her hands full, but once you learned enough of the mechanics of a throw, you could start to improvise a little. And with her Strength just a hair below 100 with her bonuses active, Ana figured she had a hell of a lot of leeway when it came to proper leverage and where exactly her opponent’s center of mass was.

Which was why what happened next might have been the biggest surprise of all.

Ana felt that she’d had a very solid base to stop the mage’s charge so that she could then snake her leg around behind and trip her with a push of her shoulder. Thus it came as quite a surprise when she found herself knocked backward hard enough to send her horizontal, forcing her to use her wings to right herself as a fresh ache in her chest and shoulder told her that she’d just been hit at speed by something far more massive than that woman had any right to be. She must be using the same damn Shaping Ana had been struggling with for weeks!

Well, so be it. Ana had grappled with people heavier than her since her first day on the mat. She’d wrestled goddamn elk and bears since coming to the Splinter. This was no different.

Ana’s feet came to rest several feet back, leaving enough room for the two to size one another up. “Gods, but I’m glad you didn’t stay down,” the woman growled, with a crazed excitement in her eyes that matched Ana’s own.

Ana responded with a feral grin, twirling her weapon and getting into the shield-forward ready stance Brosden had taught her before her first Delve—much improved now, of course, by practice and her own experience. She let the mage make the first move, and then the fight was truly on.


Chapter forty-four


The Iron Warrior came straight at Ana with a roar of fury, and a wave of fear broke and washed around Ana as she felt the effect of what must be a high-Level Intimidate Skill. With her high Level, her Class name, and her sheer confidence, the woman would have been fearsome even without it. Despite her Willpower, Ana felt herself wanting to scramble backward or leap high into the air with her wings and reassess the situation. But that was fear talking, and her Enhancement, Fearless, lay over those impulses like a veil so that the part of her that called the shots didn’t have to bother with them.

And it was a good thing she didn’t retreat, because Ana’s Perception and Keen Hearing picked up the grinding sound of stone on stone behind her, easily separating it from the mage’s roar and the din of fighting farther up the square. No doubt another of those stone spears was erupting behind her, poised to skewer her whether she stood her ground or waited for the mage to throw her back. So Ana advanced; it was that or move to the side, and Ana wasn’t doing that. She met aggression with aggression, pushing forward with both her legs and her wings hard enough that her feet skidded on the stone, her body mass simply not enough to generate the friction to make use of the sheer explosive power she could put out.

If this Iron Warrior wanted a standup fight, Ana was happy to give it to her.

Ana led with a jab with her shield to the mage’s face, who was coming in low, arms wide. The jab was bait, more to distract the mage and tempt her to tie up one or both hands with the buckler as Ana struck with her weapon. And it worked. Sort of. Just as Ana had expected, the mage evaded the jab and grabbed the buckler by the rim in one hand. What Ana hadn’t expected was for the mage to then wrench it aside, with such strength and with so much weight behind the movement that Ana’s own momentum and her Iron Grip on the shield sent her tumbling through the air for a moment. Only her Combat Acrobatics kept her in control, and the axe strike she’d aimed at the woman’s side went wild.

Well, that was fine. Before she’d even landed, Ana used the leverage afforded her by the mage’s grip on her buckler to pull herself in and launch a brutal side knee at the mage’s head. The mage only barely blocked the strike in time. She struck at Ana’s knee with her elbow but wasn’t quite fast enough to connect, taking the knee on her upper arm. The mage let out a pained grunt, but nothing else. With Ana’s unholy combination of almost 100 Strength, an Enhancement, and no less than three Perks increasing the power of her strikes, she’d expected the dull sound of bone splintering within flesh. That was entirely absent.

Ana was equal parts frustrated and intrigued. Who was this woman? How much of her power and toughness came from her Class, and how much was from Attributes, Enhancements, Perks, and plain magic? With a Class name like Iron Warrior, Ana expected that the mage was specialized in Metal, the way Tellak was; if so, were there things here that Ana could learn herself? Considering the chronically sorry state of her ribs, Ana wouldn’t mind unbreakable bones, like this mage seemed to have.

The woman hadn’t just taken the strike either. While Ana had been too quick for the woman to get her arm around Ana’s leg after the knee strike, she’d still managed to latch on to the back of Ana’s thigh with her hand. She used that grip, along with the one on Ana’s buckler, to put some distance between them. Simply put, between her massively increased weight, her Strength, and her two points of grip, the Iron Warrior had everything she needed to twist at the hip, shove off with her legs, and hurl Ana across the square, in the direction of the stone pillars cutting off access to and from southern Main Street.

She also took the opportunity to cause a field of spikes to rise from the ground, because of course she did. Only Ana’s wings saved her from being impaled as a powerful beat stopped her short and deposited her on her feet.

The Iron Warrior stalked toward her. They were both warier now. They were each stronger than the other had expected. Neither was sure how to proceed; Ana could both see and feel that some of the thoughtless fury in her adversary had bled away, replaced with a caution much more suitable to someone of her Level.

Ana started forward as well, waiting for a move that didn’t come. They settled into a slow, circling pattern, each looking for an opening.

“You’re good!” Ana panted as they circled. “Better than Summerland. Weaker, but better.”

“Oh yeah? Met him, did you?” the Iron Warrior asked.

“Met him? I killed him,” Ana replied, pushing hard on Intimidate as she did her best impression of one of Kaira’s shark-tooth grins. And for just a fraction of a second, surprise or fear or even Arresting Gaze got the better of the mage. Her step stuttered, and her rhythm was interrupted just long enough for Ana to make her move.

“Bullsh—” the mage started, but Ana was already moving. She’d pushed off hard, launching herself straight at the woman and counting on the distance being too close, the time to cross too short for another of those stone spikes the mage seemed so fond of. And perhaps it was. But it wasn’t too close for her to let off another blast of small stones. Ana barely got her shield and her weapon arm up to cover her face before the shards hit her, some spattering off her buckler, others shredding her sleeves and leaving shallow cuts in her arm, neck, and scalp where she had only Ironskin to protect her.

The Iron Warrior used the momentary distraction to slip to the side, but Ana’s Keen Hearing warned her; and when Ana lashed out with her weapon, she was too close for the mage to dodge, block, or deflect. Even before she opened her eyes, Ana was rewarded with a meaty thud and a dull crunch, almost simultaneous with something between a yelp and a groan as the hammer head of her weapon found flesh.

It wasn’t first blood, but Ana was willing to bet that it was the first significant hit. But it wasn’t all good. First of all, that had been a full-power hit. It had drawn blood, yeah, and it might have cracked or broken a rib, but that was it. Ana had struck demons with less force, and had shattered whole joints, crushing bone with ease. The mage was tough as hell. She was also quick, and Ana didn’t have time to pull her weapon back before the mage seized it in both hands and jerked so hard that it pulled Ana toward her, right into a powerful if artless kick. The mage’s boot caught Ana high in the stomach, and between the combined forces of the kick and the pull on the weapon, and Ana’s Unbreakable Grip, she disarmed Ana in one of the few ways possible. As Ana was sent back several feet, the wrapping on her weapon tore off the haft. Ana was left gasping for air with a handful of leather strips, and the mage in possession of her hammer-axe.

“There,” the mage ground out, throwing the weapon into the darkness as she advanced. “That’ll—”

The distinctive snap of a crossbow cut through the air from the direction of the temple, the sound muted by the distance. Both women turned their heads in that direction, Ana a fraction of a second before the mage, and Ana leapt back more out of instinct than because she saw the bolt coming. The damn thing passed so close in front of her that she heard the whirr of its flight.

At first Ana was ready to curse whoever it was for either not being able to separate friend from foe, or for their piss-poor aim. But . . . no. Neither made sense. With her wings out, not only was Ana the most distinctive figure in the square, but she was literally lit up. There wasn’t a single target there who’d be easier to identify or aim for.

Whoever fired that crossbow had been trying to hit her.

Which made it all the more surprising when the mage before her took two seconds to Shape and launch a trio of orange-size rocks in the direction the bolt had come from. “Fuck off!” she screamed into the darkness. “Can’t you see we’re having a gods-damned duel?!” Her attack was followed shortly by a distant yelp and the sound of shattering roofing tiles.

Seemingly satisfied, the mage turned back to Ana. “I was saying,” she said, gesturing to the scraps of leather that Ana still clutched in her hand, “that’ll make things more even.”

From maybe ten feet away, Ana looked at the Iron Warrior. The mage’s face was locked in a pained scowl, and a small, dark stain was spreading on the left side of her dress’s bodice, right under the arm. Other than that, though, she looked as ready to fight as ever. And she had no idea what she’d just done to herself by disarming Ana.

Ana had recovered her breath during the interruption; now she began circling again, the mage doing the same.

“Do you know how I killed Summerland?” Ana asked, tossing her buckler aside and stopping when the mage had her back to the temple. There she went into a basic ready stance—hands high, light on her feet, and ignoring the sting of several shards of stone cutting into her soles.

The mage stopped when Ana did. Behind her, a dense series of stone pillars grew out of the ground, adding to the general mess of the square. They formed a wall five feet wide and eight tall, effectively shielding the mage from any crossbow fire, but also preventing her from retreating. That suited Ana just fine.

“I don’t think you did,” the mage said, getting into something more like a boxer’s long guard. “No way you killed an Ascender, even a spoiled prick like him. I think he thought better of this whole shambles and ran.”

She had Ana on the whole you didn’t kill him thing. That was true. It was Messy who’d actually killed the man, after all. But the Iron Warrior didn’t need to know that. Frankly, it was better if everyone thought Ana was fully and solely responsible; the less risk of someone trying to avenge the Ascender by coming after Messy, the better. So instead of acknowledging the mage’s comment at all, Ana let her face relax to her natural, unaffected expression. Her wings chose that moment to dissipate and return them to the dark of night, so she couldn’t tell what expression the woman gave her in return. It didn’t matter.

“One thing I’ve discovered since being dragged into this place,” Ana said, closing with careful steps, “is that people here have no real concept of the art of unarmed combat. Or arts, really. Nobody I’ve talked to has even heard of a formalized, coherent fighting style. And don’t get me started on grappling. I can show people the simplest throws and holds, and the way they look at me is like they’ve never heard of magic, and I’m demonstrating the Craft of Joint Locks. Do you even know what a joint lock is?”

“I’ve trained under some of the best Unarmed Combat tutors the Primes have to offer,” the woman replied.

“That’s not a yes. Do you know what a choke is, then? A proper one, not just strangling someone with your hands?”

“Is there a point to this, or do I have to impale that woman you were trying to protect to get you to stop stalling?” the mage asked, her eyes flicking to somewhere over Ana’s left shoulder, in the direction Ana knew that Messy lay.

Ana didn’t take the bait. “A choke,” she continued, “is a hold, practically unbreakable no matter how strong you are, that cuts off the flow of blood to the brain. That’s how Summerland died, and with how tough you are, that’s what I’m going to have to do to you.”

