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CHAPTER ONE
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The Architect of Liberty

The first time I saw a guillotine, I was seventeen.

It’s strange, the details that stay with you. The dull gray of the sky, thick with ash and smoke, hanging so low it seemed ready to crush the world. The chill that seeped into my bones, not just from the cold mud soaking through my boots, but from the weight of what I was about to witness. And the sound—a low, restless murmur from the crowd that rippled like the tide, growing louder as the moment drew near.

I didn’t know what to feel. Fear, certainly. Fury, too. But beneath it all, there was something else—something I didn’t have words for then. A hollowness. A sense that the world I had known was crumbling into something darker, something unrecognizable.

The guillotine itself was a grotesque thing. It towered over the square, black and angular, its blade glinting dully in the weak light. To the crowd, it was a symbol of justice, of liberation. To me, it was a monster—silent, unfeeling, waiting to devour. 

I couldn’t tear my eyes away from it, even as bile rose in my throat. The scaffold was slick with blood, fresh and glistening in the pale daylight. I knew whose it was—my mother’s, my brother’s, my sister’s. The revolutionaries had made me watch them all. One by one, their heads had rolled, each fall of the blade punctuated by the roar of the crowd. 

And now it was to be my father’s turn.

I stood at the front, held in place by the guards’ iron grip. Their fingers dug into my shoulders, as though sensing I might try to run. I had thought about it—fleeing into the crowd, disappearing into the chaos—but I couldn’t. I couldn’t leave my father alone to face this.

“Eyes forward, boy,” one of them snarled, his hot breath against my ear. “You should see how a traitor dies.”

On the scaffold stood my father, Baron Léon Armand. His coat, once splendid, now hung in tatters, but he stood tall, his head unbowed. Even with his hands bound behind him, he held himself with a dignity that the revolutionaries could never touch.

The peasants in the crowd were quiet, their jeers muted. They had respected my father—how could they not? He had been the one to rebuild their fields after the flood, the one noble who walked among them not with disdain, but with duty. He had spoken of responsibility, not divine right.

But it wasn’t the peasants baying for his blood.

The loudest cries came from the middle of the crowd. Merchants, students, intellectuals—the self-proclaimed architects of liberty. They cheered with the zeal of fanatics, their hatred sharper than the blade above my father.

“These are the thinkers,” my father had told me weeks before, his voice calm as he packed what little he could carry. “They see liberty and equality in books but fail to understand them in life. They destroy kings not to free the people but to sit upon the thrones themselves.”

He turned his head to find me, his eyes steady and filled with a quiet warmth. “Julien,” he said, his voice cutting through the noise as though we were the only two souls in the square.

I swallowed hard, fighting the tears that threatened to spill.

“Julien,” he said, his voice steady, rising above the noise. “This world is cruel, and men are frail creatures, consumed by envy and hatred. But you must meet this cruelty with dignity. When your time comes—and it will—stand as I do now. Do not let them strip you of your soul.”

He raised his head slightly, as though looking beyond the scaffold, beyond the gray sky choked with ash. His voice grew stronger, more resolute.

“Heaven is far kinder than this world. I will go to a place where the hatred of Man holds no power and the faithful find peace. Take comfort in that, Julien. And know that when your time comes, you will not walk alone.”

My breath caught in my throat, and for a moment, the roaring crowd and the grim guillotine faded into nothing. There was only him—his faith, his love, his unshakable belief in something better than the world that had condemned him.

The executioner stepped forward, the blade poised above him. My father did not flinch. He closed his eyes briefly, his lips moving in silent prayer. Then he looked at me one last time, and smiled.

“You are not alone, Julien,” my father said, his voice firm despite the chaos around him. “I go ahead of you to prepare the way, as the Father prepares the way for us all. One day, we will be reunited, and all the sins of this world will be forgiven.”

He smiled then, a faint, serene expression that sent a shiver down my spine. A man in a fine coat stepped forward, his voice carrying over the square. “Baron Léon Armand, for crimes against the Republic and the people of Eclairea, for treasonous defiance of liberty and equality, you are sentenced to death!”

The crowd erupted. The peasants joined in reluctantly, their hollow eyes betraying resentment for both the nobles and the revolutionaries. But in the center, the zealots reveled. The merchants and intellectuals, their envy now unbridled, roared for my father’s death.

I clenched my fists, fury burning in my chest as my father glanced over at me.

I couldn’t breathe.

And then, the blade fell.

A spray of crimson erupted, and the crowd roared, their cheers drowning out my scream. My father’s body crumpled to the scaffold, lifeless.

The guards dragged me away, my vision blurring with tears. But in my chest, fury blazed.

The guards’ hands gripped me like iron, their sneers lost in the whirlwind of grief and rage that consumed me. My legs stumbled over the uneven stones as they dragged me through the frenzied crowd. I couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. The image of my father’s body—his dignity, his faith, reduced to a lifeless heap on that bloodied scaffold—burned into my mind.

I heard their voices, mocking, jeering. “He’ll join his father soon enough,” one guard said, his tone laced with cruel amusement. “Get him over to the guillotine.”

But I couldn’t let that happen. I wouldn’t.

The crowd surged around us, a mass of bodies pressing close. The guards loosened their grip slightly as they jostled against the mob, and that was all I needed. With a burst of desperation, I twisted my body, driving my elbow into the ribs of the guard on my left. He grunted, his grip faltering, and I broke free.

“Get him!” someone shouted, but I was already moving, pushing through the crowd with wild abandon. Faces blurred around me—faces filled with malice, confusion, or indifference. I didn’t care. I shoved past them, ignoring the shouts and curses that followed in my wake.

The streets beyond the square were a labyrinth of narrow alleys and twisting passages. I ran blindly, my boots splashing through puddles and slipping on the slick cobblestones. The cold air bit at my face, but I barely felt it. My chest burned, my breath ragged, but I didn’t stop.

When I finally did, I collapsed against a wall, the rough stone scraping my palms. My body shook, not from exertion but from the storm raging inside me.

Grief clawed at my chest, tearing at my resolve. I could still see him—my father standing tall, unbroken, even as death loomed over him. His words echoed in my mind, but they were drowned by the fire of my anger.

The crowd’s cheers rang in my ears, their savage joy at his death a brutal reminder of the world’s cruelty. The merchants and intellectuals, their smug faces painted with righteous zeal, flashed before my eyes. It wasn’t enough for them to destroy him. They reveled in it, as though their hatred had finally been sated.

I slammed my fist into the wall, the pain sharp and grounding. Tears streamed down my face, hot and unchecked. My father’s dignity, his unshakable faith in a better world, had carried him through that final moment. But I wasn’t like him. I couldn’t be.

“They will pay,” I whispered, the words trembling with raw fury. My voice was barely audible, but in the cold emptiness of the alley, it felt like a vow, as I moved along, deeper into the depths of Parisia.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Ashes of Parisia

The winter wind sliced through the streets of Parisia like a blade, and I pulled my threadbare coat tighter around me. Months on the streets hadn’t made the cold any easier to bear. My fingers, numb and stiff, fumbled with the buttons as I tried to shield myself against the biting air. The city reeked of ash and desperation, its cobblestones lined with beggars and peddlers hawking stale bread. Parisia was a far cry from the city I’d grown up in, and yet it was all I had left after months of lurking through it.

I stood in the shadows of a narrow alley, staring up at the Armand estate—what had once been my home. The marble halls that used to ring with music and light were now something grotesque. Through the windows, candlelight flickered, and I could hear muffled laughter spilling out into the night. A wealthy family of revolutionaries had seized it, throwing lavish parties while the rest of the city starved.

A man staggered onto the balcony, a bottle of wine in one hand and a woman clinging to his other arm. He raised the bottle in a mock toast, his voice slurred with drink. “Liberty! Equality! Fraternity!” he shouted, the words laced with irony. My jaw tightened, and I turned away, bile rising in my throat.

This was what they had fought for—the thinkers, the merchants, the zealots. Not justice, not peace. Just power and indulgence. The streets were colder than ever, the faithful were mocked, and the promises of the Republic were as empty as the pockets of the beggars lining the square.

I slipped deeper into the shadows, letting the darkness swallow me as my father’s words echoed in my mind. Pray for them, he had said. They know not what they do.

Now, I watched the city with dull eyes. The banners of the Republic fluttered in the icy wind, their slogans promising liberty, equality, fraternity. Lies. All of it. Lies.

The wind carried the faint cries of children begging for scraps, their voices a hollow to the distant music echoing from the estate. In the dim light of the gas lamps, shadows played across the faces of the starving, their eyes hollow and cheeks sunken. A gaunt woman shuffled past me, clutching a bundle of rags that might have been a baby or merely her last possessions. Her feet were wrapped in strips of cloth, bloodstained from the frostbitten stones.

Parisia, once that splendid, beautiful city I had been born in, had become a graveyard of dreams. The grandeur of its boulevards was obscured by the stench of uncollected refuse, the shimmer of its once-proud fountains reduced to stagnant pools. Soldiers of the Republic marched through the streets in threadbare uniforms, their muskets slung haphazardly over their shoulders. They didn’t bring order; they were little more than scavengers, as starved and broken as the people they were supposed to protect.

Above it all loomed the newly raised guillotine in the Place des Martyrs. Its blade caught the pale moonlight, a cruel beacon that reminded everyone of the cost of dissent. Around its base, red snow marked the stains of countless executions, the blood never fully washed away despite the desperate scrubbing of prisoners conscripted into cleaning the square.

I tore my eyes away from that base, only to glance upwards to a man standing on the guillotine stage, a demagogue whose booming voice pierced the howling wind. “The great General Lucien marches for Parisia!” he declared, gesturing wildly as the crowd erupted in a mixture of cheers and desperate cries. His coat was patched, his face lined with hunger, yet his words carried the fervor of a man who still believed—or needed to believe—in salvation.

The crowd was a motley collection of the disillusioned and the desperate. Farmers who had abandoned their ruined fields, artisans whose trades had crumbled under the weight of revolutionary decrees, and soldiers with deadened eyes who had seen too much war. Their faces were pale with cold and malnutrition, but their shouts rose as if defying the void that had consumed the city.

“The Republic has failed us!” the man bellowed, his voice raw and ragged, as though each word tore from his throat. “It has abandoned the people—left us to starve, to freeze, to die in the streets!” His cry was like a spark in dry tinder. The crowd surged closer, their desperation given voice. Shouts of agreement, angry curses, and muffled sobs rose like a dirge for a dying city.

I edged forward, my exhaustion momentarily dulled by the pull of his words. His voice carried a conviction that cut through the icy wind, resonating with the pain etched into the faces around me. “We don’t need their empty promises!” he thundered, his arms spread wide like a prophet before the downtrodden masses. “We don’t need their endless debates, their committees of fools and philosophers! What we need is strength. Unity. Not words, but action. And that action has a name: Lucien Beaumont!”

The name slammed into me like a physical blow, and my breath caught in my throat. Beaumont. I’d heard the whispers in dimly lit taverns, in the shadowed corners of alleys where hope still dared to exist. The undefeated general, the man who had risen from the chaos with a banner in one hand and a sword in the other in the far off battlefields to the south. A man who promised not more ideals, but results.

The speaker hoisted a tattered newspaper into the air, its pages fluttering in the wind like a dying bird. The crowd surged forward, hungry for a glimpse of its contents. I craned my neck to see, and there it was: a bold headline that seemed to sear itself into my mind. Lucien Beaumont to March on Parisia: The End of the Assembly? Beneath it, a sketch of the man himself—his face unyielding, his eyes sharp with determination, his military regalia a reminder of his victories.

“Tomorrow!” the speaker roared, his voice trembling with fervor. “Tomorrow, the Assembly will fall! Tomorrow, Parisia will be reborn! No longer will we suffer under the lies of the Republic. We will rise, united, under a new banner—a banner of strength, of hope, of a true Eclairea!”

The crowd erupted. Some cheered, their voices hoarse but fierce, a sound torn from throats that had long been silent. Others murmured uneasily, their faces etched with doubt. The divide was palpable. On the edges of the square, the peasants stood silent, clutching their rags and casting furtive glances at one another. And yet, even in their weary eyes, I caught a flicker of hope—a glimmer that refused to die. Closer to the center, students and merchants exchanged nervous whispers, their defiance brittle, their confidence eroded by the tide of despair.