Every word Ana spoke had been entirely conversational. No anger. No amusement. She delivered her explanation of how she intended to kill this woman the same way she might explain how to get to the baths. The whole time she kept her eyes on the mage’s posture. Slowly, bit by bit, she saw the confidence drain out of her, her stance becoming more defensive and uncertain. Between Honest Face making others more likely to believe her, and 90 Effective Charisma with her bonuses active, it would take a monstrous combination of Sense Motive and Willpower for anyone to convince themselves that Ana was lying when she was, in fact, telling the truth.

“Stop talking and come at me!” the mage spat, but there was an undertone of anxiety to her whole demeanour now. Fear, even.

Ana gave her what she wanted. She took small steps forward, shifting carefully to the left as she did to put herself between Messy and the Iron Warrior. The whole time she used half of her Split Focus to stay on guard for any sign of Shaping. And she kept talking, barely even pausing for the mage’s reply. “It really gives you time to understand that you’re going to die. That there’s nothing you can do about it,” she told the woman. “I don’t know what your Vitality looks like, but from experience I’d guess it’ll take at least a minute for you. A minute of feeling the pressure building in your head, pounding against your skull as the darkness slowly creeps in.”

As Ana moved and spoke, she pushed hard on her Intimidate Skill, and as she reached the edge of the distance she could clear with a lunging kick, the mage cracked.

The Iron Warrior took first one step back, then another. Then she was matching Ana step for step. The mage kept the distance between them without seeming to even be aware that she was doing it until her back foot touched the stone wall behind her. Her whole body jerked in shock. Then, with nowhere left to retreat, she attacked.

Ever since crashing into the square, Ana had been wondering at how much mana there was available. The Waystone hadn’t yet recovered to where it was when she first began to learn to feel mana, but it still reduced the available mana in the outpost significantly, and the effect was stronger the closer one got to the obelisk itself. There shouldn’t be anywhere near as much to work with as there was.

The obvious reason was that the Earthbreaker and his mages, or more likely Karti the Grand Summoner, had done something to the Waystone. That was deeply concerning. But in the moment Ana had mixed feelings about it, because while it let her adversary let loose another blast of stone shrapnel, this time at close range, it also allowed Ana to push as much mana into her Ironskin as her skill with the Shaping could allow. The shotgunning rocks still made an absolute mess of her forearms and hands as she ducked her head and closed her guard before her face, but nowhere near what she’d’ve expected from such an attack with only her Vitality and other toughness bonuses to mitigate it.

Under most circumstances, Ana would’ve dodged. She wouldn’t have just thrown her arms up and taken it. But this time she couldn’t move—for two reasons. First and foremost, Messy was behind her but outside of Ana’s range. If Ana moved, the spray of shrapnel might hit her, and Ana had no idea how badly hurt she already was or how much damage those stone shards might do even at twenty feet or so. Second, she wanted the psychological impact on the mage of seeing her Shaping hit with full force and not slow Ana down at all. It was going to suck terribly once she started feeling pain and blood loss fully again, but for now, she’d trade her flayed forearms for the morale advantage without hesitation.

When Ana opened her arms a moment later, the mage was already coming at her with a wild forward kick with her left leg that her skirts did nothing to hinder.

Who could say what the woman expected to happen? A dodge or an attempted block, most likely. It looked like an attempt to make some space, more than anything. From the way her eyes flared, Ana knew for a fact that she didn’t expect Ana to turn side on and step into the attack.

As Ana slipped past, she looped her right arm around the mage’s leg, sliding up until her elbow was behind the woman’s knee. The mage threw a right hook. She should have struck with her elbow instead; Ana was already too close, close enough to slip her left, forward foot up next to the mage’s planted right one and snake her left arm around the mage’s back, taking a firm grip on the fine textile of her dress.

The mage’s punch ended up wrapping around Ana’s neck, and for a moment they were close enough that Ana could feel the woman’s stunned, fearful breath on her face. To anyone watching, it might have looked as though they were locked in a figure of some passionate dance. Then Ana twisted clockwise at the hip, heaved, and slammed her partner into the cobbles with a thud that was far too loud for two women of their size, but made sense considering the mage must have increased her weight to well above 500 pounds and hardened her skin until it was as hard as the stones she crashed into.

Ana followed her down.

“Ready to really learn about chokes?” Ana hissed. She fought to maneuver her arms into position, her left wrist coming up and around the mage’s shoulder to push around her throat while Ana’s right arm hooked around the back of the mage’s neck, grabbing onto her left bicep. The increased Dexterity from Twist and Lock helped. So did the blood running freely from Ana’s arms and coating her hands. It was still a hell of a fight. The mage struggled frantically to try to push Ana off, and she was monstrously strong. Possibly stronger than Ana was without her combat bonuses, which hadn’t happened for months now.

“Some people—” Ana grunted, “think that you can’t—do a front naked choke.” She managed to get her right leg over the mage’s left one, getting into something resembling a proper mount and, more importantly, making it impossible for the Iron Warrior to impale her on one of those stone spikes without first putting it through herself. “You definitely—can though!” she ground out as she finally got her wrist into position. And the mage felt it, her groans and struggles growing more frantic. Now all Ana had to do was really get a good grip on her bicep with her right hand and—

“Yield!” the mage gurgled through her constricting throat. Even her goddamn throat was strong! “I yield! Gods, I yield!”

“Nah,” Ana breathed into her ear, finally getting her right hand into position and flexing hard to fully close the choke. “Too late.”

The mage choked and fought and jerked, but without technique there was nothing she could do. Ana was stronger, and she was better, and she was in a dominant position. She’d shifted her knees up, making it hard for the woman to even try to strike with the one arm that wasn’t pinned to the side of her head, and though her legs were free, she could kick and buck all she wanted. She wasn’t getting Ana off. Now all Ana had to do was to hold the choke until the woman passed out, and—

A regal voice, weary but strong, called out, “Stop! Stop this madness! Has this not gone too far? Have we not seen too much death already?”

It was a voice Ana recognized. One that tried to worm its way into her mind, to steal the will to fight from her flesh and bones and leave her paralyzed with fearful indecision. It was the voice of Karti the Grand Summoner, a man she should have killed when she first got her hands on him. The square fell silent in its wake, but Ana’s will had been too strong the first time, and it was stronger now. Karti’s words passed over her, and through her, and when it had gone, she was as resolved as ever, her pressure on the Iron Warrior’s throat unrelenting.

The woman’s eyes rolled back, her eyelids fluttering as she fought to stay conscious. It wouldn’t be long now.

But someone else had resisted Karti’s call for peace. “I believe that she yielded!” a firm male voice called out from much closer than Ana was comfortable with. It had the same refined quality as that of the woman Ana was currently killing.

“Too bad!” Ana grunted out, twisting her head to see who was talking, though she could barely make out anything in the partial moonlight. All she saw was a handful of shapes on the plinth, one of them holding another. In the dark, she couldn’t even Inspect them at that distance.

“Let me rephrase,” the man said, not urgently but in a tone that expected obedience. “Release Aaspiyah, and I will do the same to this Vanguard-cum-Clerk and our other captives, and then we can talk. Fail to do so and I will kill them and any of your downed guildmates who still live, while my remaining companions rescue their colleague. The fight is over. You’ve lost, Chosen. Stand down!”


Chapter forty-five


Ana heard what the man, most likely the Earthbreaker, said. She understood him. But it was incredibly hard to care when she was close, so very close, to ending this bitch who’d promised to murder Messy horribly. The only thing that made her momentarily relax the pressure closing off the flow of blood to the Iron Warrior’s brain was that she believed him when he’d said that he’d kill the downed Bluesky guild members, which included Messy. Dealing with a present threat had to trump punishing a neutralized one.

There was only one problem.

“How can I trust you?” Ana asked. “You’re working with Karti. You’re serving the gods-damn Sentinel, who wants me dead and the Splinters destroyed. If I release her, what’s stopping you from putting a stone spike through my head and killing everyone anyway?”

“Nothing,” the Earthbreaker admitted. “But . . .”

Two spikes lanced out of the ground, angled so that whether Ana moved forward or back, one of them would get her somewhere. They moved fast enough that Ana had only disentangled herself from the mage she was choking when they both stopped several inches away from her.

“I could have done that at any time,” the Earthbreaker continued as the Iron Warrior—Aaspiyah, the man had called her—gasped, coughed, and sputtered on the ground. “Now get off my team member and let her join us, and you can have your people back. I am fed up with this place, and it’s not like we’ll be seeing a tarnished copper beyond what we’ve already been paid. Let’s tend to our wounded and then see if we can’t come to some agreement, shall we?”

Ana looked down at the mage underneath her. She was in no state to defend herself. She was focused on getting her breath back; from the way she was twisting, if Ana hadn’t been mounting her, she’d be rolling on the ground. It would be so easy to just end her.

But when Ana looked over her shoulder again, she got a clearer picture of her situation. There was one dark shape that Ana assumed to be the Earthbreaker, since he stood in front of the others. There were two others backing him up, one holding a stout shape that Ana assumed to be Marra Falk by the Earthbreaker’s description of her Classes. Another person, barely visible at the slightly greater distance, sat with their back against the Waystone, two people kneeling with their hands on their heads before them. That made four hostiles, presumably all mages. She knew when she was outgunned.

Beside the Waystone and with a hand on it, almost invisible in the gloom, was a shape tall enough that it must have been Karti. Anger and loathing filled Ana at the sight of him, but this was not the time. She’d deal with him later.

With a sneer of disgust, Ana got to her feet and stepped away from Aaspiyah, expecting at any moment to have to defend herself against a blast of rocks, a stone spear erupting from beneath her, or the ground simply cracking beneath her feet. But none of those things happened. Instead her bonuses left her, usually a clear sign that she was out of danger. She clenched her jaw as every pain she’d collected over the last few short minutes made themselves known. Why the hell were human ribs so fragile? And skin! God, her forearms looked like they’d been sand blasted, and they felt like it too. And then there were her goddamn feet. Tiny shards of stone cut into her soles, a handful on each foot, and just staying upright was agony. It was enough to make her want to break this sudden ceasefire just for the relief of her Enhancements kicking in.

Lucky for everyone involved, then, that she’d long since learned to deal with pain, and that she wasn’t a goddamn idiot. In the stillness that followed, she could hear the tears and groans of the injured scattered around the square, some of them sounding dangerously weak. Some, like Messy, would be unconscious already. They’d need aid, and soon, and the only way they’d get that was if things stayed peaceful.

“Fine,” Ana said. Her voice was strong, steady, and calm. It didn’t betray a shred of her pain, nor of her nearly overwhelming urge to go to Messy’s side and check on her. Charisma, and her Acting Skill and its Perk, Inscrutable, really came through for her there. “She’s alive, and she’s free. Give me my people.”

“You heard the woman,” the man said, half turning to speak to his companions. “Release the prisoners. Blueskyers, you’re all free to join her. Just know that I still have enough in me to either kill you or destroy your Waystone if I suspect you’ll break this truce. Aaspiyah, can you walk?”

“I’ll—” the mage on the ground coughed heavily as she pushed herself into a seated position. Then there was a subtle shift in the mana around her, and she moved a little more easily. “I’ll manage.”

“You bastards killed dozens!” Marra spat, stumbling close enough for Ana to recognize her. “Ana! Thank the gods. We’ve got a dozen injured, and—and Tober and Pirta, they’re trapped under the rubble!”

“Gods-dammit!” Ana needed them! Nobody else in the Splinter was as well positioned as them to help her get out of there alive once the cycle ended, along with anyone who wanted to follow her. And even if she hadn’t needed them, she had to admit that of the two she liked and trusted Falk, head cop or not.

She regarded the ruined building, then the Earthbreaker. The other figures backing him up moved in as she approached him, getting close enough to get something of a look at him. He was on the taller end of average and looked deceptively ordinary for all the misery he’d caused; a square face with a small nose, wide-set eyes, and short hair of some hue darker than his skin. Long, leaf-shaped ears revealed him to be elfin, and his label, when Ana Inspected him, agreed—[Elfin Earthbreaker (37)]. “You’re serious about this truce?” she asked. “About negotiating?”

“I am,” he replied calmly.

“Alright . . . you’re all Earth-mages, aren’t you? Maybe even Stone? Help us rescue the people I assume you buried, and it’ll go a long way toward buying you some trust.”

“It’s not our trustworthiness you should worry about. We were negotiating in good faith until someone took a shot at me. From the roof of a damn temple, no less.” The man made a disgusted gesture in the direction of the temple. “But so long as you keep your people from doing something equally idiotic again, I suppose we can help in the interest of showing good faith.” He turned to his people. “Well, you heard. The bellicose elf and her minder are presumably under there somewhere. Let’s get them out. Aaspiyah, are you hurt?”

“Only my pride, Chief, and my heart,” she said, shooting Ana a venomous look, equal parts hate and fear. Her voice was hoarse, and she rubbed gingerly at her throat. “They killed Thomé.”

“I know,” the Earthbreaker said heavily. “And there will be time to mourn, but not now. Do you trust me?”

“You know I do.”

“Then go with the others and help clear that rubble. If there’s anyone alive under there, get them out.” Then he raised his voice so that it carried across the square, fixing his eyes on Ana. “And if any of these Blueskyers break the truce, I expect you to show no mercy. Understood?”

“Yes, Chief!” Aaspiyah and the other mages still on their feet chorused, though it was a somewhat grumbled chorus. Ana couldn’t see them well enough to read their body language, but anyone could hear the reluctance in their voices. Still, Ana felt the mana stir as the three began Shaping, even as they walked the short distance around the plinth and to the heaped masses that remained of the once proud administrative building.

“There,” the Earthbreaker said, turning back to Ana, and unlike his people, he was close enough to read. The way he held himself spoke of weariness and frustration, but Ana was sure that he was ready to act if provoked. “If that satisfies you,” he continued, “I suggest you take care of your wounded, and I’ll do the same before joining my team. And then, maybe we can put this whole idiotically wasteful exercise behind us. For now, will you guarantee the truce for your side, if I do the same for mine?”

He held out his hand, and Ana watched it for a moment before wordlessly clasping his wrist.

“Good,” the mage said as they shook. He didn’t relax one iota. “Haytham Talleh. I won’t pretend to be pleased to meet you, at least under the circumstances, but I’m glad we understand each other.”

“Anastasia Cole,” Ana said. “Same.”

They separated warily, Haytham walking backward a few steps before turning and going over to the one person sitting with their back against the Waystone. When he turned, Ana did the same, speaking to the three people beside her.

Turning first to the older woman and speaking softly, she said, “Marra, I know you want to be near your husband, but people listen to you. Can you run?”

“Jog, perhaps,” Marra said, looking anxiously at the rubble.

“Do you know where Touanne is?”

“I do. At the bathhouse.”

“Good. Bring her, and anyone else who isn’t actively saving lives. Don’t take Touanne into the square yet, but bring her close. And get someone to go to her shop to bring every healing potion they can find, if they haven’t already. Arrange some light too. Torches, lanterns, mages, whatever. I’ll keep an eye on things here.”

“You’ll make sure my Tober’s safe?” Marra asked, the tremble in her voice and the pleading in her eyes revealing a vulnerability that Ana had never seen in the woman before, even when Captain Falk and his expedition were missing, their fate unknown.

Ana put her hand on Marra’s shoulder. “I won’t let any more harm come to him. I promise.”

“Fine,” Marra said. “I’ll be back with Mistress Touanne as fast as possible.” Then with a last lingering look at the collapsed building, she turned and jogged off toward Duskward Cross Street, limping badly on her right leg.

After making sure that Marra was truly on her way, Ana turned to the two men who’d followed her. She thought she might recognize them, but again, the dim light made it hard. “You two,” she said, “join me in checking on the wounded. You”—she pointed at one—“start behind the Waystone. You”—she pointed at the other—“start between the Waystone and all those spikes. I can see people down there. If they can be moved, move them onto Duskward Cross Street, where Touanne can tend to them safely. I don’t suppose any of you have any healing potions with you?”

“Afraid not, Marshal,” the second man said. “The mages—our mages, I mean—they were supposed to have one or two each, I think. I’ll check first thing.”

Ana clapped him on the shoulder. “Good man. Alright, get to it!”

As the two took off, Ana finally allowed herself to give in to her worry. She’d been checking in on both her sense of Messy’s condition and her Party roster constantly ever since the fight ended, dreading any change. She didn’t even know if either would show anything between unconscious and dead. All she could do was make sure that things stayed peaceful, and that the only person she had ever loved was in range of her Companionship Ability, which should, hopefully, help her stabilize. Goddess only knew if it worked that way, but Ana hoped.

Now she rushed to Messy’s side, and her heart froze at what she saw.

“Oh, no,” she whispered. “No, no, no . . .”

Two forms lay still close beside each other. When she got close, Ana saw that the other was Rayni, sprawled on her front with her left arm very obviously broken. But she’d have to wait.

Messy lay on her back, legs splayed with the right knee bent, her left arm draped across her body. From a distance, Ana hadn’t seen the length of wood protruding from two inches below Messy’s collarbone. That was bad enough, as was the long cut along the line of her cheekbone, but it wasn’t what horrified her.

Around Messy’s head was a small patch where the space between the cobbles was darker. The world faded around Ana as she knelt beside her girlfriend, reaching down with one hand that felt much too steady to touch the patch. The darkness stuck to her fingers, and when she pressed them together, they held just a tiny bit.

For a moment, Ana was back in the forest, kneeling on a stone surface beside the body of a boy she’d promised to protect. He still breathed, but his eyes stared blankly at the starry sky, and he hadn’t reacted at all to anything she did. Not even when she slipped a dagger between his ribs.

With a start, she snapped herself out of the memory. “Babe?” she whispered, and the fear in her voice didn’t bother her. She didn’t have space to worry about herself or her image. “Mess?” Then she sniffed, blinking away the tears forming at the corners of her eyes. Messy wouldn’t react to words. If she could, the noise of the fight would have woken her long ago.

Leaning over Messy’s face, Ana reached down and lifted one eyelid with her thumb, ever so carefully. Her breath left her in a relieved shudder as the lid twitched under her finger. Then she took Messy’s left hand and, using the nail of her index finger, pressed down hard on the tip of Messy’s ring finger, right below the cuticle where the little crescent would be.

Messy’s whole arm jerked weakly, and Ana released the rest of her breath. Unconscious was bad, but Messy responded to the two things Ana could try. She didn’t think she dared move her, but she could at least make herself believe that the head injury wasn’t too bad. Finally she checked Messy’s pulse and found it strong and regular.

She went practically blind as her sight blurred, robbing her of what little she could see in the moonlight. She didn’t think that Messy was in immediate danger. She wished desperately that she knew for sure or that she could do more, but now she had to wait for Touanne or another Life-mage, and for someone to arrive with healing potions. And there were other injured to check on—Rayni lay less than two feet away, and Ana didn’t even know if she was still alive.

“I’ll be right back,” she whispered, giving the hand she still held a gentle squeeze.

Rayni was alive, but in a worse state than Messy. She didn’t have a full 19 Points of bonus Vitality. Her breathing was quick and shallow, and her pulse thready, but Ana couldn’t say if that was because of the open fracture on her arm or because she had some internal injury.

She was considering what to do next—move on to the other injured, stay with Messy and Ray in case something happened, or throw caution to the wind, force herself to believe that Haytham the Earthbreaker intended to keep his word, and run off to see if she could get Touanne and those damn potions there any faster, when one of the two men came to her. The guy she’d sent to the spikes.

“Marshal,” he said cautiously. “Sorry, but . . . it’s Miss Petra. The innkeeper? She’s a friend of yours, right? Ah . . . she’s hurt bad. Real bad. But she’s awake, and she’s asking for you.”

“Petra?” Ana asked. “She’s here? What am I saying, with my luck—” She looked helplessly at her friend, then at her lover. “Find any potions?”

“No, Marshal,” he said, his voice softening. “I didn’t see the mages yet. They would’ve been around the rubble. But with Miss Petra . . . I thought you’d want to know. I can check now, if you want?”

A part of Ana bristled at his gentle tone—at the idea that he was pitying her. But that wasn’t it, she told himself. It was sympathy, not pity. People could feel bad for someone without looking down on them. “Yeah,” she said. “Show me to Petra, and then see if you can find the mages.”

It was hard to tear herself away from Messy and Ray, but she did it. She stood, and she followed the man. A memory of a training session came suddenly to the front of her mind. A single morning weeks ago where this man had asked a question, and she’d asked his name before answering. “Thank you, Varinus,” she said as she knelt by Petra.

“I’ll be right back, Marshal,” Varinus said, a note of pride in his voice. “She’ll be fine, alright?” he added, nodding to Petra before taking off into the darkness past where the Earth-mages were clearing rubble.

“Sure,” Ana said. She even made her voice sound like she believed it. She didn’t, but it couldn’t hurt to encourage the man. And in case Petra was conscious and listening, Ana couldn’t very well say what she really thought.

Petra half knelt, half lay back on a long hedge of wicked stone spikes. It looked like she’d fallen or maybe been pushed onto it. The how didn’t matter. What mattered was that nobody with that many things sticking out of their chest was going to be alright. Nobody who’d lost that much blood had any right to still be alive at all. Ana knew that she was; she was breathing in tiny, desperate gasps, and every so often a wheezing groan would escape her. But she wouldn’t be for long.

Petra was dying.


Chapter forty-six


“Hey, Petra,” Ana said gently, clasping the dying woman’s hand. It was cold and clammy, and sticky with blood. “Can you hear me? Varinus said you asked for me.”

Petra’s eyelids slowly fluttered open. She started turning her head, but it looked so hard for her that Ana shuffled on her knees until she was in front of the innkeeper instead. When Petra said “Ana?” her voice came out as a wet wheeze.

“Yeah, it’s me.”

“Saw you . . . fly in. Amazing.”

“You must’ve missed the landing. I smashed into a wall.”

Petra tried to laugh. At least Ana thought she did. It came out as a horrid gurgle that cut off in a whine. “Hurts,” she said pitifully.

“Yeah,” Ana said. What the hell else did you say to something like that? There wasn’t anything Ana could do about it. “Touanne’s on her way, and we’re trying to get some potions. Stay with me, alright? Stay awake.”