I clenched my fists until my nails dug into my palms. The sting was sharp, grounding me against the chaos swirling around me. The Republic had failed. There was no denying it. Its ideals had crumbled under the weight of its own corruption. And yet, the name Beaumont lingered in the air like a promise—or a threat. Could he truly succeed where so many others had failed? Could he bring the unity, the strength, the salvation that Eclairea so desperately needed?

A sharp whistle pierced the air, cutting through the fervent cheers and murmurs of dissent like a blade. My gaze snapped to the edge of the square, where a contingent of soldiers marched into view, their muskets gleaming faintly under the flickering gas lamps. Unlike the ragged patrols that scoured the streets, these men moved with purpose, their expressions cold and unyielding. The Republic’s enforcers.

The speaker faltered, his fiery cadence stumbling as he spotted the soldiers. “Brothers! Sisters!” he shouted, desperation creeping into his voice. “Do not be afraid! They cannot silence the truth!”

The crowd hesitated, the embers of their fervor dimming as fear spread through their ranks. The soldiers closed in, their boots echoing ominously on the cobblestones. The commanding officer, a tall man with a scarred face and a tricolor sash draped over his shoulder, raised a gloved hand. “Disperse!” he barked, his voice ringing with authority. “By order of the Ministry of Public Safety, this gathering is unlawful!”

The crowd stirred but didn’t break. A few defiant voices rose above the murmurs. “We’re starving!” a woman cried, clutching her child tightly. “What laws protect us from that?” Another man shouted, “The Republic abandoned us! We’ll stand here until we’re heard!”

The officer’s lip curled in contempt. He gestured sharply to his men. Two soldiers broke formation, advancing toward the speaker. The man tried to retreat, but the stage offered no escape. They seized him, dragging him from his makeshift podium as he kicked and struggled. “This is the Republic’s justice!” he screamed, his voice raw. “Silencing the people while they feast in their palaces!”

The crowd erupted again, but this time the noise was a mix of outrage and fear. Shouts turned to cries of alarm as the soldiers began to advance, muskets at the ready. The peasants and beggars at the edges of the square scattered first, their thin frames melting into the shadows. Closer to the center, students and merchants hesitated, their defiance wavering under the cold gleam of steel.

“Enough!” The voice was sharp, commanding, and instantly recognizable. A ripple of recognition passed through the crowd as a man stepped forward, flanked by two aides. His figure was lean, his dark coat immaculate despite the filth of the streets. A tricolor sash adorned his chest, and his sharp eyes scanned the gathering with disdain. This was Minister Adrien Lafleur, the Republic’s infamous Minister of Public Safety.

Lafleur raised his hand, signaling the soldiers to halt. The crowd stilled, their collective breath held in anxious anticipation. He stepped onto the stage, his polished boots clicking against the wooden planks as he surveyed the remaining onlookers with the air of a man accustomed to command.

“This nonsense ends now,” he declared, his tone clipped and precise. “Lucien Beaumont is a loyal servant of the Republic. These rumors of rebellion are nothing more than baseless hearsay spread by cowards and malcontents.”

A few murmurs rippled through the crowd, but they were quickly silenced by the icy authority in Lafleur’s gaze. He gestured toward the man still struggling in the soldiers’ grip. “This agitator seeks to undermine the Republic and sow chaos in our streets. He will be dealt with according to the law.”

The speaker spat at the ground, his voice hoarse but defiant. “Beaumont marches for Parisia. He will crush your Assembly, and your lies will crumble with it.”

Lafleur’s expression remained unmoved. “Enough of this drivel. Return to your homes.”

For a moment, the square seemed to hold its breath. The speaker, defiant even as the soldiers dragged him toward the waiting prison cart, thrashed against his captors. His shouts of rebellion, though muffled now, still carried the raw energy that had ignited the crowd only moments before.

Lafleur turned to descend the stage, his sharp features impassive, but before he could take another step, a shout pierced the tense air. “Murderer!” a voice cried, raw with desperation. The crowd shifted uneasily, and then it came: a brick, hurled from somewhere within the mass of people, arced through the air toward the Minister.

The missile struck the edge of the stage, shattering with a loud crack that sent fragments skittering across the wooden planks. Lafleur froze mid-step, his eyes narrowing. The soldiers reacted instantly, their muskets snapping to attention as shouts of alarm rippled through the square.

“Who threw that?” the commanding officer bellowed, his voice rising above the chaos. “Identify yourself!”

The crowd recoiled, retreating from the stage like a tide pulling away from the shore. No one stepped forward, but the murmurs of dissent grew louder, more frantic. A woman cried out as soldiers shoved their way into the mass, searching for the culprit.

“Cowards,” Lafleur muttered, his voice barely audible but laced with venom. He raised a hand, and the soldiers responded with chilling precision. “Enough restraint. Disperse them.”

The first musket fired, the sharp crack reverberating through the square like a thunderclap. For an instant, there was silence—then, chaos. The crowd exploded in every direction, people screaming as the soldiers fired indiscriminately into the fleeing mass.

A man near the front fell, clutching his chest as a dark stain blossomed across his coat. Another, a woman clutching a bundle of rags, collapsed with a cry that was lost amidst the din. The soldiers advanced methodically, their faces expressionless, their muskets barking death into the icy air.

I pressed myself deeper into the shadows of the alley, my heart pounding in my chest. The square, which had moments before been a roiling sea of defiance, now became a scene of unrelenting carnage. Bodies littered the cobblestones, their blood steaming in the cold. The cries of the wounded and dying mingled with the relentless rhythm of gunfire and the echoing commands of the officers.

Through it all, Lafleur remained on the stage, his posture rigid and his gaze unwavering. He watched the slaughter unfold as if it were a necessary chore, his hands clasped behind his back. “Let this be a lesson,” he called, his voice cutting through the chaos with chilling clarity. “Order will be maintained. The Republic will not be challenged.”

The remaining crowd scattered into the alleys and side streets, their defiance shattered. The square fell silent save for the groans of the wounded and the harsh voices of the soldiers rounding up stragglers.

I stayed frozen in the shadows long after the soldiers began to withdraw, the image of the brick, the gunfire, and the blood-streaked cobblestones etched into my mind. Parisia had once been a city of light, of art, and of hope. Now it was nothing but ash and iron, and the Republic had shown once again that it would hold power at any cost.

I stood there, the chill of the night sinking into my bones, but I couldn’t move. The square was empty now, save for the bodies sprawled across the cobblestones. Some were twisted in unnatural angles, their faces frozen in expressions of terror or pain. Others lay still, their lives snuffed out in an instant, reduced to nothing more than stains on the Republic’s brutal ledger.

The air was thick with the acrid tang of gunpowder, mingling with the metallic stench of blood. Somewhere in the distance, the faint wail of a child broke the silence, a piercing reminder of the lives shattered by the night’s violence. But even that sound felt hollow, as if it, too, would soon be swallowed by the void that had consumed this city.

Beaumont, hope, salvation—it all felt so distant, so impossible. What were they but stories told to distract us from the truth? The Republic had won. It had always won. And tomorrow, and the day after that, it would keep winning, grinding this city and its people into the dirt until there was nothing left but ash and silence.

And me? I was just another shadow on the wall, another hollow soul waiting for the inevitable.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The End of the Republic

The sun rose over Parisia, cutting through the mist that clung to the streets like a shroud. I stirred awake in an alleyway, my back pressed against the cold, rough stone of a building. Around me, other poor souls huddled beneath tattered blankets and piles of discarded rags, their breath visible in the frigid morning air. The stench of stale wine and damp filth lingered, a cruel reminder of the depths I had fallen to.

I pulled my coat tighter, trying to fend off the biting cold. My stomach growled, empty as always. Somewhere in the distance, church bells tolled the hour, their chimes blending with the growing murmurs of a restless city. But today, something felt different—like the air itself carried a charge.

I stepped out of the shadows, my boots crunching against the frost-covered cobblestones. The streets buzzed with a strange energy. People hurried past, their faces filled with something I hadn’t seen in a long time: anticipation. For months, Parisia had wallowed in despair, but today, there was no despair. Today, there was Lucien Beaumont.

As I moved through the streets, the sound of marching boots grew louder. Turning a corner, I saw them: soldiers pouring into the city, their uniforms immaculate, their faces hard with purpose. At their head rode Beaumont himself, towering on a black charger. The sunlight reflected off his polished cuirass, and his gaze swept across the crowd like a hawk surveying its prey. Even from a distance, his presence was magnetic.

I found myself swept into the crowd gathering in the square, the same square where my father had died. The banners of the Republic hung limply, like the ideals they claimed to represent. Thousands of people pressed close, craning their necks to see the man who had become a living legend.

Beaumont dismounted his horse and strode toward the Assembly steps, his boots striking the stone with unshakable confidence. When he spoke, his voice cut through the noise like a blade.

“When I marched here,” Beaumont began, his voice commanding yet oddly warm, “it was not to be greeted with ceremony or titles. It was not to exchange pleasantries with those who have brought our great nation to its knees.” His gaze swept over the gathered officials on the Assembly steps, his eyes sharp and unrelenting. “I came because Eclairea is broken, and the people demand justice.”

The crowd erupted into cheers, their voices reverberating through the square like thunder. I felt the roar in my chest, the collective energy of thousands, all focused on this one man. Beaumont raised a gloved hand, and silence fell as swiftly as it had risen.

“Today,” he continued, his tone measured, “we do not celebrate. Today, we reclaim what has been stolen from us: dignity, honor, and strength. Too long have we suffered under empty words and hollow promises. Too long have we endured the tyranny of chaos disguised as liberty.”

His words struck a chord, resonating with a raw truth that felt undeniable. My heart pounded as I watched him ascend the steps, his presence eclipsing the men who claimed to govern. Minister Lafleur stood among them, his composure brittle, his pale face betraying his unease. He opened his mouth to speak, but Beaumont cut him off with a gesture so casual it felt like a slap.

“You are not needed,” Beaumont said, his smile sharp, almost predatory. “The people of Eclairea no longer require your services.”

Lafleur stiffened. “General Beaumont, the Republic—”

Beaumont’s smile widened, and he stepped closer, his voice dropping a smidge. “This is not a negotiation, Minister. This is a coup.”

The air seemed to freeze. I held my breath, my mind racing. Beaumont wasn’t hiding his intentions, wasn’t cloaking them in the careful rhetoric of politicians. He declared it openly, a simple truth delivered with the confidence of a man who knew he could not be opposed.

The soldiers flanking Beaumont moved forward, their steps deliberate and synchronized. The Assembly members glanced at one another, their faces pale, their hands trembling. Lafleur tried to protest again, but before he could utter another word, Beaumont’s soldiers seized him and the others. The crowd gasped, then roared, their cheers deafening.

“Let them be escorted to safety,” Beaumont said with mock politeness, his smile never faltering. “They will not trouble us any further.”

The soldiers began guiding the arrested officials down the steps, their faces masks of stoic efficiency. Lafleur struggled, his voice rising above the din. “You will regret this! The Republic will—”

“The Republic is over,” Beaumont said, his voice carrying across the square. The words landed like cannon fire, and the crowd erupted again, this time with unrestrained joy. People shouted his name, their fists raised high, their faces alight with hope. For the first time in years, Parisia felt alive.

I stood frozen, swept up in the tide of emotions around me. Outrage, disbelief, and something I hadn’t felt in a long time: excitement. It wasn’t just Beaumont’s audacity that shocked me—it was the fact that it was working. The banners of the Republic fluttered weakly in the wind, overshadowed by the sheer presence of this man who seemed to bend the course of destiny itself. 

The crowd surged, their voices a thunderous tide as they chanted Beaumont’s name, the syllables pounding like a heartbeat through the square. “Beaumont! Beaumont! Beaumont!” The chant grew louder, a declaration of faith from the thousands gathered in the shadow of the Assembly. Their faces glowed with fervor, lit by the pale winter sun and the fire of something long forgotten: hope.

Beaumont raised his hands, and the roar of the crowd fell to a murmur, then silence. He stood tall on the steps of the Assembly, his military coat dusted with the frost of the morning, his sword gleaming at his side. His gaze swept over the sea of faces, his expression calm yet electric with purpose.