“Try,” Petra wheezed. “Messy? Ray?”

“They’ll be fine,” Ana said confidently, hoping that she wasn’t lying. “They’re hurt, but stable.”

“’Kay. Mikkel. The inn. It’s his.”

“Hey, don’t talk like that,” Ana said, while silently swearing that she’d make sure Petra’s will became reality.

“No, Ana. Good kid. No family. All he—” Petra retched weakly, and a thin stream of blood ran down her chin. “All he has,” she finished.

“Okay,” Ana said placatingly. “I’ll make sure.”

Even as she said that, she glanced toward the only exit from the square that wasn’t blocked by those walls the Earth-mages had raised. Where the hell were Marra and Touanne?

When she looked back, Petra’s eyes were sliding shut.

“Hey, Petra!” she barked, snapping her fingers sharply in front of her friend’s face. “Help’s coming! Don’t die on me!”

Petra’s eyelids reversed direction with agonizing slowness. “Tired,” she breathed, so weakly that it was barely even a whisper.

“Yeah.” Ana knew the feeling. How many times had she passed out due to blood loss now? Except she’d always had Touanne and a bunch of potions there to get her back on her feet. That, and . . .

And her Class bonuses.

I’m a goddamn moron! she growled at herself. Then she turned her internal voice toward the Wayfarer. Hey, are you there? This is urgent!

Whenever I can, the goddess replied. Listening, if not watching.

Is my Party safe? Will they be fine if I drop from the Party?

It took a brief moment before the goddess replied, They’re safe, and close to the outpost. Only a few miles. I can’t say for sure, but yes, it looks like it.

Good. If any of them pray to you, suggest they forgive me, Ana said. Then she left her Party. Only in a life-or-death situation; that was what she’d promised. Well, this was it.

“Hey, Petra,” she said, lightly smacking the innkeeper on the cheek. Petra’s eyes had started drooping again, and didn’t open past half-lidded at Ana’s urging. “Listen. No need to speak. I shouldn’t have made you talk in the first place. I need you to join my Party, okay? I’m inviting you now, and it’s really important that you accept. Might be the most important thing you’ve ever done. Just join, alright?”

Petra looked at Ana blankly, then nodded.

Ana didn’t know if Petra joining would transfer Petra’s existing wounds to her. She didn’t think so, but it was a risk she was willing to take. Nor did she think that Fight Through would kick in for Petra; the woman may have a bunch of stone spikes impaling her, but Ana couldn’t see any way she might be considered in combat. But she could definitely use 19 bonus Vitality, and Ana hoped she might get some kind of benefit out of the increased healing from Companionship, slim though that hope may be.

When she got the notification that Petra, Custodian (20), had joined her Party, Ana did not, in fact, begin to spontaneously bleed out from all over. She didn’t feel a thing, except for the uncomfortable awareness that Petra was injured. But Petra inhaled softly, and her eyes opened a little wider. Ana took that as a hopeful sign.

“Feels better, right?” Ana said. “Don’t speak. Don’t even breathe too deeply. It’ll aggravate your injuries. But I’ll be with you until Touanne gets here, alright?” Then, for Petra’s sake, she put on a facade of false cheer and switched to her friendliest, most disarming voice and continued, “Hey, want to hear about our hunt? Things got kind of rough.”

Petra nodded.

Ana had been talking for no more than a minute when Varinus came to tell her that the mages hadn’t had any potions, and that he’d be moving Messy and Ray to where the other wounded were. To ask if he should, really. Ana agreed. Then she continued her story.

About three minutes later, when Ana was at the point where they found the gully and the Delve, she saw a dark figure jog into the square with a limping gait.

“Marra!” Ana called out, standing up and waving, hoping that Marra would see her in the dark. “Here! Quick!”

Marra either did see her, or moved by sound alone; the older woman had told Ana that her Class favored a high Perception, so either was plausible. She approached on the far side of the hedge of stone spikes, keeping her close to the remains of Administration. She only turned her head away from the ruin and the mages working to slowly clear it when she came close to Ana.

“Sorry for the delay,” Marra said, sounding much more like the tired, worried woman she was than when she left. “Touanne was busy tending to some patients that she didn’t dare move, and you know she’d never leave until she’d at least stabilized them. She should be on her way now, I hope; I went ahead as soon as Miss Petra’s boy returned with the potions.”

“That’s fine,” Ana said, not bothering with making herself sound pleasant. “You have them?”

“Yes.” Then Marra noticed who Ana was kneeling by and gasped. “Gods beyond, is that Petra?”

“Yeah. Give me one.”

Marra was carrying one of the padded, partitioned bags that were commonly used to transport large numbers of potions. She was already fumbling it open as quickly as she could, and at Ana’s stern command she carefully removed one of the bottles within, handing it to Ana.

“I’ll need someone, one of the Earth-mages, that is, to break these spikes,” Ana said as she uncorked the bottle. “Can you see to it?” Then, without bothering to wait for an answer, she turned back to the innkeeper and softened her tone. “Hey, Petra. You still with us?”

Petra lethargically lifted her head. Taking Ana’s advice to heart, she didn’t answer, simply nodding once.

“Good. Great. I have a healing potion here, alright? I don’t know if those spikes still being in you will cause any problems, but I figure as long as we can keep you alive until Touanne can help you, it doesn’t matter. Can you think of any reason you shouldn’t drink this?”

Petra was still, then shook her head.

“Alright. Small, careful sips, now.”

With that, she put the small bottle to Petra’s lips. Getting just a few ounces of the liquid into her friend without spilling took long enough that Marra returned, supporting a limping man. Ana heard their uneven steps as they approached, only looking up from Petra when they were close enough for her to see.

“Ana,” Marra said. “This is Lavret. He’s an Earth-mage.”

The man looked rough, with multiple small wounds on his face and arms, and favored one side in a way that suggested that he’d taken a blow to his ribs or abdomen on that side. Still, he was holding up well, and nodded and gave Ana a tired “Marshal” by way of greeting.

“Lavret,” Ana replied, nodding back. “I remember you. You were with Halmer, weren’t you?”

“I was, yeah.”

“Good to see you still alive.” Ana turned her head meaningfully to the spikes. “Let’s make this quick, alright?”

“Right. You’ll need to support her. I’ll be weakening the stone, but I can’t tell you when it might snap.”

Ana nodded. After corking and putting away the still half-full bottle, she straddled Petra’s lap, careful of the protruding spikes, and put her arms as far around the woman’s back as she could. “I need you to help me keep you still, alright?” she said softly.

“Yeah,” Petra exhaled sharply.

Ana nodded to Lavret, and he began. There were a few hitches where a spike would snap without warning, and Petra would shift painfully. There were more than a few groans and something that might have been a choked sob. But finally they had Petra free of the hedge, and Ana could carry her from the square to the place where Touanne waited on Cross Street. It was easy to find; it was the first place Ana had seen since leaving her Party in the forest that was well lit.

Touanne was already very busy. Several people lay in the street, Messy and Ray side by side among them. A flock of assistants, Jisha among them, was helping to keep the injured comfortable. By the way, Touanne reacted when Ana arrived, though, none of her current patients could have been nearly as badly wounded as Petra.

“Oh, Lifegiver have mercy,” the Healer breathed. “Lay her on her side and support her. Gods. Nobody removed the . . . are these stone spikes? No matter. Explains some of the punctures I’ve seen. Nobody removed them. That’s good. Very good. Jisha? Jisha! And where’s Mikkel? Mikkel, here, please!”

The French girl looked up from where she’d been tending to another patient. Her eyes widened, and she finished what she’d been doing and jogged over. She quickly nodded to Ana, then asked Touanne, “Oui? What do I do?”

“I need you to support Miss Petra,” Touanne said, speaking carefully. “Hold her still. Ana, just in case, repeat what I said in . . . Frahnsess?”

Ana didn’t bother correcting the pronunciation. She just did as she’d been asked, glancing anxiously at Messy over Jisha’s shoulder as she spoke.

“She’s stable,” Jisha whispered when she caught Ana’s attention wandering. “They both are.”

Ana nodded. That would do for now. And they were close to Touanne. Between her healing and her Fount of Life Ability, they should be fine. Assuming, of course, that Haytham the Earthbreaker and his cohorts weren’t planning to turn on them suddenly, but he’d seemed sincere enough in his desire for everything to just be over.

“Now, Ana,” Touanne said, snapping her fingers in front of Ana’s face when she didn’t immediately react. “Stay with us, Ana. I’ll want to examine you, too, once Miss Petra’s safe. Ana, I need you to let Jisha take your place. Then we’re going to remove these spikes one by one. I need you to pull them out slowly and smoothly while I heal. Can you do that?”

Ana forced her attention back to what they were doing. She’d been ignoring her own pain, but she knew that Touanne was right in that Ana needed to be examined. Hell, she hadn’t even taken any of the healing potion. As Jisha took over the job of supporting Petra, Ana stood and did just that. She brought out the half-finished bottle from the pocket where she’d stashed it, uncorked it, wiped away the blood and saliva from its mouth, and downed it in one go before settling behind her wounded friend.

“You hadn’t any potion at all until now, had you?” Touanne gently admonished her.

“No,” Ana admitted.

“Please take better care of yourself after a fight,” Touanne said, and everything about her—her tone, her posture, her eyes, and even her aura—told Ana how painful it was for the Healer to see Ana disregard her own injuries.

“I’ll try, Tou. I’ll try,” Ana agreed. It was a promise she’d made several times before, and she’d always meant it. Maybe this time it’d stick.

“Thank you,” Touanne said, then looked around. “Where’s Mikkel? MIK—oh, good. Quick, I need another pair of hands.”

The boy had come running from somewhere. He was covered in dust and had blood on his forearms, but his hands were clean. When he’d seen who Ana, Touanne, and Jisha were crowded around, however, his steps had slowed to a crawl; his whole demeanour was overcome with fear and pain. He barely seemed to hear Touanne. He didn’t spare even one of the women a glance as he knelt next to Jisha, by Petra’s head. “Mistress Petra?” he said, his voice breaking. “Ma’am?”

The way he said it, it almost sounded to Ana like Mum?

Ana had thought that Petra was out cold ever since she carried her out of the square, but now she turned her head just enough to look up at the boy. The faintest of smiles touched her lips as she whispered, “Hey, boy.” She lifted one hand weakly off the ground, and her assistant took it, squeezing it tightly between his own. Neither spoke. The whole thing looked so intimate and emotional that Ana suddenly felt uncomfortably like she was intruding, despite having just saved the woman’s life.

Touanne was pitiless. “Mikkel,” she said, gently placing a hand on the boy’s cheek and using it to turn his head to face her. “I need your help. I need you to get out a potion. You’re still carrying some, yes? I need you to get one out and open it. We’ll be removing these spikes, one by one. When we do, I need you to pour a little bit of potion into each of the wounds, from both the front and back where they’re all the way through. Can you do that for me? Can you help me save Miss Petra’s life?”