“My friends,” he said, his voice ringing out over the square, clear and resolute, “the time has come to end the farce. The Assembly has clung to power long enough, presiding over the suffering of this city and this nation. It is not the people who serve the Assembly—it is the Assembly that must serve the people.”

The crowd erupted again, the chant of his name breaking forth like a storm. Beaumont let it swell before raising a hand once more, commanding silence with an effortless authority. His presence filled the square, each movement calculated, every word measured to perfection.

“Inside this hall,” he continued, gesturing to the great doors of the Assembly behind him, “are men who have failed you. They have dithered while our fields withered, while our soldiers bled, and while our streets turned to ruin. That ends today.”

He turned, pointing at the massive double doors of the Assembly with the precision of a general directing his cannons. “When I leave this chamber,” he declared, “every single member of the Assembly will have voted for me to be instated as President of Eclairea. Not out of fear, but because they will recognize what you already know—that the Republic has failed, and I am the only one who can restore this nation’s honor.”

The crowd erupted once more, a deafening roar that shook the air, but Beaumont paid it no mind. Instead, he turned to the grenadiers flanking him—men with faces weathered by war, their uniforms immaculate despite the city’s decay. They saluted crisply as Beaumont strode forward, his boots ringing out on the stone steps.

He paused at the threshold, his hand resting lightly on the hilt of his sword. For a moment, he glanced back at the crowd, his piercing gaze meeting theirs. He paused at the threshold, his hand resting lightly on the hilt of his sword. For a moment, he glanced back at the crowd, his piercing gaze meeting theirs—but something flickered in his expression, just for an instant. Beneath the unyielding resolve, there was a glimmer of something else: weariness, perhaps, or the heavy weight of expectation. His jaw tightened, and his eyes softened, as though he were no longer staring at a sea of strangers but at people whose lives he bore on his shoulders.

For all his confidence, for all his calculated strength, the man standing before us was no god. He was flesh and blood, his chest rising and falling with the same breath that filled the square. The faintest shadow crossed his face, a reminder that even legends have their doubts, their burdens.

Then he stepped inside, the massive doors groaning shut behind him. The grenadiers followed, their bayonets gleaming like the promise of steel. The crowd stilled, their jubilant cries falling to a hushed silence. All eyes were fixed on the Assembly doors, the air thick with tension. Time seemed to stretch, each moment charged with anticipation.

I stood among them, my breath visible in the frigid air. My heart raced, my fists clenched. The sheer audacity of it was staggering. He had marched into the heart of power, unarmed but for his words and his conviction, and demanded submission. And yet, as I watched the crowd’s silent reverence, I felt the pulse of something dangerous, something electric. This was not just politics—this was history, a moment that would be spoken of for generations.

What would happen inside those walls? Would the Assembly capitulate, bowing before the force of Beaumont’s will? Or would they resist, clinging to their crumbling authority?

The square was a sea of breathless anticipation, every man, woman, and child waiting for the outcome that would define their lives. I felt the air tighten around me, the weight of the moment pressing down like a vise.

And then, it happened.

The massive doors of the Assembly creaked open, the sound cutting through the tense silence like the first crack of thunder before a storm. Every head in the square snapped toward the threshold, breaths held, hearts pounding. For a moment, nothing happened, the open doorway a dark void against the pale stone of the building.

And then Beaumont emerged.

He strode out with the same unshakable confidence he had carried when he entered, but now there was something more—a lightness to his step, a glimmer of satisfaction in his eyes. His uniform, pristine and sharp, seemed to shine brighter against the gray winter sky. The grenadiers flanked him once more, their faces impassive but their movements purposeful, as if guarding not just a man, but the very embodiment of victory.

Beaumont paused at the top of the steps, letting the crowd drink in his presence. For a moment, no one spoke, no one moved. The silence was absolute, the weight of anticipation so heavy it seemed to crush the air from my lungs.

Then, he smiled.

“My friends!” His voice rang out, strong and clear, cutting through the frozen stillness like a trumpet call. “The deliberations have ended. The Assembly, in their wisdom, has seen fit to recognize what you already knew. The Republic stands on the edge of ruin, and it requires strong hands to guide it back to greatness.”

A murmur rippled through the crowd, swelling with each word.

“Therefore,” Beaumont continued, his voice rising, “it has been decided that, effective immediately, I shall serve as the First—and only—Consul of the Republic. Together, we will restore our nation, rebuild its honor, and secure its future.”

The square erupted in a roar of deafening applause. People cheered, shouted, wept. Men threw their hats into the air, women clutched their children, their faces alight with joy. Strangers embraced, their voices blending into one exultant chorus that echoed off the surrounding buildings.

I felt the wave of emotion hit me like a physical force. The sheer audacity of it all, the boldness of Beaumont’s claim and the Assembly’s capitulation—it was madness, but it was working. Against all odds, against every shred of logic, he had done it. He had walked into the heart of power and emerged not as a general, but as a ruler.

Beaumont raised his hands, and the crowd quieted, their adoration palpable in the air. “This is not my victory,” he said, his tone softer now but no less commanding. “This is our victory. This is the dawn of a new Eclairea—a nation that will rise, united and unbroken, stronger than ever before.”

The crowd erupted again, chanting his name with a fervor that bordered on worship. “Beaumont! Beaumont! Beaumont!”

I found myself caught up in the moment, the sheer force of the crowd’s energy sweeping me along. I had never believed in anything—not since the day my father died, not since the day I saw the Republic’s hollow promises for what they were. But now, standing in the square, watching this man who had defied the impossible, I felt something stir deep within me. Outrage, excitement, disbelief—it all mixed into a heady cocktail that left me breathless.

For the first time in years, the city seemed alive. And Beaumont stood at its center, a man who had taken history into his own hands and bent it to his will.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Gold and Laurel

The streets of Parisia were unrecognizable. For the first time in years, life seemed to hum with a kind of order, a vitality that had long been buried under the weight of despair. The banners of the Republic had been stripped down, replaced by the bold insignia of the Consulate: a single star framed by laurel leaves, symbolizing unity and strength. People moved through the streets with purpose, their steps lighter, their voices louder, as if a great weight had been lifted from their shoulders.

The reforms had come swiftly, each one like a hammer blow to the old order. The Jacobins—the radical architects of the Republic’s failures—had been rooted out. Their leaders had been paraded through the streets in chains, their fiery rhetoric silenced at last. The most hated ministers, those who had lined their pockets while the city starved, had met their ends at the gallows in the Place des Martyrs. The executions were public but brief, a stark warning delivered with cold efficiency. Beaumont did not linger on vengeance; his focus was firmly on rebuilding.

Amnesty had been declared for the clergy, their exile and persecution finally ended. Churches, long defaced and abandoned, reopened their doors to congregations that had feared to gather. Bells tolled across the city, not as a call to rebellion, but as a symbol of a unity that many had thought lost forever. Priests walked the streets in their cassocks, heads held high, their return met with nods of approval or cautious curiosity from passersby.

Even the marketplace had begun to transform. The old paper currency, inflated and worthless, was replaced almost overnight by the gold-silver system of years past. Coins bearing Beaumont’s insignia circulated alongside older currency, their weight and gleam reassuring in a way that paper could never be. Merchants, who had once haggled over skyrocketing prices or refused to trade altogether, now spoke eagerly of fair exchanges and a currency that could once again be trusted.

The mobs that had terrorized the city under the guise of revolutionary zeal were nowhere to be seen. Armed patrols of Beaumont’s grenadiers roamed the streets, their presence a reminder of the Consul’s authority. Their uniforms were sharp, their demeanor disciplined. Gone were the ragged militias of the Republic, replaced by soldiers who inspired respect, if not outright admiration. The grenadiers carried themselves with the confidence of men who believed in their leader—and, by extension, in the city itself.

I wandered through these streets, my steps unsteady as I tried to make sense of the changes around me. The Parisia I had known, the city of ash and iron, of starvation and despair, was fading like a bad dream. In its place was something I couldn’t quite recognize—a city alive, hopeful even, but underpinned by a quiet tension. People smiled more freely, but there was a wariness in their eyes, as if they were waiting for this newfound order to collapse under its own weight.

It had been only a few days since Beaumont’s rise, but already the city was awash with his image. Sketches of him, hastily drawn and yet remarkably detailed, had become one of the most sought-after commodities in Parisia. Street artists lined the boulevards, their fingers blackened with charcoal as they worked furiously to capture his likeness: the sharp angles of his jaw, the piercing gaze, the way his uniform seemed to embody order and power.

Children huddled around these artists, gawking at the images as if they depicted a saint or a mythic hero. Shopkeepers hung them in their windows. Even in the quieter corners of the city, where skepticism still lingered, it was impossible to avoid his face. His image seemed to materialize everywhere, as if conjured by the sheer will of the people.

At first, I thought it absurd—how quickly the city had latched onto this man, turning him into something more than human. But as I passed a small group gathered around a vendor’s stall, their eyes alight with admiration as they examined one such sketch, I realized it wasn’t just propaganda or opportunism. It was something deeper, something primal. For a city that had long been starved of hope, Beaumont’s face wasn’t just a symbol—it was a lifeline.

For all the change sweeping through Parisia, I still needed to eat. The city’s newfound energy hadn’t reached my pockets, and while people debated reforms in cafés or hung sketches of Beaumont in their shops, my stomach growled louder than their optimism. The streets teemed with opportunity, or so it seemed, but I quickly learned that opportunity had a way of slipping past those who didn’t have the right connections or the right coin.

As I wandered through the bustling avenues, it became clear that one of the few steady employers left in the city was the government itself. Beaumont’s purge of the Jacobins and his reshuffling of ministries had left gaping vacancies. Offices once bloated with corrupt officials now stood half-empty, their new overseers desperate to fill desks with anyone who could write a letter or tally a column of figures.

The thought of working for the same system that had destroyed my family left a bitter taste in my mouth. I hated the idea of walking into one of those grand buildings, of sitting beneath the looming insignia of the Consulate, pretending I didn’t remember the banners that had hung there before. And yet, I hated hunger more.

Rumors floated through the city about the positions being offered—clerks, inspectors, translators, even scribes to pen the endless proclamations that Beaumont’s administration churned out. The wages weren’t generous, but they were steady, and for many, that was enough. Lines stretched outside government offices as people queued to apply, their faces anxious but hopeful.

I didn’t want to join them, but pride was a luxury I couldn’t afford. Beaumont’s reforms had sparked something I hadn’t seen in years: the beginnings of a functioning system. People were being paid. Shops were reopening. The gold and silver coins in circulation actually meant something again. If I wanted to survive in this new Parisia, I couldn’t stay an observer forever.

As I passed one of the recruitment offices, I paused, staring at the people lined up outside. Some were dressed in patched coats and threadbare scarves, their hands clutching papers and letters of recommendation. Others wore clean uniforms, their posture stiff with military precision. A soldier stood at the entrance, directing people in with curt efficiency.

I hesitated. Joining this machine, even at its lowest level, felt like betrayal—of my father’s memory, of everything he had believed in. But what other choice did I have? Perhaps it was time to stop living in the past and start surviving in the present.

The station was alive with activity. Lines of eager citizens stretched around the block, their faces filled with determination and excitement. I hesitated for a moment, my heart pounding with a mixture of excitement and fear, before stepping into line. The energy of the crowd was contagious, but as I waited, snippets of conversation reached my ears, grounding me in the seriousness of what lay ahead.

“They say Beaumont’s already sent envoys to Casteloria,” a bright-eyed woman whispered to the man beside her. “He’s trying to secure the borders before anyone can move against us.”

“Valtorea won’t sit quietly,” grumbled a grizzled old man further up the line. “Their Emperor’s too invested in propping up the old regime.”

Their words sent my mind spiraling. I had always been attuned to the shifting currents of politics, even in the darkest days of the Republic. Now, standing here, it seemed my knowledge might finally mean something. The thought made my chest tighten—not with fear, but with a strange, simmering anticipation.

When I reached the front of the line, a sharp-eyed recruiter looked up from his desk, his quill hovering over a thick ledger. “Name and skills?” he asked, his voice brisk and businesslike.

“Julien Armand,” I said, straightening my posture. My voice wavered slightly, but I pressed on. “I was a clerk before the revolution. I can read and write in three languages, and I have experience with diplomatic protocols.”

The recruiter’s eyebrows lifted. “Languages? Which ones?”

“Eclairean,” I said, then added quickly, “as well as Castellorian and Valtorean.”

The recruiter’s quill scratched furiously across the ledger. “Report to the Palais de la Concorde at dawn tomorrow,” he said without looking up. “You’ll be assigned to the Office of Foreign Affairs. Beaumont needs every polyglot he can get his hands on.”

I stared at him, the words barely registering. “The Office of Foreign Affairs?” I repeated dumbly.

“Yes, yes.” He waved me away, already moving on to the next recruit.

Clutching the papers he’d handed me, I stumbled out of the line, my head spinning. In a single day, I had gone from aimless, hopeless, and invisible to something more. I wasn’t sure what exactly that was yet, but for the first time in months—maybe years—I felt like I mattered. It was a feeling so foreign that it almost scared me.

***
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING, I stood at the gates of the Palais de la Concorde, my heart hammering in my chest. The grandeur of the building, once a place of indecision and chaos under the Republic, now seemed utterly transformed. Soldiers in polished uniforms flanked the marble steps, their presence a stark reminder of Beaumont’s efficiency and command. Gone were the chaotic protests and haphazard decrees. In their place was a sense of order, precision, and the promise of real action.

My hands trembled as I clutched my assignment papers. I stepped forward, my boots echoing faintly on the stone. One of the guards, his face expressionless, glanced at my documents before giving a curt nod and gesturing for me to enter. The heavy oak doors creaked open, and I stepped inside, immediately swallowed by the bustling energy of the building.

The interior was alive with movement. Men and women hurried past me, their arms laden with maps, reports, and correspondence. Their expressions were focused, purposeful. The air buzzed with a sense of urgency I had never seen during the days of the Republic.

I was directed to a modest room lined with shelves of books and scrolls. Inside, a thin man with wire-rimmed spectacles sat at a desk that was practically buried under piles of correspondence. He didn’t even look up as I stepped through the door.

“You’re the new hand,” he said briskly, his voice clipped and efficient. “Julien Armand, correct? Languages, clerk work, diplomatic protocols?”

“Yes, sir,” I replied, stepping forward. My voice sounded small in the cavernous room.

He waved a hand dismissively, still not bothering to look up. “You’ll report directly to me for now. I’m Étienne Lavelle, senior aide to the Foreign Affairs office. Beaumont’s campaign is about more than armies, you see. Casteloria still seethes over their defeat, and Valtorea watches with predatory interest. Diplomacy is as vital as steel right now, and we need men who can navigate both worlds.”

I nodded, my thoughts racing. Casteloria. Valtorea. These were places I had only read about in books or overheard in hushed conversations. They had always felt distant, like the settings of a story rather than real forces shaping the world. Now, they loomed large, immediate, and tangible. This wasn’t just an office job—it was a front-row seat to the reshaping of Eclairea’s future.

Lavelle finally glanced up at me, his eyes sharp and appraising. He handed me a stack of documents without ceremony. “Start with these. Translation and summaries by noon.”

I took the papers, the weight of them grounding me. This was real. This was my chance to prove I belonged here. Without another word, I moved to the desk that would be mine, ready to dive into the work ahead.
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THE HOURS PASSED IN a blur as I immersed myself in the work. The documents in front of me painted a picture of a nation teetering on the edge. Casteloria’s envoys had sent lukewarm statements, their words carefully balanced to avoid outright defiance while making their disdain for Beaumont’s rise crystal clear. Valtorea, on the other hand, had responded with silence—a cold, ominous silence that spoke louder than any formal declaration.

My mind raced as I pieced together the threads of Eclairea’s precarious position. Beaumont’s victories had brought order to chaos, but the stability felt fragile, like a thin layer of ice over deep, treacherous waters. Old enemies hadn’t disappeared, and new threats loomed just beyond the horizon. The weight of it all settled on me, but I didn’t flinch. Instead, I worked faster, my quill scratching furiously across the parchment.

For the first time in years, I felt a flicker of something unfamiliar: pride. I wasn’t just scraping by, surviving day to day in the shadows of Parisia. I was contributing to something larger, something meaningful. The despair that had gripped me since my father’s death began to fade, replaced by a quiet determination that anchored me.

As the sun dipped below the horizon, long shadows crept across the office, casting the room in shades of gold and gray. My clothes were rumpled, my hair a disheveled mess from running my fingers through it, but I barely noticed. I had hardly moved from my desk for hours, consumed by the work in front of me. Every letter, every phrase, felt like a small step toward rebuilding Eclairea.

I was so engrossed that I didn’t hear Lavelle approach until he was standing over me, his brow furrowed as he peered at the papers on my desk. “Let’s see what you’ve managed to produce, Armand,” he said, his voice brusque but not unkind.

Swallowing the lump in my throat, I handed over the stack of documents. My heart pounded as I watched him scan the pages, his eyes moving faster and faster, widening slightly as he read.

“This...” he murmured, adjusting his spectacles. “This is remarkable. You’ve not only translated the Castellorian missives but also annotated them with historical context. And these responses...” He trailed off, deep in thought.

I straightened in my chair, caught between pride and nervousness. “I noticed patterns in their phrasing, sir,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “References to old treaties and precedents. I thought it might be useful to highlight those.”

Lavelle nodded, a faint smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Useful indeed.”

He set the stack of papers on his desk with deliberate care. “You’ve just saved us the better part of a week’s work, Mr. Armand. Beaumont will want these reviewed before the next council meeting. Stay sharp—there’s more coming.”

I allowed myself a brief moment of pride, the words sinking in. This wasn’t just a job anymore. It wasn’t a desperate attempt to survive another day. For the first time in years, I felt like I mattered. My work was part of something far greater, and that knowledge filled me with a quiet, unshakable resolve.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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A Pen and a Name

A few days had passed since Beaumont’s rise, and the transformation was unmistakable. The streets felt different as I stepped out of the Palais de la Concorde that evening, the chill of winter biting at my cheeks. The frantic, chaotic energy that had defined the Republic was gone, replaced by something steadier, calmer. It wasn’t the nervous calm of fear, but something bordering on confidence—a sense that the city, for all its scars, was beginning to find its footing again.

For the first time, I didn’t see despair lurking in every corner. Instead, I saw hope—fragile, yes, but growing stronger with each passing hour.

I made my way toward a small tavern on the Rue des Moulins, its windows glowing with warm, inviting light. Inside, the air hummed with quiet conversation. Patrons sat huddled around tables, speaking in hushed tones about the day’s events. There was an undercurrent of cautious optimism in their voices, though it was tempered with the ever-present weight of uncertainty.

I took a seat near the back and ordered a bowl of stew and a hunk of bread. As I ate, I let the conversations around me wash over me, my ears catching fragments here and there.

“They say Beaumont’s already sent envoys to Casteloria,” murmured a young man at a nearby table, his voice tinged with awe. “Trying to smooth things over after that campaign in the south.”

“Smooth things over?” an older man scoffed. “He crushed them. Casteloria knows better than to try anything now.”

“And Valtorea?” a woman interjected, her expression grim. “You think they’ll just sit there while Eclairea regains its strength?”

I leaned forward, the spoon hovering forgotten over my bowl. The mention of Valtorea sent a chill through me. The Empire’s silence in the wake of Beaumont’s rise was unnerving, to say the least. For decades, Eclairea’s turmoil had made it a tempting target for its neighbors. Beaumont’s victories had bought us time, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that time was running out.

“And Kholodia?” another patron chimed in, lowering his voice. “The northern steppes are burning, or so they say. The Empire’s locked in with them again—another one of their wars.”

I frowned, my stew forgotten. I’d heard whispers of Kholodia in the Palais earlier—a few stray reports hinting at rising tensions along the Valtorean-Kholodian border. The two powers had clashed countless times before, their rivalries shaping the geopolitics of the continent. But this time, something felt different. The stakes were higher.

“Kholodia won’t let Valtorea focus on us,” the older man said with a dismissive wave, though his voice lacked conviction. “As long as they’re fighting up there, we’ve got nothing to worry about.”

The woman shook her head. “That’s true until it isn’t. All it takes is one truce, one treaty, and Valtorea’s gaze will turn south. And where will Eclairea stand then?”

I stared into my empty bowl, my appetite long gone. The Republic’s infighting had left Eclairea vulnerable, a fractured nation barely holding itself together. Beaumont’s rise had brought hope and stability, but it had also made us a target. If Valtorea crushed Kholodia or even brokered a temporary peace, Eclairea would find itself squarely in the Empire’s sights.

I left the tavern with a heavy heart. The streets were still alive with the echoes of celebration, but to me, they felt quieter now, more subdued. The hope I’d seen earlier in the day was still there, but it flickered under the shadow of greater threats looming on the horizon.

The chill of the evening air bit at my cheeks as I turned onto a quieter street lined with modest buildings. A lamplighter tipped his hat to me as he ascended a ladder to ignite the streetlamp, casting a warm glow across the rows of doors and windows. Each one seemed to offer the promise of safety, of a home.

I stopped in front of a small boarding house and pulled the key from my pocket. It wasn’t grand, but it was clean and respectable—a far cry from the alleyways and abandoned buildings where I had once sought shelter.

Inside, the air carried a faint scent of lavender, a small luxury afforded by the elderly woman who ran the place. The narrow hallways were lined with polished wood, and my boots creaked softly on the stairs as I made my way to my room.

It was small, barely large enough for a bed, a desk, and a chair, but it was mine. A worn rug covered the floor, and a single oil lamp on the desk cast a warm glow across the space. I set down my satchel of documents and hung my coat neatly on a peg by the door.

I approached the bed, my fingers brushing against the coarse wool blanket. The mattress was thin, but to me, it felt impossibly inviting. For a moment, I simply stood there, breathing deeply, letting the weight of the day settle on my shoulders.

A few months. It had only been a few months since I’d last known the comfort of a real bed. Months of sleeping in doorways and alleys, of huddling under tattered rags and newspapers to ward off the cold. Months of hunger, fear, and despair.

I lay down slowly, savoring the feel of the mattress beneath me. The frame creaked softly, a homely sound that sent a wave of unexpected emotion through me. I stretched out fully, marveling at the simple luxury of being able to do so without fear of being seen or disturbed.

The ceiling above me was cracked and water-stained, but I barely noticed. To me, it might as well have been the roof of a palace. I traced the patterns absently, the glow of the oil lamp casting gentle shadows across the plaster.

Curling onto my side, I hugged the pillow close, burying my face in its softness. It smelled faintly of soap and sunlight, and for the first time in what felt like forever, I felt truly safe. My body began to relax, the ever-present tension I’d carried for months slowly ebbing away.

As sleep claimed me, my mind drifted to the nights I had spent on cold stone, the gnawing hunger, the unrelenting fear. And now, here I was. In a room of my own, with a bed—a real bed—to sleep in.

It was paradise.

***
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I WOKE TO THE SOFT glow of sunlight streaming through the window. For a moment, I lay still, savoring the warmth of my bed and the faint hum of life outside. The noises of carts trundling down the street, the murmur of voices, and the occasional bark of a dog reached my ears—a symphony of normalcy, starkly different from the chaos that had once gripped Parisia.

Swinging my legs over the side of the bed, I stretched as my feet touched the rough but familiar rug. My muscles ached slightly from the unfamiliar luxury of a proper mattress, but it was a welcome discomfort. I dressed quickly, anticipation bubbling inside me. Today, I would walk to work not as a pauper or a nobody, but as a man with purpose.

The boarding house was quiet as I descended the stairs, the faint scent of lavender lingering in the air. Madame Dubois, the landlady, was sweeping the hallway. She looked up and gave me a faint smile.

“Off to the Palais, Monsieur Mercier?” she asked, her tone polite but distant.

“Yes, Madame,” I replied with a smile of my own.

Her acknowledgment, even if perfunctory, felt like another step forward. I was no longer invisible, no longer just a shadow at the edge of society. Yet, as I walked away, the name Mercier weighed heavily on my mind.