Mikkel blinked rapidly, tears carving furrows on his dusty face. “Yeah. Yeah, Mistress Touanne. Of course.” He squeezed Petra’s hand again, then gently laid it on the ground before taking a potion bottle from a pouch on the belt he was wearing. He opened it with practiced ease, his experience behind the bar no doubt coming to use, then pressed a spout into the open mouth of the bottle. “Ready,” he said, sniffing.

The procedure took time, but it had to. Petra had no less than eleven spikes through her, from her lower chest to her upper abdomen. For each one, they had to bare the skin surrounding it on both front and back so that Touanne could put her hands around it, the ends of the spike protruding between her fingers. Then Ana would smoothly pull the spike out, her combination of Strength and Enhancements making it effortless, while Touanne used her healing Shapings to pour Life-mana into the wound, and Jisha held Petra still. Finally Mikkel, who’d quickly overcome his embarrassment at seeing so much of his employer’s skin bared, would pour a small measure of potion into each end of the wound, with Jisha rocking Petra a little bit to each side to make it easier. Touanne applauded the idea of using the spout—which Ana had thought was an established practice that she just hadn’t seen before. It turned out that Mikkel just so happened to have one on him when he rushed out and had been using it all night when helping to clean wounds.

“Mikkel the Apprentice, medical innovator,” Ana said, giving him a practiced, approving smile once she learned that. She poured on all the Charm she could, and it seemed to raise the kid’s spirits at least a little as they continued.

And then, after many long minutes, they were done. Mikkel held his employer and, Ana suspected, mother figure’s hand as Ana supported her in a sitting position, and Jisha helped Touanne apply some poultice and bandages to the wounds. Then they carefully laid Petra on her side with a pillow under her head and some bunched fabric to help keep her from rolling onto her front or back, and that was it.

“I can examine you next to Mestendi and Rayni,” Touanne told Ana, leading her toward the two women with tired gentleness. “We really should start getting people inside, preferably into beds,” the Healer said once they were kneeling by Messy’s side.

“Uh-huh,” Ana replied. Now that the immediate emergency was over, her own fatigue was rapidly catching up with her. She’d run ten miles in less than fifteen minutes, by her own estimation. The adrenaline of her headlong rush back to the outpost and the following fight with the Iron Warrior was long gone, and the crash was on her. Then there was the pain on top of that. Her arms were a torn mess, and she had cuts on her face, her scalp, her neck and shoulders, and on her legs, not to mention the goddamned soles of her feet. Which she’d been walking on for a while now, without the benefit of Fight Through.

All she wanted right then was to lie down next to Messy and sleep. But her enemies were still alive. They were still in the square. And while they were ostensibly helping at the moment, goddess only knew if and when they planned to turn.

I can fight if I have to, Ana thought. The bonuses will kick in, and the fatigue and the pain will be gone.

For once, the idea didn’t excite her.

Touanne continued speaking. What had she said? Something about getting people inside? “Until then, it would be very helpful if we could get some people in a Party with you,” the Healer said, speaking softly. “I know it will be emotionally draining on you, having so many hurt people to worry about, but—”

“Yeah, it will,” Ana said, cutting her off. She should have thought of that herself. Forcing Touanne to ask was embarrassing. “But I’ll do it. Of course I will. They need to be awake.”

“Thank you, Ana,” Touanne said, gently helping her take off her armor. “None of these people should be at risk of dying, but it will mean a lot for their comfort.”

“Happy to help.” Happy to take some pressure off Touanne, to be more exact. Ana didn’t give a damn about most of the people in the street, but Touanne would understand what she meant. She wouldn’t even judge Ana for it. She was too understanding for that.

Once Ana’s Party was full of injured people, Touanne got properly started. The examination went quickly, but the treatment took time. The fractured ribs were the least time consuming; the numerous cuts that needed salving, and her flayed forearms that needed to be cleaned, covered with poultice, and then bandaged took longer than Ana was comfortable with. She was embarrassed to be taking up their only Healer’s time for something so superficial when there were many others who were far worse off than her.

“Please don’t worry,” Touanne said when Ana tried to tell her just that. “To be honest, I’m just about tapped out. I need to breathe a little, and doing mundane work like this lets me rest while still being useful. It’s amazing I’ve been able to do as much as I have at all, so close to the Waystone.”

“I think Karti’s doing something to it,” Ana mumbled. The healing that Touanne had poured into her abused body was eating away at the last of her reserves, and now she was truly flagging. “It’s barely absorbing anything.”

“I thought that might be the case,” Touanne said. Ana blinked and startled as Touanne said, “There, all done. You can lie down now.”

Ana looked dumbly at her arms. They were both bandaged. Touanne had only started a moment ago, hadn’t she?

She didn’t question it. And to hell with Haytham and his mercenary mages. Someone else could worry about them for a few hours.

With a mumbled thanks to Touanne, Ana stretched out beside Messy. She rested her cheek on her girlfriend’s uninjured shoulder, put her arm across her chest, and was out in seconds.


Chapter forty-seven


Waking up was terribly disorientating. Ana was no longer in the street where she’d gone to sleep—passed out, more like—and she’d never noticed being moved. Messy now lay to Ana’s side with a foot of space between them, instead of Ana being cuddled up to her; to Ana’s other side was Touanne, who slept soundly with a soft, rattling snore.

Ana propped herself up on her elbows. Around them, in every direction, were at least two dozen people, all lying on makeshift bedding. Despite the unfamiliar perspective, the smell and general ambiance of the place told Ana that she was in the common room in Petra’s inn; the chairs and tables had mostly been stacked along the walls, clearing the floor for the wounded. The exception was one table where Jisha sat with the Ters sisters, Dilmik and Sendra, and a Life-mage whose name she was pretty sure was Maro. He was focused on growth and cultivation, but could do some minor healing; she knew that much.

Well, minor compared to Touanne. She’d seen him staunch the bleeding from a nasty thigh wound once. If she’d never seen Touanne at work, it would have been an absolute miracle.

Sendra was the first to react when Ana stirred. Mostly because, of the other three, Dilmik sat with her back to the room, and both Jisha and Maro weren’t so much seated as slumped on the table.

“Good morning, Ana,” the Water-mage said. She kept her voice low and spoke in a far more solemn tone than Ana was used to hearing from her. “I trust you’re somewhat recovered?”

Beside her, Jisha jerked upright with a startled snort, and Dilmik turned around in her chair at the mention of Ana’s name. Maro, it turned out, was sleeping and didn’t stir.

“Morning, Sendra, Dilmik, Jisha,” Ana replied, getting to her feet and approaching the table. “What’s the situation?”

“Calm, but tense,” Sendra said. “We believe that everybody has been excavated, alive or dead. At least no one is unaccounted for, as far as I know.”

“The captains?”

“Alive. They’re both here.” Sendra indicated one section of the room, which Pirta dominated with her tall, narrow frame while the two Falks slept beside her. “I understand Captain Pirta was in far worse shape than Captain Falk.”

“Elf protected the man, I think,” Jisha said as she rubbed some life into her face. “Heard from—” Jisha gave up and switched to French. “I’m not sure I understood completely, but the woman, the wife—Marra?—she was crying and thanking the elf when they brought them to Touanne. So I assume the elf must have protected the pépère.”

“Huh.” Ana could see that, she supposed. She was more mystified by Jisha calling Captain Falk a sweet old man than by the idea that Pirta would have . . . what? Shielded Falk with her body when the building came down on them? Falk was earnest, honest, and kind, but Ana would never have thought of him as grandfatherly. Besides, he appeared to be in his late forties at most.

Of course, Jisha was sixteen. Ana vaguely remembered how people had looked to her at that age. Ana wasn’t sure how the girl saw her, and she wasn’t going to ask, in case she didn’t like the answer. Instead she asked, “How’re you doing?” sticking to Inter-guild for both Sendra’s sake and to force Jisha to keep practicing.

“Tired,” Jisha said. “Woke up by noise, run around, did very small healing.” She sighed heavily. “Tired.”

“We were lucky,” Dilmik said, indicating herself and her sister. “Went to bed real early last night. And we’ve been busy helping, sure, but not like the Life-mages.” She clapped Maro on the shoulder, and he didn’t even stir. “This poor sod’s wiped out.”

“Don’t sell yourself short,” Sendra told her sister before speaking to Ana again. “This one’s hauled enough rocks to build a small village, and then she helped carry you and everyone else here. If anyone’s had it easy, it’s me. I’ve mostly been drying out Cross Street with some other Water-mages.”

Ana nodded. “Takes all kinds, right? So . . . what about the Earthbreaker and his people? I’m guessing they didn’t break the truce yet, since you’re not panicking.”

“Camped out in the square, around the Waystone,” Dilmik said. “Nobody likes it, but not even Irry wants to try to dislodge them as long as they’re staying peaceful and don’t mess with the Waystone. But nobody trusts them. That’s why you’re all here instead of at the guardhouse. Don’t want to give them a stone building full of hostages, you know?”

“Yeah, good call. They’re not doing anything to the Waystone?”

“Well . . . nothing harmful, as far as Mistress Thair can tell. Though that Grand Summoner seems to be suppressing it somehow. He’s always touching it, and there’s far too much mana, not only in the square but in the entire outpost. Like it’s not even there.”

“Yeah, I felt that last night,” Ana agreed. “We’ll need to deal with Karti first if Haytham and his people try anything.”

“Haytham?” Dilmik asked.

“Haytham Talleh. The Earthbreaker,” Ana explained. “We talked briefly last night. For what it’s worth, he seems honest. Not kind or merciful, but honest. Earth-mage, you know.”

Sendra nodded. “Solid. Dependable. And capable of cataclysmic violence. Like someone we know,” she added, giving Ana a small smile.

Ana suspected it wasn’t Tellak that the Water-mage was thinking of, but she let it pass without comment. “What about the crossbowmen on the temple roof? One of them put a bolt in Messy’s shoulder.”

“Her and one or two others, including one of the Earthbreaker’s people,” Sendra replied. “That’s what started the whole damn fight. We’ve got people on both sides confirming that Haytham and the captains were negotiating until someone put a quarrel in the back of one of his mages.”

“What do we know about them?”

“There were two of them, as best we can tell. Two of the people who came with the Ascender, according to Miss Tellak. She says the Earthbreaker’s people recognized them. Her guess was that they’d been lying low, then saw the mages trying to leave the Splinter and decided that they’d broken faith. But they’re both dead, so I doubt we’ll ever know for certain.”

Both dead. That was at once both disappointing and comforting. Part of Ana wanted to have been the one to punish them for hurting Messy and for triggering so much unnecessary violence. A greater part was happy not to have to deal with them. She had enough to worry about. That, and it felt good that for once it hadn’t been a betrayal by people from their own community.

“At least they won’t cause any more trouble,” she said. “You said Irry and the rest are back?”

“Sure. I’d bet Omda’s upstairs, sleeping. Unless he snuck past us, which, I mean—”

Sendra interrupted her sister. “I think Ana would be more interested to hear what Kaira had to say. Don’t you?”