There were times I thought about shedding that borrowed name, throwing off its anonymity, and reclaiming my birthright. I imagined standing tall, announcing myself to the world as Julien Armand, the rightful heir of Montclair, the son of Baron Léon Armand. A part of me yearned for the respect that name would command, the authority it would grant me.

But I knew the truth. In this city, Armand was not a name that opened doors—it was a death sentence. To the revolutionaries who still held power, it symbolized everything they had sought to destroy. If I dared utter it, I would not make it through the day. The guillotine’s blade, once dripping with my father’s blood, would claim mine without hesitation.

Stepping out onto the street, I inhaled deeply. The air was crisp, carrying the scent of fresh bread from the nearby bakery. My steps were light despite the weight of responsibility I now carried.

The streets of Parisia were coming alive. Shopkeepers threw open their shutters, arranging displays of fruits, fabrics, and trinkets. Children darted between adults, their laughter a welcome contrast to the sullen silence that had plagued the city for so long. I found myself smiling, caught up in the infectious energy of a city reborn.

Turning onto the Rue des Artisans, I was drawn to a colorful array of market stalls. The morning sun glinted off polished brass and copper, illuminating intricate tapestries and ornate glassware. I paused, captivated by a display of finely crafted pens, and ran my fingers over the smooth wood, marveling at the craftsmanship.

"Can I help you, monsieur?" the merchant asked, his tone cordial but guarded.

I picked up one of the pens, admiring its weight. "How much for this one?"

The merchant’s eyes narrowed as he took in my simple attire. “Fifteen francs,” he said curtly.

I frowned. I’d seen the same pen priced at ten francs just yesterday. “But it was ten francs yesterday,” I protested.

The merchant’s face hardened. “Perhaps for some, but not for the likes of you, pauper. What use have you for a pen?”

A surge of anger flared inside me. “How dare you!” I snapped, my voice rising. “I work at the Palais de la Concorde. I’m not some street urchin!”

The merchant scoffed. “A clerk, perhaps? Or an errand boy? Your kind don’t belong in the halls of power, no matter what that liar says.”

People began to stare, but I didn’t care. Months of pent-up frustration boiled over. My voice rose, clear and sharp. “My kind? You mean the people who suffered while men like you profited from the Republic’s corruption? While the rest of us bled in the streets, while families like mine were torn apart by revolution, you vultures thrived! You built your fortunes on our suffering!”

The merchant’s face flushed an angry red. “How dare you! I’ve worked hard for everything I have!” His voice wavered, his indignation a thin mask for the unease creeping into his features.

“Worked hard?” I shouted, stepping closer. “Worked hard doing what? Gouging the poor, hoarding wealth, and selling off what little dignity this nation has left to the highest bidder? Men like you are parasites, feeding on the lifeblood of Eclairea while offering nothing in return!”

I let my gaze sweep over the crowd, drawing them in as witnesses to his hypocrisy. “And you’re not even one of us, are you? Your face betrays you—you’re Ebranite, aren’t you? A foreigner, here to pick our bones clean, like your merchants have done for decades!”

The merchant’s eyes flickered nervously, and the crowd murmured in agreement. He opened his mouth to speak, but I didn’t let him.

“You and your kind hide behind false promises of trade and prosperity, but the truth is plain. You care nothing for Eclairea! You exploit our weakness, our disarray, to line your pockets, laughing at us while we rebuild from the ashes of your so-called Republic! Tell me, what have you sacrificed for this land? Have you fought for it? Suffered for it? Bled for it? No—you’re a leech, clinging to the wounds others have endured.”

The merchant’s bravado faltered, his earlier arrogance replaced by defensive sputtering. “I provide goods! Services! Without merchants like me, this city would collapse!”

I snorted, the sound filled with contempt. “Goods at prices no honest worker can afford. Services that benefit only you and your fellow profiteers. Don’t pretend you’re indispensable—you’re a scavenger, nothing more.”

The crowd pressed closer, their faces etched with a mixture of anger and fascination. Whispers rippled through the onlookers—murmurs of agreement, of shared grievances. For the first time, the merchant seemed to notice that the tide was turning against him.

Our argument had drawn a crowd, but neither of us noticed until the sound of approaching hoofbeats broke the tension. A squad of mounted gendarmes rounded the corner, their blue uniforms gleaming in the morning sun. The crowd parted quickly, murmuring nervously.

The lead officer, a stern-faced man with a thick mustache, halted his horse beside us. “What’s all this commotion about?” he demanded.

Fear knotted my stomach, but I stood my ground. The merchant, sensing an opportunity, pointed at me. “This man was causing a disturbance, officer. Harassing me and my customers!”

I opened my mouth to protest, but the officer raised a hand. “Your name and occupation, citizen?” he asked.

“Julien Mercier, sir,” I replied, keeping my voice steady. “I work at the Palais de la Concorde, in the Office of Provincial Affairs.”

The officer studied me for a moment before turning to the merchant. “And you, monsieur? What’s your side of the story?”

The merchant launched into an exaggerated account of my supposed misdeeds, his words dripping with self-righteous indignation as he painted himself as the innocent victim. He gestured wildly, his voice rising for the benefit of the growing crowd. “This ruffian accosted me, officer!” he declared, his tone teetering on the edge of theatrical. “He insulted my character, disrupted my business, and frightened my customers! I was merely trying to conduct honest trade when he began shouting baseless accusations!”

I clenched my fists, the anger surging through me like wildfire. Each word felt like a deliberate twist of the knife, a calculated effort to reduce me to a caricature—a troublemaker, a beggar, a nobody. My nails bit into the flesh of my palms, the only outlet for the fury that threatened to spill over. I could feel the weight of the crowd’s gaze, their judgment hanging in the air as they took in his falsehoods.

The merchant continued, his voice quivering with exaggerated outrage. “I’ve worked tirelessly to build this stall, to provide for my family, and this man—this hooligan—has the audacity to accuse me of theft? Of deceit? Me, an honest tradesman! He’s clearly jealous of my success and seeks to tarnish my reputation!”

When he finished, the officer turned back to me. “Is this true, Monsieur Mercier?”

“No, sir,” I said, taking a deep breath. “I simply asked about the price of a pen. He insulted me and raised the price because of my appearance. I admit I lost my temper, but I did not harass anyone.”

The officer’s gaze shifted between us before he dismounted. His eyes lingered on the merchant’s stall, and recognition flickered across his face. “Ah, Monsieur Leblanc,” he said coolly. “I believe we’ve had similar complaints about your pricing practices before, haven’t we?”

The merchant paled. “Officer Durand, I assure you—”

Durand silenced him with a raised hand. Picking up the pen I’d admired, he examined it carefully. “A fine instrument,” he mused. “Surely worth eight francs, wouldn’t you agree, Monsieur Leblanc?”

“Yes, yes, of course,” the merchant stammered.

Durand handed me the pen with a faint smile. “The Palais deserves the finest tools. Eight francs, Monsieur Mercier.”

I paid, each coin a deliberate reminder of my dignity. The merchant’s earlier arrogance crumbled as I walked away, the pen a comforting weight in my pocket.

As I continued toward the Palais, I couldn’t help but reflect on the confrontation. It was a bitter reminder of the prejudice still lingering in Eclairea, the scars of the Revolution etched deeply into every interaction, every word. Yet, it was also a small victory—a moment where the oppressive weight of contempt and disdain had been lifted, however briefly. But the encounter stirred something deeper in me, forcing me to confront uncomfortable truths about the state of my country and the roles we all played within it.

Eclairea had once thrived under a delicate balance—a hierarchy of nobles, farmers, artisans, and merchants, each fulfilling their purpose, each contributing to the greater whole. At least, that was how my father had explained it, in those days when I still believed the world to be orderly and just. The Revolution had shattered that balance, claiming it was for equality, for justice, but what had it truly accomplished? The monarchy fell, the aristocracy was scattered, and in their place rose a new ruling class—not noble in character or deed, but opportunistic, self-serving, and parasitic.

The merchants. The bankers. The speculators. Men like that Ebranite merchant, who cloaked their greed in the rhetoric of liberty and trade. They didn’t rebuild Eclairea—they carved it apart, piece by piece, profiting from the chaos they pretended to abhor. The Revolution, for all its lofty ideals, had opened the gates for foreign elements to seize what the people of Eclairea had lost. They came with promises of prosperity, but their only loyalty was to gold, and their only allegiance was to themselves.

And yet, could I truly blame them for exploiting the situation? My anger burned, but it wasn’t blind. The Revolution had left a vacuum, and where there is weakness, there will always be those who step in to fill it. The Arlenians, the Valtoreans, the Arkinthians—they saw a fractured nation, a wounded beast ripe for scavenging. Who could blame the vultures for circling when the carcass was left unguarded?

Class roles, I thought bitterly, were not inherently flawed. Farmers produced food; artisans crafted goods; merchants facilitated trade. Even nobles, at their best, provided leadership and stability. It was the breakdown of trust, the rise of greed and factionalism, that had corrupted the system. The Revolution had promised equality, but instead, it had pitted the classes against one another, leaving a shattered society ripe for foreign manipulation.

And yet, I couldn’t help but wonder: was this fate inevitable? Was the breakdown of trust, the rise of factionalism, the dominance of greed simply the natural course of history? Or could it be undone? Could Eclairea rise again—not as it was before, but as something new, something stronger? I wanted to believe it could, though the path forward seemed obscured by the very forces that had brought us to this point.

The thought gave me pause as I stepped into the Palais, the marble halls alive with the hum of activity. Officials hurried past, arms burdened with stacks of papers; clerks worked diligently at their desks; voices echoed softly, the cadence of governance and order reasserting itself. Here, at least, was a glimmer of what Eclairea could be—a place where the machinery of society functioned, however imperfectly.
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To Make History

I climbed the marble steps, nodding to the guards stationed at the entrance. They recognized me now, no longer looking at me with suspicion or disdain. Inside, the Palais was alive with activity. Clerks hurried back and forth, their arms full of documents, while diplomats and officials gathered in small groups, their hushed conversations punctuated by bursts of laughter or sharp gestures. The hum of governance filled the air, a symphony of order that stood in stark contrast to the chaos of the market stall.

I made my way to the Office of Provincial Affairs, the events of the morning still playing over in my mind. When I entered, I was greeted by the familiar sight of my colleague Marie, already hunched over her desk, her quill scratching furiously across a sheet of parchment.

“Good morning, Julien,” she said without looking up. “You’re later than usual. Everything alright?”

I hesitated, unsure how much to share. “Just... an eventful morning,” I replied, settling into my desk. “How are things here?”

Marie finally glanced up, her sharp eyes studying me with curiosity. “Busy, as always. But there’s a tension in the air today. Have you heard the rumors?”

I leaned forward, intrigued despite myself. “What rumors?”

She glanced around, lowering her voice to ensure we wouldn’t be overheard. “They say Beaumont’s calling for a grand assembly. Representatives from every province, every major city. It’s unprecedented.”

My eyes widened. Such a gathering hadn’t occurred since the Monarchy. The implications were staggering. “But why? What could be so important?”

Her voice dropped further, barely a whisper now. “Some say he’s going to propose a new constitution. A complete overhaul of our government. Others...” She hesitated, her expression turning grave. “Others say he’s preparing for war.”

As her words hung in the air, the door to the office swung open with a creak. Lavelle, our supervisor, strode in, his arms laden with stacks of parchment. His weathered face bore the signs of sleepless nights, but his eyes still gleamed with purpose.

“Ah, Julien,” Lavelle said, his voice gruff but not unkind. “Just the man I was looking for. We’ve got a mountain of work to get through today.”

I straightened in my chair, trying to push aside the unsettling rumors Marie had shared. “Of course, sir. What do you need?”

He deposited a hefty pile of documents on my desk with a thud. “These reports from the southern provinces need to be summarized and cross-referenced with our agricultural projections. It’s tedious work, I’m afraid, but vital.”

As I reached for the first document, Lavelle’s eyes fell on the new pen lying on my desk. “Well, well,” he said, a hint of approval in his tone. “That’s a fine instrument you’ve got there, Julien. Trémaux’s work, if I’m not mistaken.”

I picked up the pen, the mix of pride and lingering unease from the morning’s confrontation evident in my voice. “Yes, sir. I... acquired it this morning.”

Lavelle nodded, then gave me a once-over, his brow furrowing slightly. “It’s good to see you investing in quality tools, my boy. Though, if you don’t mind me saying, perhaps it’s time to consider some new attire as well? You represent the Office of Provincial Affairs now, after all.”

A flush of embarrassment crept up my neck. My clothes, while clean, were undeniably worn and ill-fitting. I managed a self-deprecating smile. “Well, sir, I’ve only just gotten the job. Give me time to save up a few francs, and I’ll be the best-dressed clerk in the Palais.”

Lavelle chuckled, a warm sound that eased some of the tension in the room. “Fair enough, fair enough.”

As Lavelle moved on to his next task, I turned back to the mountain of reports on my desk. Before I could delve into the tedious work of cross-referencing figures, a familiar voice broke through the hum of the office.

"Julien! You’re finally here. I was beginning to think you’d abandoned me to Lavelle’s endless stacks of parchment."

I looked up to see Antoine Lebrun, his boyish grin as disarming as ever. He was a clerk like me, though his sharp wit and boundless enthusiasm made him stand out among the drudgery of the Palais. Antoine was a year or two younger than me, but his intelligence and ambition burned brightly. He wore his slightly frayed jacket with an air of confidence, as if daring anyone to question his right to be here.

“Good morning, Antoine,” I said, shaking off the lingering tension of the morning. “Lavelle’s already put me to work, so you won’t have to suffer alone.”

“Ah, solidarity at last!” Antoine declared, dramatically placing a hand over his heart. He pulled a chair over and plopped down beside my desk, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “So, tell me—what kept you this morning? Some secret mission for Beaumont himself?”

I chuckled despite myself. “Hardly. Just an argument with a merchant who thought he could cheat me because of how I look.”

Antoine’s brow furrowed, and his voice lost some of its playful edge. “Another one of those profiteers? No - don’t tell me, an Ebranite?”

I nodded, and Antoine let out a frustrated sigh. “They’re everywhere these days, aren’t they? Always looking to line their pockets while the rest of us try to rebuild what’s left of this country. Beaumont’s reforms can’t come fast enough.”

It was moments like these that reminded me why I’d grown close to Antoine. Despite his easygoing demeanor, he shared my belief in the transformative power of Consul Beaumont’s vision. We both saw the potential in an empire that rose from the ashes of the Republic, a nation that could unify its people and restore dignity to Eclairea.

“Speaking of reforms,” I said, lowering my voice, “Marie mentioned rumors of a grand assembly. Representatives from across the nation, maybe even a new constitution.”

Antoine’s eyes lit up, his usual mischievous expression giving way to genuine excitement. “A grand assembly? If that’s true, it’s monumental.”

“Or war,” I added, voicing the darker half of what Marie had said.

Antoine paused, his smile fading. “War is always a possibility, especially with Valtorea watching us like hawks. But maybe... just maybe... Beaumont sees a way to avoid it. A strong, united Eclairea might be enough to deter them.”

I leaned back in my chair, considering his words. “Do you really think unity is possible? After everything this country’s been through?”

Antoine’s grin returned, though it was softer now, more thoughtful. “If I didn’t believe it, I wouldn’t be here. Neither would you. We’re the future, Julien—brilliant young men with a passion for something greater than ourselves.” He gestured grandly, as if delivering a speech to an imaginary audience. “Together, we’ll help Beaumont shape an empire that will make history.”

I rolled my eyes at his theatrics, but I couldn’t help smiling. “Let’s start with these reports before you crown yourself minister of propaganda.”
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A Nation Reborn

The months that followed Beaumont’s rise were transformative—not just for Eclairea, but for me as well. Parisia seemed to come alive with an energy I’d never known. Its streets, once worn and desolate, now bustled with life and purpose. Under Beaumont’s disciplined leadership, progress moved at a pace I would have thought impossible. Roads were repaired, food flowed steadily, and infrastructure projects sprung up like new growth after a fire, bringing vitality back to neighborhoods that had been left to decay.

I barely recognized myself from the man I had been when I first joined the Office of Foreign Affairs. Back then, I had been gaunt, despairing, a shadow of someone who had lost everything. Now, my work had earned me modest promotions, enough that I had moved out of the old boarding house into a small but comfortable apartment overlooking the bustling Rue du Soleil. My threadbare coat was gone, replaced with a tailored jacket. My hair was neatly combed, my boots polished to a shine. I looked the part of someone who belonged in Beaumont’s Eclairea.

Each morning, I awoke to the steady hum of a city reborn. My apartment was modest, yes, but it felt luxurious compared to the alleys and doorways I had once called home. The sunlight streamed through my window, warming the room as the scent of fresh bread wafted up from the bakery downstairs. Outside, the streets hummed with the sound of telegraph wires being strung across the city—a marvel I could still hardly believe.

The telegraph. To me, it was more than just a tool; it was a symbol of everything Beaumont envisioned for Eclairea—swift, efficient, and unifying. Where the fractured Republic had been chaotic and slow, the telegraph brought order. Letters that once took weeks to cross the country could now be replaced by messages sent in moments. I had seen it firsthand at the Palais de la Concorde. Dispatches from Casteloria and Valtorea arrived daily, shaping decisions at the highest levels of government. It was breathtaking to witness such power at work.

I set down my cup of coffee and began preparing for the day. My freshly brushed jacket fit snugly over my shoulders—a stark contrast to the tattered coat I’d worn mere months ago. Adjusting my collar in the mirror, I caught my reflection and allowed myself a rare moment of pride. I had earned this. Through perseverance and hard work, I had clawed my way up from despair to something resembling stability, even respect.

Stepping out onto the bustling Rue du Soleil, I couldn’t help but marvel at the transformation around me. The once-crumbling facades of buildings now gleamed with fresh paint, and the air was filled with the sounds of construction—hammers striking, saws cutting, workers shouting. Neighbors I’d come to know greeted me with nods and smiles, a mix of old residents and newcomers drawn to the city by the promise of Beaumont’s reforms. The optimism in the air was infectious, and I felt myself swept along by it as I headed toward the Palais de la Concorde.

The streets seemed to hum with purpose, and I found myself lingering for a moment near a crowd gathered around a new public telegraph station. A young woman in a crisp uniform stood before the group, her fingers tapping deftly at the keys. “And with just a few taps,” she said, her voice clear and confident, “your message can reach Casteloria in a matter of minutes!”

The crowd gasped in wonder, their faces lit with amazement. I couldn’t help but smile. I remembered the awe I had felt when I’d first seen the technology in action. Now, it was becoming an everyday part of life—a cornerstone of the new Eclairea.

Continuing my walk, my thoughts turned to the tasks awaiting me at the office. The latest reports from Valtorea hinted at unrest along the border—a precarious situation that demanded all of the diplomatic skill I’d been working to cultivate. Beaumont’s vision was clear, but the path to securing it was fraught with challenges.

“Julien!” a voice called out, pulling me from my reverie. I turned to see Antoine hurrying toward me, his face flushed with excitement—or exertion, perhaps both.

“Thank goodness I caught you,” he panted, catching his breath. “Have you heard the news?”

I raised an eyebrow, intrigued. “What news?”

Antoine leaned in, his voice dropping as though he were about to share a state secret. “They’ve finalized the plans for the Grand Assembly. Representatives from every province, every major city. It’s happening next month.”

I paused mid-step, letting his words sink in. The Grand Assembly—it was all anyone could talk about, but no one seemed to know what it truly meant. Beaumont’s vision had always been ambitious, but this? It felt like the moment where ambition transformed into something far greater—and far more dangerous.

“Next month?” I said, lowering my voice to match his. “That’s... soon.”

“Sooner than I expected,” Antoine admitted, his grin fading. “But you know Beaumont. He doesn’t wait for the perfect moment; he creates it.”

I nodded, though my thoughts were already racing. For weeks, we’d heard whispers of sweeping reforms—laws that would reshape Eclairea’s economy, military, and even its identity. Beaumont’s rhetoric had grown sharper, his speeches increasingly focused on unity and discipline, but also on the “disruptive influences” that held the nation back. Everyone knew what he meant: the merchants, the financiers, and most pointedly, the Valtorean trade networks.

Antoine leaned closer, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial murmur. “You’ve seen the latest proposals, haven’t you? The tariffs? The restrictions?”

I nodded grimly. “He’s targeting Valtorea.”

“Not just targeting—strangling,” Antoine said, his tone bitter. “He wants to cut off their trade entirely, shut down the flow of goods into Eclairea’s ports. And who benefits? The Arlenians.”

The mention of Arlenia made my stomach twist. That Beaumont was willing to align with Arlenian merchants was a bitter irony. For centuries, Arlenia had been Eclairea’s rival—its ships had stolen the New World from us, carving out vast colonies in North and South Valkoria. What had once been Eclairean and Castelorian territories were now Arlenian dominions, their wealth flowing not to Parisia, but to Londarion and the Arlenian crown.

“They’ve already cornered the trade routes in the Valkorias,” I said, my voice tinged with frustration. “And now they’re poised to dominate our own markets, with Beaumont’s blessing.”

Antoine’s mouth twisted into a scowl. “Beaumont thinks he’s being clever, that he can use the Arlenians to undermine Valtorea. But he doesn’t see it, Julien. Once they’ve bled the Valtoreans dry, they’ll turn on us. They’ve done it before.”

I couldn’t disagree. The Arlenians had built their empire on opportunism, seizing territory and trade networks whenever they saw weakness. First, they had wrested the New World colonies from us, exploiting the chaos of the Republic and the decline of Casteloria’s navy. Now, they loomed over Eclairea like vultures, ready to swoop in and claim what was left.

“And what of our colonies in the Valkorias?” I asked, though I already knew the answer. “What’s left of them?”

Antoine snorted. “A handful of struggling settlements and plantations—hardly enough to call an empire. The Arlenians have seen to that. They’ve turned North Valkoria into their fortress and South Valkoria into their treasury. All while we’ve been too busy tearing ourselves apart to fight back.”

His words stung because they were true. The Republic had squandered its empire, losing not only its colonies but its ability to project power. Beaumont’s rise had brought hope, but his willingness to work with Arlenia felt like a betrayal. How could we rebuild Eclairea’s greatness if we handed our future to those who had stolen our past?

Antoine shook his head, his expression dark. “And now, he’s inviting them in. Opening the gates for them to do here what they’ve done everywhere else. Mark my words, Julien—this alliance won’t end with Valtorea. It’ll end with us being strangled by Arlenian trade monopolies.”

I glanced around, ensuring no one was listening. “You think Beaumont doesn’t see that?”

“I think he sees what he wants to see,” Antoine replied. “He sees Valtorea as the enemy—maybe the only enemy. And the Arlenians? They’re just tools to him, a means to an end.”

“And if he’s wrong?” I asked softly.

Antoine’s silence spoke volumes. We both knew the stakes. Beaumont’s laws might cripple Valtorea, but they would also bind Eclairea’s economy to Arlenian interests. The New World, already lost, would become a distant memory, a prize we could no longer even dream of reclaiming. And all the while, the people of Eclairea would pay the price for an alliance forged not in trust, but in desperation.

Khalarion came to mind—a land vast, untamed, and rich with resources, its plains and jungles home to native Eclaireans who had lived there long before the Republic had planted its flag. Under the guise of civilization, we had claimed their lands, building forts and trading posts, promising protection while extracting their labor and their wealth. Yet, as Eclairea fell into chaos, Khalarion slipped away, a fading part of an empire we could no longer maintain.

Now, it was Arlenian merchants who set sail for Khalarion with their ironclad ships. They brought with them factories, railroads, and industry, reshaping the land not to preserve its beauty or its people, but to feed the insatiable engine of their global empire. The Eclaireans in Khalarion had traded one master for another, and in doing so, had become pawns in a game far beyond their control. It was a bitter thought, yet one I couldn’t entirely dismiss—industrialization, after all, had turned Arlenia into a power that stretched across oceans. Their ironclads patrolled the New World, their battleships secured trade routes, and their factories churned out the goods that now filled our markets.

And what of Montclair, once the jewel of Eclairea’s New World holdings? Its forests had been felled, its rivers dammed, its fertile soil turned into fields of endless cash crops. The Montclairians, descendants of Eclairean settlers, still clung to their identity, but they were no longer ours. Arlenian dominance in North and South Valkoria had made sure of that. Even the Montclairian flag now bore Arlenian colors, a reminder of how far our reach had receded.