Dilmik nodded. “Oh, right! So, Kaira was here not long ago, and she said”—Dilmik cleared her throat and did her best impression of their themion friend—“‘Ana’s probably worried about ditching us all, yeah, so when she gets up, tell ’er we’re better than good. It was a real kick in the tit losing all those bonuses in the middle of an all-night run, but Jisha told me about Petra.’ Then she said that apparently one of their scouts had prayed to the Wayfarer and came out of it ‘looking crazier than a frontier Herbalist and saying we should all cut Ana some slack.’ So, yeah.”

Ana sighed with relief and thanked the sisters. She hadn’t expected Kaira to blow up on her, but there had still been the memory of last time, when she’d been put on probation from the Party. That had hurt far more than she’d expected, and the idea of having to go through that again had gnawed at her.

Then she told Jisha to get some real sleep, not the nodding off and jerking awake she’d been doing, and went and lay back down next to Messy. She had no idea if she’d be able to sleep, but she just didn’t want to engage with anything that was happening. At least if their tiny world was not, at that very moment, ending. Instead she cuddled back up to her girlfriend, careful not to press too hard anywhere as she relaxed into her warmth.

With nothing she wanted to do except lie there and possibly drift off, she checked the notifications that had been bugging her ever since the previous evening. And there were a fair few of them, considering all she’d done was fight one single one-on-one where no one had died.

There was a single kill on the list.

Congratulations! Your Party has defeated: Human Stoneshaper (22). Based on your contribution, you have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Least).

The friend whom the Iron Warrior had accused Messy of killing, Ana assumed. That was a fair difference in Level; Ana could only assume that Messy had gotten the drop on them or that the dead Stoneshaper wasn’t experienced in person-to-person combat. Either way, the Stoneshaper was dead, and Messy was warm beside Ana. That was what mattered.

The rest of the notifications were all Skills. Shaping had reached Level 7; Blunt Weapons, Level 9; Acting, Level 8; Intimidation, Level 11; Defense, Level 6; Unarmed Combat, Level 16; and Inspect, Level 8. Not a single new Perk, which was a small disappointment, but those would come. And it was a decent haul of Crystals. Counting what she got from Messy’s kill thanks to her minuscule contribution via her Abilities, Ana picked up one Least, five Medium, one Major, and one Greater Growth Crystal, bringing her almost 5,000 Points closer to her minimum goal of Level 20 before leaving the Splinter. Which had now become before the cycle ended, since she was sure that the Summerlands would come for her no matter where she was.

Well, she was more than halfway there. She only needed about 7,500 more, and she had almost two months to get them. And if by some calamity she couldn’t, then she wouldn’t be too proud to ask for help. It was too important.

At least she assumed that it was. She didn’t actually know what new Ability she’d get, only that everyone considered Level 20 to be the milestone Level for most Classes. Not all, but most. Her Level 10 Ability gave Ana’s Objects of Devotion—and thanks to the Wayfarer’s meddling, her whole Party—a massive boost to their Endurance and Vitality, as well as letting them share Ana’s Enhancements for those Attributes. Level 15 had given her goddamn wings! Wings that made her Party immune to fear! Both would be hard to beat, and even tired as she was, Ana felt a rush of excitement at the prospect.

She’d considered asking the Wayfarer what to expect. She knew that the goddess knew; she’d said as much when Ana got her wings. But she always decided not to. She enjoyed the anticipation and didn’t want to spoil it. If she’d been unsure about whether to push for Level 20, she would have asked, but as it was . . . no, she’d rather let herself enjoy the surprise.

Though she might be forced to give herself that surprise sooner than expected, depending on what Haytham the Earthbreaker intended to do. Earth-mages, Tellak had told her, were like Sendra had described them a few minutes earlier: solid and dependable, yes, but capable of sudden and world-shattering violence. Ana would prefer to avoid any more violence if she could. She wasn’t going to do anything preemptive. But she wasn’t going to trust the truce to hold until she had a better measure of the man and his companions. Especially that Iron Warrior woman. She’d seemed like the type to hold a grudge.

But that could wait for another hour or four. Ana’s eyes were getting heavy, and her thoughts foggy. A few hours of sleep would never be enough after the amount of healing Touanne had poured into her, even with her Vitality. So Ana focused on Messy’s warmth and her gentle breathing and let them lull her back to sleep.

[image: Scene change]

When Ana woke again, a few things had changed. Touanne was up, for one, moving among the patients. A few empty spots on the floor and three available slots in Ana’s Party showed that some people had been well enough to leave. And Messy’s arm was wrapped around Ana’s back. A small thing, sure, but even such a minor, unconscious gesture was enough to show that Messy was truly recovering. No matter how much Ana had already convinced herself of that, it was a great relief.

She didn’t waste any time. Messy, Ray, and Petra were all still asleep, recovering from their injuries. So were the two captains. Marra Falk was awake and helping Touanne, though Ana suspected that it was more from a desire to be close to her husband than from a true desire to help. And Touanne, of course, was moving tirelessly from patient to patient, checking to see if anyone needed anything.

Ana kissed Messy on the cheek, and the pleased sigh she got at that, followed by an unhappy grumble as she got up, brought her another small wave of relief. Then she thanked Touanne for her help and hard work and asked if the people still in her Party would be alright without the recovery bonuses from Companionship. Touanne assured her that they would, though she asked Ana to keep everybody in her Party for the Vitality bonus. She gave Marra some words of encouragement because that was what normal people did in a situation like this, and did the same for Mikkel, who came out of the kitchen as Ana was leaving. Then she was out the door, headed for the square.

Outside, she looked at the sky. It was about midday, and habit reminded her that she hadn’t eaten since before leaving her Party to rush back to the outpost. She’d have to do something about that. And she was filthy. Her clothes were an absolute mess, torn and bloody, and her arms were wrapped in bandages in a way that made her look vaguely like a street fighting poser. But she needed to see with her own eyes what was going on, and she wasn’t going to waste time on getting washed up and changed for Haytham and his gang’s benefit.

Her route took her past the ruin of the bathhouse, where a number of people were working to clear out the collapsed parts of the building using magic or mundane labor. Seeing the rubble made her heart sink before that feeling was replaced by outrage, renewing the anger that had waned since the previous night. With all the wounded she’d seen at Petra’s, it felt odd that it should be a destroyed building that sparked her anger again, but there it was. She’d loved the baths. The baths had been nice. A lot of effort and pride had gone into creating and running them, and now they were a ruin, with walls collapsed, roofs fallen in, and water spilling into the streets. And Haytham had destroyed them because . . . why? For what damn purpose? A goddamn distraction?

She wanted to punish him for that. And the fact that the best possible outcome here meant that she’d never get an opportunity to do that rankled more than she cared to admit.

The dust that found its way in through the cuts in her boots did nothing to help her mood as she stalked down Cross Street. At the square, several people turned startled looks her way as she approached, alerting her that she hadn’t thought to control her aura.

“Fuck’s sake, Ana!” Kaira’s unmistakable voice rang out from somewhere behind Tellak and Jancia. “We’re all pissed, but bank the flame a bit, would you? I’m on edge already.”

The whole Party that Ana had run south with was there, except for Deni. “Her parents’ shop got smashed a bit when the baths went,” Kaira explained when Ana asked, having missed the girl during a round of greetings. “They’re fine, but . . . you know. Poor girl. That shop’s their home, yeah?”

“Yeah,” Ana said, looking past the Evoker to the Waystone. What she could see of it. The entire plinth that the obelisk stood on was surrounded by stone walls at least ten feet high. “You let them dig in?” she asked, carefully masking her disapproval so that it came as an innocent question instead of an accusation.

“It was that or start the whole damn bloodletting up again, and nobody was in much of a mood for that. I told ’em I could take the arsehole out, but I’m only one voice, right? Can’t very well start a war on my own say-so.”

“Right,” Ana sighed. “Fair enough. Don’t suppose you’ve seen my weapon and my buckler around?”

Kaira shook her head. “Nah. Pretty sure I heard Messy’s sword’s missing as well. My bet is they”—she nodded toward the improvised fort—“took ’em as trophies or something. Wanna take them back?”

“If you’re quite done talking about starting something that might spell the end of the outpost,” Tellak interrupted, “Ana. How are you? Touanne said that you were in no danger, but I saw both Messy and Rayni beside you.”

“I’m as healthy as ever,” Ana said, holding up her arms demonstratively. They were both crisscrossed by fine, pale scars. “My ribs are healing and my skin is growing back. More importantly, Messy and Ray are both out of danger, and they’re going to be fine.” Then she turned to Kaira specifically. “Dil and Sendra told me what you said. About us being fine. I appreciate it.”

“Nah, yeah!” Kaira gave her a toothy smile. “Big difference from last time, right? Wasn’t just that you were being aggro this time. Touanne told us what you did for Petra and everything before you passed out. I love that woman. So . . . yeah. Here.”

Kaira spread her arms wide, waving Ana in with her fingers. Ana only hesitated for a moment before going in, giving Kaira a quick hug, and whispering, “Thanks,” before breaking.

“No, you thanks,” Kaira whispered back before letting Ana go.

“Right,” Ana said after stepping back. She looked around the small group. Everyone had defaulted to waiting for her expectantly. “Who wants to come with me and talk to these bastards?”


INDIVIDUAL SUMMARY

Name: Anastasia Cole
Race: Outsider, Summoned (Human aspect)
Age: 26
Classes: Guardian Angel (19) (Hidden, shown as Companion (19))
Experience: 0/20,000
Storage: 3 Shard, 12 Growth Crystal (Least), 10 Growth Crystal (Lesser), 5 Growth Crystal (Medium), 1 Growth Crystal (Major), 1 Growth Crystal (Greater), 1 Growth Crystal (Ascendant)
Ascension Points: 1

	Attributes:	Base	Multiplier	Effective
	Strength	33	1.9	62
	Endurance	35	1.5	52
	Vitality	34	1.8	61
	Agility	34	1.8	61
	Dexterity	31	1.3	40
	Perception	29	1.4	40
	Acuity	29	1.6	46
	Willpower	31	1.3	40
	Charisma	34	1.7	57
	Connection	29	1.5	43


Advancement Points: 1

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)
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)
Honest Face (Charisma 50)
Hammer Blows (Strength 50)
Rapid Recovery (Endurance 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)
Unity of Purpose (Command 10)
Breakdown (Inspect 5)
Cleaver (Axes 5)
Quick Shot (Crossbows 5)
Forest Step (Stealth 5)
One Against All (Intimidation 10)
Alter Self (Shaping 5)
On the Chin (Defense 5)
Living Weapon (Unarmed Combat 15)

Achievements:
Hunting Party II
Party Delver II
Skilled II
Commander III
Death Dealer III
Underdog II
Hagiocide

Skills:

Social
Acting 8
Charm 8
Command 11
Deception 3
Intimidation 11
Negotiation 7
Sense Motive 9
Teaching 3

Survival
Camping 2
Harvesting 3
Herbalism 2
Stealth 5
Tracking 4

Combat and Weapons
Axes 7
Blunt Weapons 9
Crossbows 5
Defense 6
Long Blades 2
Shields 6
Short Blades 3
Throwing 1
Unarmed Combat 16

Magic
Channeling 3
Shaping 7

Miscellaneous
Inspect 8


Chapter forty-eight


Tellak ended up being the only person to join Ana in approaching the Waystone, though with three empty slots, Ana also invited Rill and Kaira into her Party. They were the most likely to put themselves in harm’s way if things got hot.