Still, there was no denying the allure of what Arlenia represented. Industrial might. Economic efficiency. Naval supremacy. While Eclairea struggled to rebuild, Arlenia had forged ahead, adapting to the demands of a new age. Their ironclads and battleships weren’t just tools of conquest—they were symbols of modernity, proof that the world belonged to those who embraced progress. Beaumont saw this, I was certain. He envied it, perhaps even admired it. And in his determination to reshape Eclairea, he had chosen to ally with the very power that had eclipsed us.

“Do you ever think about their... irreverence?” I asked carefully, testing the waters. Religion was a sensitive topic in the Palais, where discussions about faith often led to hushed tones or sideways glances. But it was a question that had weighed on me for months.

Antoine glanced at me, his expression unreadable. “You mean the Arlenians?” he said after a pause. “I try not to. It’s not worth the headache.”

“But it bothers you,” I pressed, watching his reaction. “Their disdain for religion, for tradition. They strip the world of meaning, Antoine. They replace it with numbers and gears and profit margins.”

He didn’t answer immediately, and for a moment, I thought I’d pushed too far. But then he sighed, his shoulders sagging slightly. “Of course it bothers me,” he admitted quietly. “But what can we do? It’s not like we’re in a position to lecture them. Our own Republic turned its back on the High Church long before the Arlenians ever set foot in Eclairea.”

His words stung because they were true. The Republic, in its quest for freedom and equality, had cast aside the Church, seeing it as an ally of the old monarchy. Priests had been driven from their parishes, cathedrals repurposed or abandoned, faith reduced to a private affair for those brave enough to hold onto it. Yet, despite everything, the Church had endured, its followers clinging to their beliefs in secret or in defiance of the state.

“And you?” Antoine asked, turning the question back on me. “You still believe?”

I hesitated, surprised by the sudden shift. Faith wasn’t something I discussed openly, not even with Antoine. “I do,” I said finally. “I never stopped.”

Antoine nodded slowly, his expression thoughtful. “Neither did I,” he said, so softly I almost didn’t catch it.

“You never said anything,” I managed.

“Neither did you,” he pointed out with a faint smile. “Faith isn’t something you flaunt in times like these. But it’s there, Julien, whether people acknowledge it or not. Even Beaumont.”

I stared at him, unsure if I had heard correctly. “Beaumont?”

Antoine nodded. “He’s careful, of course. But there are signs if you know where to look. The way he speaks about unity, discipline, tradition—it’s not just politics. There’s a moral framework behind it, a belief in something greater than himself. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s a member of the Church.”

I let out a soft, skeptical laugh. “Beaumont? A man of faith? I don’t see it, Antoine. His focus is too pragmatic, too... grounded in power. He doesn’t strike me as someone who kneels before any altar.”

Antoine tilted his head, studying me. “Maybe you’re right. Or maybe that’s what makes him effective—his ability to cloak deeper beliefs in the language of governance. He wouldn’t be the first leader to use faith as a tool.”

“And if he does believe?” I countered, leaning back against the marble wall of the corridor. “What does that change? He’s aligning us with the Arlenians, people who see faith as an obstacle to progress. That hardly sounds like a man protecting the Church.”

Antoine sighed, running a hand through his hair. “Maybe it’s not about protecting the Church. Maybe it’s about survival. Aligning with the Arlenians might not be ideal, but the Valtoreans are the greater threat.”

I frowned, unable to argue. For all my grievances with the Arlenians—their irreverence, their opportunism—Valtorea was the enemy looming over Eclairea like a storm cloud. Their armies were disciplined and vast, their ambitions clear. Where the Arlenians sought to dominate through trade and industry, the Valtoreans sought conquest. Their Empire had already swallowed half the continent, and their eyes were set firmly on the other half.

“They won’t stop, will they?” I muttered, my thoughts shifting to the latest reports on Valtorean troop movements near the border. “We all know it. They want Eclairea destroyed.”

Antoine nodded grimly. “They don’t negotiate, they don’t compromise. To them, Eclairea is a rogue province, a wayward limb of their empire. And Beaumont knows it. That’s why he’s willing to align with the Arlenians, no matter how distasteful it might be. We can’t stand against the Valtoreans alone—not yet.”

The truth of his words hung between us like a sword. For the Valtoreans, this wasn’t just politics or economics—it was destiny, a divine mission to reunite the lands they believed rightfully belonged to their Holy Empire. To them, Eclairea’s independence was a historical aberration, an affront to the natural order established by both God and Emperor.

“They’ve never let it go,” I said quietly, bitterness creeping into my voice. “Five centuries, and they still speak of Eclairea as if it’s theirs. As if our rebellion was a mistake to be corrected.”

“And not just corrected,” Antoine added. “Crushed. They want to erase the idea of an independent Eclairea entirely. We didn’t just defy their empire; we defied their faith, their authority, their identity. They can’t let that stand.”

His words lingered in the air, heavy with the truth we both knew but rarely spoke aloud. Before I could respond, Antoine’s expression shifted, a faint smile tugging at the corners of his mouth.

“Have you heard about the Midsummer Ball?” he asked, his tone far lighter than before.

"What about it?" I asked, my curiosity piqued.

Antoine's eyes sparkled with excitement. "It's to be held at the Palais de Cristal this year! Can you imagine? The grandest ballroom in all of Parisia, with its mirrored walls and crystal chandeliers. And that's not all—Beaumont himself is rumored to be attending!"

My eyes widened. The Palais de Cristal was a magnificent structure, a remnant of Eclairea's golden age that had stood empty for years, its grandeur a poignant reminder of what we had once been. Its reopening would be a powerful symbol of the nation’s rebirth, a testament to Beaumont’s ambition to restore Eclairea to its rightful place.

"That’s incredible, Antoine," I said, genuinely impressed. "But why are you so excited? Surely clerks like us won’t be invited to such a grand affair."

Antoine's grin widened, his enthusiasm practically spilling over. "That’s just it! We are invited. All members of the government, even junior clerks like us, have been extended an invitation. It’s Beaumont’s way of recognizing everyone’s contributions to Eclairea’s revival."

I stood there, momentarily stunned. Me, at the Midsummer Ball? Dancing beneath those fabled crystal chandeliers, rubbing elbows with the elite of Parisia society? It seemed too fantastical to be true.

"Are you certain?" I asked, still disbelieving.

Antoine nodded vigorously. "Absolutely! The invitations are being distributed at the office as we speak. I rushed out to find you as soon as I heard. So, what do you say? Will you attend?"

I hesitated for only a moment before a smile broke across my face. "Of course I’ll attend! How could I possibly miss such an event?"

Antoine clapped me on the shoulder, his enthusiasm infectious. "Excellent! We’ll have to find you a proper suit, of course. Can’t have you showing up in your work clothes, even if they are a vast improvement over your old attire."

I chuckled, remembering my tattered coat from just months ago. "Indeed. Perhaps we can visit the tailor on Rue de la Mode this weekend? I hear he’s the best in the city."

"Capital idea!" Antoine agreed. "Now, we’d better hurry to the office. There’s much work to be done, and we can’t let the excitement of the ball distract us from our duties."

As we hurried toward the Palais de la Concorde, the streets of Parisia seemed to hum with renewed energy. News of the Midsummer Ball had spread quickly, and everywhere I looked, people were talking excitedly about the event. Shop windows were already displaying their finest wares—glittering jewelry, elegant gowns, and dapper suits—in anticipation of the grand affair. The air felt alive, a far cry from the grim despair that had hung over the city just months before.

When we arrived at the office, the usual hum of diligent work had been replaced with an electric undercurrent of excitement. The normally austere halls of the Foreign Affairs department were alive with chatter and speculation. As I made my way to my desk, snippets of conversation reached my ears.

"I heard the Castellorian ambassador will be attending..."

"Do you think Beaumont will make a speech?"

"Someone said that dashing Eastern Wolf from Valtorea might be there—if the rumors are true!" 

"I simply must find a new pair of dancing shoes!"

I paused at that last one, glancing over at the cluster of clerks near the window. Their voices had dropped, conspiratorial now. “And did you hear? Queen Elara might make an appearance.”

That name made me look up. Queen Elara. The last vestige of monarchist power in Arlenia. Her presence, if true, would be nothing short of explosive. Elara, a Vulpinith—was as controversial as she was captivating. Many Republicans despised her. 

And here, in Parisia, amidst Eclairea’s resurgence? Her presence would ignite a firestorm of debate—and fascination.

“I don’t understand it,” Antoine muttered, startling me. He had appeared at my side without my noticing, shaking his head as he sat down. “Why all this fuss over a Vulpinith?”

I arched an eyebrow at him. “You don’t see the allure?”

He snorted. “Not in the slightest. They’re not even human, Julien. It’s absurd. First, it’s the Arlenians with their Vulpinith, then the wolf-like Vuk, and don’t get me started on the Draconii. Barbaric, the lot of them. No offense, but I’d rather spend my evening talking to a Valtorean diplomat than gawking at exotic royalty.”

I smirked at his indignation, though my thoughts lingered on the mention of Queen Elara. “You have to admit, though, she’s... intriguing.”

Antoine’s head snapped toward me, his glare sharp enough to cut. “Intriguing? Julien, she’s the last remnant of a broken monarchy in that godawful land they call Arlenia. Her existence is an affront to everything Eclairea fought for.”

I shrugged, unfazed by his outburst. “Beaumont doesn’t seem to think so. If she’s invited, it’s clearly more than just a whim. There’s something about her—something that captivates people.”

“She’s a fox, Julien,” Antoine spat, his voice low but seething. “A non-human. You might as well be swooning over a Draconii warlord or a Vuk chieftain. It’s barbaric.”

“And yet,” I countered, my voice steady, “she’s more than that. She’s the last monarch in the west, Antoine. The last of her kind. That alone makes her significant. She represents a piece of history that refuses to fade. Doesn’t that fascinate you, even a little?”

His glare deepened, his fingers drumming against the edge of the desk. “What fascinates me,” he said sharply, “is how easily people forget what the Republic stood for. The idea that royalty—any royalty—deserves our admiration is dangerous. It goes against everything we’ve tried to rebuild. And you, of all people, should know better.”

I sighed, leaning back in my chair. “I’m not saying I want to crown her queen of Eclairea. But she’s here, Antoine, in Parisia, in our capital. That means something.”

“It means Beaumont’s playing a game,” Antoine said bitterly. “And people like you are falling for the spectacle.”

I bit back a retort, choosing instead to study him. Antoine’s disdain wasn’t just about Queen Elara or her non-human heritage—it was about what she represented: a challenge to the ideals of the Republic. For someone like him, who believed so fervently in the vision of a united, human-centric Eclairea, her presence at the Midsummer Ball was a provocation.

Antoine let out a frustrated sigh, breaking the silence. “Don’t get lost in her mystique, Julien. She’s not here to be admired. She’s here because Beaumont thinks she serves a purpose. And if you ask me, that purpose is more trouble than it’s worth.”

I nodded, though the thought of Queen Elara lingered. Trouble or not, her presence at the ball would set tongues wagging and hearts racing. For better or worse, the last Queen in the west was about to make her mark on Parisia, and I couldn’t help but feel that the ripples would be felt far beyond the crystal chandeliers of the Palais de Cristal.



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER EIGHT
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The Midsummer Dance

As the night of the Midsummer Ball arrived, I found myself standing before the magnificent Palais de Cristal, its facade shimmering like a thousand stars against the twilight sky. The grandeur of the scene was almost overwhelming—ladies in shimmering gowns and gentlemen in impeccable suits streamed into the palace, their excited chatter filling the air.

I adjusted my new tailcoat, a garment that had cost me nearly a month's wages. It was worth every franc for the confidence it gave me, though the snugness of the collar reminded me just how unused to finery I was. Beside me, Antoine stood, equally resplendent in his attire, though his usual irreverence was barely masked by his polished appearance.

"Shall we, my friend?" he said with a grin, gesturing toward the entrance.

Taking a steadying breath, I nodded, and together we stepped inside.