As a group, they’d decided that no more than two should go, so as not to look too threatening, and Kaira had been roundly shouted down when she eagerly volunteered. Tellak, everyone agreed, would make a much better choice. Not only did she give a far more serious impression than the impulsive Evoker, but her being an Earth-mage herself should hopefully engender some basic respect from the mercenary mages.

Kaira’s reaction had been first to scowl, then to scrunch her nose thoughtfully, shrug, and say, “Yeah, fair enough.”

What Haytham and his followers had set up around the Waystone was a proper fortification. A bit small, perhaps, but the walls were tall and made of stone. There was only one entrance, and that had a screening wall in front of it, ensuring that no one could shoot in. It wasn’t perfect by any means, especially not in a world infused with magic, but it ensured that no one could easily attack the people within.

Speaking silently to the Wayfarer, Ana asked, Are there any of your worshipers inside that thing?

None that I can see, the goddess replied after a few moments. And none of mine would be so stupidly sacrilegious as to take a Waystone hostage. Or so I hope.

The mages had one person on guard outside, leaning against the short side of the screening wall before the entrance. Ana had seen her the moment she entered the square, but had pointedly ignored her until she and Tellak approached. Tall for a woman, with her hair in a bun and wearing that same simple dress; even if Ana had only gotten a general look at her features in the darkness of the previous night, Aaspiyah the Iron Warrior was unmistakable.

Aaspiyah was no more pleased to see Ana than Ana was to see her; that much was clear from her scowl and the challenge in her eyes. And no surprise there; Ana could see the dark stain of dried blood under the woman’s armpit where Ana had struck her with her hammer, and there were livid bruises around her throat.

In the noonday sun, Ana could see that the woman’s colors were strikingly similar to her own: skin on the lighter side of olive, hair the same chestnut as Ana’s ever-lengthening roots, and steel-grey eyes. There was a subtle similarity in their features as well—shave a few inches off the mage and give her a messy side-cut and a dye job, and people might’ve mistaken them for each other in poor light.

Aaspiyah seemed to be realizing the same thing as Ana approached. For a moment, she wore an expression of thoughtful surprise before the scowl returned.

“Companion,” the mage said when Ana and Tellak came near. Her tone made it abundantly clear how much she believed that label. Tellak got a more respectful nod. “Here to finish what we started last night?”

“I already did,” Ana replied smoothly. “If you like being choked out that much, I’m sure we could arrange a rematch, but that’s not why we’re here.”

“We’ve come to speak with your leader, Mister Talleh,” Tellak said before the Iron Warrior could reply.

“I guessed as much,” the woman said, her tone becoming at least somewhat polite when she addressed her fellow mage. “Wait here.”

“I think she may be Saphahran,” Tellak murmured when she and Ana were alone. “At least her accent sounds like Saphahran Inter-guild. Very stratified society, with mages set above everyone else. She may be less dismissive of you if you mention your aptitude.”

“Don’t really give a damn what she thinks of me,” Ana replied, having already mostly dismissed the woman from her mind.

“Even so. It might help.”

Ana snorted. “The Earthbreaker’s got the same accent, and he wasn’t nearly as much of an asshole as her. But sure. May as well.”

When Aaspiyah returned accompanied by her chief, Haytham, Ana renewed her Ironskin, pushing as much mana into the Shaping as it would take. At the same time, she slipped into her Marshal Stasia persona, confident, decisive, and more serious than her natural personality.

“Mister Talleh,” Ana said, nodding a greeting as the two mages stopped several feet away. “I would like to introduce my friend and instructor in the magical arts, the Metal-mage Tellak.”

“Miss Tellak,” Haytham said, touching his fingertips to his chest and bowing almost imperceptibly. “I am Haytham Talleh. Are you one of the leaders of this Splinter? I need to speak with someone in a position to make binding agreements.”

“Not at such, Mister Talleh,” Tellak admitted. “With the captains currently indisposed, the next in line would normally be Mistress Drisa, with the other officers advising her. However, Anastasia here was appointed marshal for the duration of the crisis that befell us two months ago, and I would argue that it has not yet ended. Until the captains recover, she is the highest ranking guild member in the Splinter.”

Haytham’s gaze when he turned to Ana was appraising. “Not just a fighter of unusual power, then? There must be something about you to convince your captain to give you such authority. Very well. We can speak. Though I imagine anything you agree to will need to be ratified.”

“Most likely,” Ana agreed. “Though the people of this Splinter have trusted me to keep them safe before. If I tell them that you’re to be left in peace until we can work something out properly, I think they’ll listen.”

“And are you willing to do that, despite the damage we have done these past few days?”

“Mister Talleh,” Ana said, both Acting and Charm making her radiate sincerity, “I want three things: I want the fighting and the dying to stop with as little additional damage to this Splinter and its people as possible; I want answers; and I want Karti. You and your subordinate both told me last night that you want out of here. As long as that’s all you want, and as long as you can wait until the end of the cycle in just under two months, I think we can come to an agreement.”

“Two months?” Aaspiyah barked incredulously. “You want us hanging around this backwater for two months? What—”

Ana didn’t even look at her. Haytham raised his hand, and the Iron Warrior fell silent.

“Aaspiyah speaks out of turn, but she’s right,” he said. “Two months is a long time to be away from home and surrounded by potential enemies, when we expected this to be done in a few days. Why should we agree to such a thing when we can overcome the lock on your Waystone and be on our way home in hours?”

Tellak spoke up. “Mister Talleh, you know very well that breaking the lock at this point would be nearly as bad as destroying the Waystone outright. We can’t allow you to destabilize the Splinter. We may never be able to stabilize it again. We may not even be able to evacuate without risking collapse.”

“Meaning that if we even suspect that you intend to do that, we’ll just have to fight it out,” Ana continued. “You can ask Karti in there how well that went last time. I don’t know what you think of us, but believe me, the people of this Splinter are willing and able to fight, and we have mages who are fully capable of breaking these walls of yours. Hell, I’m pretty sure at least one of them wouldn’t even need to. She could just heat the stone until it cooks you alive. At that point, your only leverage will be to threaten to destroy the Waystone, and we all know you don’t want to do that. It wouldn’t matter who won the battle; you’d die here when the Splinter collapsed. Everybody would lose.”

Haytham didn’t flinch. Neither did he dismiss Ana and Tellak’s argument. Nodding thoughtfully, he asked, “What, then, do you propose instead?”

“We can’t let you stay in the outpost,” Ana said. “Lots of people here want to see you all dead for what you’ve done, and I’m guessing some wouldn’t care about the consequences. But there’s only a few of you, and as you’ve shown”—she gestured to the walls the mages had thrown up around the plinth—“you’re more than capable of fortifying a position. So, I say that we set aside an area, off limits to our people except with your permission, where you can set up camp and wait out the rest of the cycle. As long as we have assurances from you that you’ll remain in that area, we’ll guarantee that there are no reprisals.”

With her Keen Hearing, Ana couldn’t miss the unhappy murmurs that her proposal sparked inside the little fort. And while Haytham remained stony faced, Aaspiyah was no more pleased than her companions. With an angry scowl, she spat, “Two months, in the gods-forsaken forest?”

“Soldier,” Haytham said, not looking away from Ana. His tone was not angry but left no room for disobedience, and the Iron Warrior’s jaw clenched shut. Her eyes remained furiously locked on Ana. “We have neither the desire nor the equipment to rough it for that long,” her chief continued. “Our brief trip just now was quite enough. We need more from you.”

Ana made a show of considering his words, then said, “I’m sure we could provide you with whatever you need that you can’t easily get yourself. Tents, cookware, tools, even food and drink.” She paused, then added, “You would need to discuss the details of that with either Mistress Drisa or one of the captains. I don’t have the background to know what you may need, or what we could reasonably provide.”

Aaspiyah fumed silently beside her chief, but her frustration and outrage were visibly blunted by Ana’s calm sincerity. Haytham stood in thoughtful silence for several long seconds before speaking. “You said that you wanted three things,” he said slowly. “We both want peace. I may be willing to provide answers, depending on the question. But I cannot give you Grand Summoner Karti. Our employer may be dead, but returning Mister Karti to the Primes was our primary duty on this contract. I cannot abandon him.”

Outwardly, Ana didn’t react. Inside, she clenched her fists until her tendons creaked and told herself repeatedly that she could accept that. Karti wasn’t the most important thing here. Surviving and preserving the Splinter was the absolute priority, and anything the Earthbreaker might be able to share about Summerland’s and the other fanatics’ plans, however little, was secondary. Punishing Karti was a distant third when it came to actual, practical importance.

If Ana had thought that the elf was the only one with the knowledge and ability to steal people from Earth or elsewhere and infect them with the void plague, the situation would be different. If that were the case, getting rid of him would have been almost as important as their immediate survival. But the Lord of Order and his minions could not possibly be that reckless and stupid. Ana herself had taken a book containing the relevant rituals off one of Karti’s Summoners, and they’d found several more copies in his camp after their victory at the white obelisk. There was no world in which those books hadn’t spread far beyond their Splinter.

And yet, for what he’d done to Ana and her friends—for what he’d done to Messy—Ana wanted so very much to see that man dead. She didn’t care if it was she herself who did it, but she wanted to know that he’d paid the ultimate price for his crimes, and part of her screamed AT ANY COST.

She locked down every outward sign of the fire that rose inside her. It was something she had plenty of practice with. Nothing showed in her posture, on her face, or in her voice. And yet, as Ana said, “That’s unfortunate. Are you aware of just what he did? How gods-damn monstrous his crimes are?” Tellak threw a worried glance her way, the Earthbreaker’s eyebrows rose, and the Iron Warrior took a half step back before scowling and resuming her place.

Right. Her aura. She didn’t always control that reflexively, the way she did her face. She’d have to work harder on that.

“I suppose it doesn’t matter,” she continued without acknowledging their reactions. Let them think what they would. “He abducted and murdered thousands, for the sake of destroying the Splinters and murdering millions more. But I find it hard to think that you care. You sacrificed all the Stolen in your group for a distraction, then abandoned the rest of them to die so we’d be tied down for as long as possible. I’m going to take a wild guess and say that appealing to your conscience is a waste of time.”

Or perhaps not. A twitch of the lips, a knitting of the brows, a split-second flick of the eyes away from Ana’s own. Haytham’s body betrayed him; he wasn’t as unaffected by what he’d done as he appeared. That, and Ana just felt, deep in her gut, that he wasn’t as stone-hearted as he tried to pretend, Earth-mage or no.

Raising her voice ever so slightly to be absolutely sure that Karti and the mages inside the fort heard, Ana continued. “I just want to make it clear that there’s not a soul in this Splinter who hasn’t lost someone they cared for because of Karti. We’ve lost dozens, maybe a hundred. Might be more. And that’s not counting all the Stolen who live here now, who were torn away from their lives by him and his cult. If you insist on keeping him with you, I honestly don’t know that I can guarantee your safety.”

“Even so, I am obligated to return Mister Karti to the Primes.” Haytham’s voice was steady as he considered Ana’s words. But the slight downturn of the mouth was there, as were the drooping eyes and the slumping shoulders. The mage was troubled.

And that was all Ana needed for now. “Well, I won’t condemn the Splinter for his sake,” she said. “Consider my offer. I’ll make sure that no one bothers you until we speak again.”

She gestured to Tellak and mid-turn, prepared to go, when the Wayfarer whispered in her mind. Sure, Ana replied, and when she turned back to the Earthbreaker she was grinning. “One more thing.”

“Yes, Miss Cole?” Haytham asked.

“The Wayfarer wants you to know that if you damage the Waystone in any way, even if you make it out of here, you will never travel reliably to or from a Splinter again for as long as you live.” With that, Ana turned and left, Tellak only a step behind her.

“Their expressions were amusing there at the end,” Tellak said as they were walking away. “I hope it makes them less likely to attempt to break out.”

“They’d better not,” Ana said. “She meant it. Gods only know where they’ll end up. Or they don’t. I think that was the whole point.”

“It strikes me as somewhat petty,” Tellak mused.

“She’s more human than I would’ve expected of a god, that’s for sure.”

Ana and Tellak relayed what had been said to Kaira, Jancia, and the others. Then Ana asked them to keep an eye on the Earth-mages and left the square to take care of some things.

She’d gotten a couple of notifications while speaking with Haytham, so she checked those while heading back to Petra’s to hopefully collect Messy’s key for the apartment.

Congratulations! Your Skill Sense Motive has improved to Level 10! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Major). You have gained the Perk Auratic Empathy.
Auratic Empathy: When reading the emotions of others, you have come to rely more than most on your mutual connection to the World Soul. When using the Sense Motive Skill, you may now determine the motivations of others through their aura as well as their emotions. When using Sense Motive in this way, your Connection Multiplier is treated as though it were 2 Steps higher. Value increases with Sense Motive Skill Level.
Congratulations! Your Skill Negotiation has improved to Level 8! You have been awarded: Growth Crystal (Medium).


The Skill Levels and Crystals were nice. Of course they were. She was now another 1,200 Points closer to Level 20, after all. And Perks were always useful. This one was no exception, though it made her stutter a step by just how on the nose it was. “You have come to rely more than most . . .” indeed.
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Two hours later, Ana felt like a new woman. Sendra had cleaned her up; she’d gotten into a new set of whole, clean clothes, and Mikkel had fed her. Everybody she wanted to see awake had still been asleep or unconscious, so she’d done her good deed for the day and gone to talk to Sidney and Peter. They hadn’t been pleased to see her, exactly, but they didn’t have a say in the matter, and they knew it. They’d sat in polite silence as Ana explained what had been going on the last few days and made it exceedingly clear that while everyone was free to move around as they wished, she and her friends would be making sure that no one bothered the mages around the Waystone.

“By the way,” she asked as she was leaving, “it’s been a while, hasn’t it? Have our fellow Earthlings made any progress?”

Peter shrugged. “Some, but not a whole damn lot. People are bored enough that they want something to do, despite everything going on, but there’s the language, right? Most of us speak Wanteul instead of Inter-guild.” It was telling that he pronounced Wanteul perfectly, as far as Ana could tell, while he said Inter-guild with a distinct accent. “We’ve had a young lady come down from city hall three times a week to teach Inter-guild, and her lessons are pretty popular, but it’s slow going, right?”

“I can imagine, yeah. This tutor of yours, big girl named Dilmik Ters?”

“Oh, yes!” Sidney replied with more verve than Ana could remember seeing in him. “Lovely young woman. She could do well as a teacher, I believe. Do you know her?”

“She’s a friend of mine. Make sure people treat her right, okay? For their own sakes. She may be a Clerk, but she goes out and kills demons for fun.”

They both promised that no one would be anything but polite to young Miss Ters, as Sidney called her. She promised to hold them to that, but it was mostly theater. Dil could take care of herself just fine.

With that done, she’d returned to Petra’s. She could have gone to the square to help keep an eye on Haytham, but she wanted to be by Messy’s side when she woke up. And so she was lying on a simple mat on the floor of Petra’s common room, trying to read a book of fables that she’d borrowed from Sendra while silently praying for Messy to wake up, when she heard a voice she didn’t know.

It was just a whisper at first. Won’t it be nice when this is all over? It was so soft and so similar to what she told herself all the time that she mistook it for a stray thought. She let it pass without reflection, trying to focus on the book.

A second later, it came again. Why do you fight so hard? Why sacrifice so much when all it gets you is more hardship?

This time it grabbed her attention. The voice came from the same part of her mind as the Wayfarer’s, but it wasn’t that goddess’s. It wasn’t anybody’s; Ana doubted she would have been able to recognize it five minutes later. She just knew whose it wasn’t.

Who are you? she asked, not sure if she was speaking to the voice or the Wayfarer. How could she even differentiate between the two when all she could do was direct her thoughts in the idea of a direction?

The voice either didn’t hear her, or it didn’t care. Just relax. Stop fighting. Be at peace, it said. You and those you love will suffer so much less if you do.

She tried a few more times to get the voice to tell her its name, but as suddenly as it had first spoken, it was gone. And when she asked the Wayfarer, and the goddess finally answered, she had no suggestions either.
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The next day at noon, Ana was back in the square. Haytham had asked to parley.

The elfin mage stood alone outside of his little fort when she reached the square, a sign of good faith, Ana supposed. She chose to go alone as well, entirely symbolic, of course, with the crowd that now habitually hung around the square. “Miss Cole,” he greeted her as she approached. “I appreciate your promptness.”

“Mister Talleh. It sounded important,” Ana replied, slipping easily back into Marshal Stasia and offering her hand to shake. Haytham accepted, clasping her wrist, and as they touched, Ana did her best to read the man with Sense Motive. The way he held himself, from his grip to his eyes to the way his feet were placed, suggested that he was calm, confident, and determined. But thanks to Ana’s new Perk, that wasn’t the whole story. Haytham’s aura was as impeccably suppressed, as might be expected of a high-Level Earth-mage, but as close as they were, and with Ana’s Connection almost hitting 50 with her Multiplier bonus from Auratic Empathy, Ana’s gut told her that the mage was resigned. Not to surrender, but to compromise. He was willing to budge on something, and he wasn’t happy about it.

Ana was very happy about it. Happy enough that she allowed a bright, genuine smile to slip through Marshal Stasia’s serious mask as she said, “Let’s talk!”

Haytham’s offer was simple. He had spoken with his people, and with Karti, and in the end, it was the elf who’d insisted on a compromise. “You can have Mister Karti, for whatever justice you desire, once we are back in the Primes,” he said. “Until then, we will be responsible for him, both for his behavior and his protection.”

“He’d give himself up?” Ana asked incredulously. “Just like that?”

“He is tired and remorseful. He doesn’t want to be the cause of any more suffering,” Haytham replied. Then he lowered his voice. “And between us, I believe he doubts the wisdom of his god. For a man like him to have a crisis of faith . . . I don’t think he much cares what happens to him now. But I do. I must at least fulfill the letter of my contract, if not the spirit.”

So they would get Karti once the cycle ended. And until then, it would be as Ana had suggested: a square mile or so north of the outpost would be set aside for the mages. They’d be provided with what they needed for a somewhat comfortable camp, and there they’d stay, unbothered and bothering no one unless they had specific business in the outpost.

Ana made one small addition. A demand. Messy’s blade had gone missing after the battle, along with her own arms. Ana wanted them back.

Haytham went inside the fort and returned with a sullen Aaspiyah, who handed over her trophies. And so they had their agreement.

It wouldn’t be popular. Ana knew that much. It could, if one were so inclined, be seen as both amnesty and tribute to a group that had caused death and destruction on a scale that demanded retribution. But it would bring peace, and it would get them away from the Waystone, and that was what was important. No vengeance in the world would bring back the dead, but a bitter peace would ensure that no one joined them.

And if people hated Ana after this, so be it. She was strong enough to take it.
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Messy woke to song.

She was surprised to be alive. She couldn’t recall exactly what had happened, but the flashes that she did remember painted a grim picture. A battle in the night. Screaming. Driving her sword through a man’s eye. Then pain, confusingly distant, and the sense that she was going to die, and there was nothing she could do to prevent it. And then . . . this.

More sensations filtered in through the grogginess of a mind too long lost to sleep, and with every detail, she became more and more glad to be alive. The sensation of something warm and soft under her head. The pleasure of fingers running over her hair, every so often combing gently down to her scalp. And the singing. It was a song she didn’t recognize, in a language she didn’t understand more than a few words of, and in a voice that was completely untrained. It was the most beautiful sound in the world.

She wished her angel would sing more often.

She didn’t stir, and she didn’t say a word, but when the song ended Ana whispered, “Hey, babe. Welcome back.”

Messy opened her eyes to see steel-grey eyes and a much-abused head of hair looking down at her, upside down. Ana was still wearing the thunderstone ear studs that Messy had given her, and Messy’s chest warmed as she thought about how Ana almost never took them off. “How—” Messy started, but her voice was so raspy it failed her, and she had to start over. “How did you know?”

Ana smiled. “Your breathing changed, and your heartbeat sped up. I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“You heard that over your singing?” Messy said, laughing tiredly.

“Felt it through your neck on my thigh too,” Ana admitted.

“Amazing.”

“I’d bet you Ray could do the same.”

Messy breath caught at the mention of their friend. Rayni! She’d been there too. She’d . . . had someone thrown Rayni at her? “Rayni?!” she asked, reaching up to grasp Ana’s wrist. “Is she . . .”

“She’s alright,” Ana said soothingly, stroking Messy’s jaw with the back of her fingers. “Broken arm and shoulder, and probably more that Tou wouldn’t tell me, but she’ll be fine. She woke up for a few moments a little earlier. Long enough to ask about you and to join our Party. She’s sleeping again now. And things have calmed down. Some buildings are destroyed. Some people are dead. A lot more are angry, some of them at me. But the fighting’s done. For good—or for now, at least. Until the cycle ends.”

“Really?” Messy found that she could relax just a little bit more. “That’s nice.”

“Yeah.”

“So now what?”

Ana answered by curling in on herself, a quick, smooth, inevitable motion that ended with her lips upside down on Messy’s. For a few seconds, or possibly an eternity, all that Messy could think was Gods have mercy, but this woman is limber.

“Now we relax,” Ana said after raising herself so that they could look one another in the eyes again. “Then we get back out there. I have promises to keep, and we both need to Level. But first we rest, and recover, and relax.”

“I like that idea,” Messy said breathlessly, reaching up and hooking one hand behind Ana’s neck so she could pull her back down. “That’s a good idea.”

“I thought you might like it, yeah,” Ana said, laughing softly. “Hey, babe?”

“Yes?” Frustration tinged Messy’s voice as Ana, for some inexplicable reason, resisted her pull.

“I love you,” her angel whispered, and stopped resisting.
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