The grand ballroom took my breath away. The crystal chandeliers cast a warm, golden light, their glow refracted endlessly by the mirrored walls. The polished parquet floor gleamed like amber beneath the feet of elegantly dressed couples gliding across it. The air was alive with the sweet strains of the orchestra, a melody so rich and vibrant it seemed to weave itself into the very fabric of the evening.

Everywhere I looked, there was motion and color: swirls of silk and satin, flashes of gold and silver, the sparkle of jewels under the chandeliers' light. Clusters of guests engaged in animated conversation, their laughter ringing softly over the music. I recognized familiar faces from the Palais de la Concorde, mingling with the unmistakable figures of foreign diplomats in their distinctive attire.

At the far end of the hall stood Lucien Beaumont himself, surrounded by his general staff. Even from a distance, his presence was undeniable. He seemed to draw the room’s focus effortlessly, his commanding figure and the aura of authority that surrounded him like a crown.

"I can hardly believe we're here," I murmured to Antoine, the awe in my voice unguarded.

He nodded, his usual sharpness softened by the scene around us. "Quite the spectacle, isn’t it?"

As we moved further into the ballroom, a waiter approached with a tray of sparkling champagne. I accepted a flute gratefully, the crisp bubbles tickling my nose as I took a cautious sip. It was sweeter than I expected, the taste oddly grounding amidst the dizzying opulence.

Suddenly, a ripple of commotion swept through the room, drawing every eye toward the entrance. The orchestra faltered for the briefest moment before resuming, though more softly now. Conversations hushed, and a palpable anticipation hung in the air.

The herald’s voice rang out, steady and commanding: “Representing the Arlenian Parliament: Prime Minister Marcus Halewright, Minister Clara Densmore, Lord Adrian Fairweather, Captain Lionel Ashcombe, Member of Parliament Eliza Carringford, and Leader of the Opposition, Sir Edward Thorling.”

The room collectively seemed to hold its breath as the delegation entered. At their forefront was Halewright, his severe expression and stark black suit cutting a sharp figure against the gilded opulence of the ballroom. He strode with a confidence that bordered on defiance, his lack of embellishment an unmistakable statement. The contrast between him and the glittering surroundings was almost jarring, yet it demanded respect.

Behind him walked Clara Densmore, her practical steel-grey dress softened only slightly by the faint shimmer of her industrial guild pin. Her sharp eyes scanned the room, taking in every face as though calculating potential alliances and threats.

Next came Lord Adrian Fairweather, his pale complexion and muted attire exuding a kind of subdued elegance. He offered faint, almost apologetic smiles to those who dared meet his gaze, a quiet acknowledgment of his awkward position in this grand spectacle.

Finally, Sir Edward Thorling appeared, his polished demeanor immediately drawing whispers. He moved with a practiced ease, his tailored black suit flowing. His smile was charming, almost predatory, as he exchanged nods with notable figures in the room, his every gesture steeped in confidence and calculation.

The delegation paused at the top of the grand staircase, the herald stepping aside as they descended together. The room’s murmurs grew louder, punctuated by the occasional clink of a champagne glass.

“Halewright looks as grim as ever,” Antoine muttered beside me, his eyes narrowing. “And there’s Thorling, practically basking in the attention. I’d bet my next paycheck he’s scheming something. Now, where is that fox-“

"And at last - Her Royal Highness, Queen Elara of Arlenia!"

I craned my neck, trying to catch a glimpse of the Arlenian monarch. I’d heard of the Vulpinith people before—their fox-like features were legendary—but I had never seen one in person.

As the crowd parted, my breath caught. Queen Elara was a vision, her beauty otherworldly. Her fur, a rich, deep auburn, seemed to shimmer under the chandeliers' light. Her striking emerald-green eyes sparkled with intelligence and warmth, and she moved with an impossible grace, her tail swaying gently behind her as she glided across the floor.

I stood transfixed, unable to tear my gaze away. Around me, the ball resumed its lively fervor. The orchestra struck up a waltz, couples swirling across the floor in a mesmerizing display of motion and color. Antoine had been swept away by a group of colleagues, leaving me alone in the crowd, though I hardly noticed.

Without thinking, I found myself moving toward her. There was something magnetic about her presence, a quiet dignity that seemed to call to me. I was nearly at her side when I felt a firm hand on my elbow, pulling me back.

I turned sharply, startled by the interruption. Standing there was Sir Edward Thorling, his sharp eyes fixed on me with an expression somewhere between disbelief and amusement.

“Excuse me,” he said, his tone clipped but polite, “but I couldn’t help noticing your... bold trajectory.” His gaze flicked toward Queen Elara, who remained at the edge of the room, still and statuesque, as though the ball were happening around her and not with her.

I straightened, trying to mask my embarrassment. “I thought it might be an opportunity to introduce myself to Her Majesty. It’s not every day one meets—”

“A queen?” Thorling cut in, his voice laced with irony. “Indeed, it isn’t. Though I must confess, I’m quite shocked to see an Eclairean approach her so readily. You must know the precariousness of her presence here. I would rather you not risk a public embarassment.”

I hesitated, unsure how to respond. Thorling’s sharp gaze didn’t waver. You do realize how much debate her attendance has already sparked? Beaumont’s invitation was a gamble, and many here view her as little more than an indulgent relic.” He said, sipping on his champagne.

My eyes flicked back to Elara, her elegant figure unmoving as she surveyed the ballroom with calm detachment. “And you?” I asked, summoning some courage. “What do you think of her, Sir Edward?”

Thorling’s lips curved into a thin smile. “I think she is a symbol—one that inspires reverence in some and disdain in others. Whether she has a role to play in the world as it is now, I leave to fate. But the fascination she stirs in young men like you,” he added, his tone pointed, “is not something to be taken lightly.”

Before I could reply, another voice interrupted. “Ah, Sir Edward, causing trouble as always?”

I turned to see two men approaching, their contrasting appearances marking them as unmistakably foreign. The speaker, with his sharp green waistcoat and dark hair, was Alistair Drummond of the Northern Dominion. Beside him stood Nathaniel Greaves, his tailored suit adorned with a silver magnolia pin—a proud symbol of the Southern Dominion.

Drummond’s sharp green eyes scanned me with the practiced ease of a man accustomed to sizing up potential allies and adversaries. “And who might you be?” he asked, his Northern Valkorian accent crisp and direct, though not unfriendly.

“Julien Mercier,” I replied, inclining my head respectfully. “Of the Office of Foreign Affairs.”

Greaves's smirk deepened, his Southern Valkorian accent carrying an undercurrent of condescension. “A clerk at such an auspicious gathering? My, how egalitarian Beaumont’s Republic has become. Tell me, Mr. Mercier, what brings a young man like you to the orbit of such illustrious company?”

I held my ground, forcing a polite smile. “I could ask the same of you, Ambassador. Surely a man of your stature has more pressing matters than mingling at a ball.”

Drummond chuckled, clearly amused by the exchange. “He’s got a point, Greaves. Don’t you have an agenda to push, or are you just here to bask in the Queen’s glow?”

Greaves waved off the remark, his smirk unwavering. “My presence here is purely diplomatic, as always, I assure you.”

Drummond shook his head, his grin widening. “Diplomatic, sure. Is that what they’re calling it these days? I thought you Southern types were allergic to diplomacy.”

The ambassador’s eyes narrowed just slightly, the smirk on his face turning sharper. “And yet here I stand, Drummond, thriving in the heart of Beaumont’s ever-enlightened republic. Perhaps you underestimate the adaptability of us ‘Southern types.’” He turned his gaze back to me, the scrutiny in his eyes now more pointed. “But I digress. Mr. Mercier, I’m curious. A young man such as yourself must surely have ambitions beyond clerical duties. I reckon, a young buck like you is eyeing up the lovely Quee-“

“Ambassador Greaves,” Thorling interjected, his tone clipped and authoritative. The parliamentary figure, with his hawk-like eyes locking onto the Southerner with a mixture of irritation and warning. “A word, if you please.”

Greaves raised an eyebrow, his smirk shifting into something softer, almost amused. “Thorling,” he drawled, his Southern Valkorian accent wrapping around the name like velvet. “Well now, what can I do for you, my friend?”

Thorling stepped forward, his tone deceptively light, though the hard edge in his gaze betrayed his true intent. “You can stop playing your games, for a start,” he said, his clipped Arlenian accent cutting cleanly through Greaves’s honeyed drawl. “This ball isn’t the place for your little provocations. Not tonight.”

Greaves tilted his head, his smirk growing sly. “Provocations? You wound me, good sir. I’m merely engaging in polite conversation. Surely even a dour gentleman like yourself can appreciate that.”

Thorling’s expression didn’t change, though his posture stiffened. “The only connection you should concern yourself with tonight is the one between your glass and the champagne tray. The last thing you need to do is to rile up some young man and some delusion he has...”

Drummond chuckled from the sidelines, clearly enjoying the exchange. “Thorling, I do believe you’re spoiling the man’s fun.”

“And I intend to spoil more than that if he doesn’t heed my warning,” Thorling shot back, his eyes never leaving Greaves.

Greaves raised his hands in mock surrender, his smirk undiminished. “Very well, Sir Edward. I’ll leave the young clerk to your capable hands. Though, you know what they say—hearts and minds are delicate things. Easy to sway, easier to shatter,” Greaves finished, his smirk lingering as he let the words hang in the air. 

Thorling turned to me sharply as Greaves and Drummond moved off, the former chuckling softly to himself. “Mercier,” Thorling said in a low voice, his hawk-like gaze pinning me in place. “A word of advice: don’t let men like that draw you in. They’re sharks in shallow waters. I trust you are familiar with the Dominions?”

I hesitated, unsure where this was going. “Northern and Southern Valkoria, sir?”

Thorling nodded, his expression grim. “Precisely. Northern Valkoria has always been discontent—grumbling about autonomy, taxation, the usual grievances. But Southern Valkoria,” he said, his voice lowering even further, “is like an unruly brother—stubborn, prideful, and far too clever for its own good. Men like Greaves thrive in the South, where diplomacy is often a game of who can get away with the most subtle insult.”

I nodded, though I wasn’t entirely sure how this pertained to me. Thorling’s gaze narrowed, as though sensing my confusion.

“The Dominions would love nothing more than a scandal involving the Queen,” he continued, his voice clipped. “Greaves might seem like he’s toying with me—and he is—but his real aim is higher. If he can plant rumors, if he can exploit even the smallest indiscretion, it will be all the ammunition Northern Valkoria needs to stir the pot.”

I felt a chill creep into my spine as Thorling leaned closer, his expression unyielding. “And Southern Valkoria? They’ll sit back and watch the chaos, amused as always, until it benefits them to intervene. Trust me, Mercier, their loyalty is as firm as sand in a storm.”

Thorling straightened, his tone softening slightly, though the weight of his words remained. “So, my advice to you: be mindful of how you conduct yourself tonight. The Queen cannot afford even the faintest whisper of impropriety, not with men like Greaves lurking in the shadows. One misstep, one poorly chosen word, and he’ll spin it into something far worse than you could imagine.”

“Yes, sir,” I said, inclining my head, though my attention flicked past him toward the far end of the room, where Queen Elara now stood, conversing softly with a cluster of foreign dignitaries. Her presence was magnetic, her every movement graceful yet commanding. My heart quickened, my resolve solidifying.

Thorling caught the direction of my gaze, his lips pressing into a hard line. “Don’t even think about it.”

Thorling’s words cut through my thoughts like a blade. I blinked, forcing my focus back to him, though the pull of the Queen’s presence lingered in my peripheral vision.

“I wasn’t—” I began, but Thorling’s sharp glare silenced me.

“You weren’t listening to a word I said, Mercier,” he snapped, his Arlenian accent sharpening with irritation. “Don’t lie to me. I’ve seen that look before, and it always leads to the same thing: ruin. You’re young, idealistic, and foolish enough to think you’re the exception. Let me assure you, you are not.”

I stiffened under the weight of his rebuke, heat rising to my cheeks. “I understand the stakes, sir.”

“Do you?” Thorling challenged, stepping closer, his voice lowering to a harsh whisper. “Because from where I’m standing, it looks like you’re letting your heart override your common sense. Let me make this abundantly clear: the Queen is not some courtly muse for you to pine after. She is the cornerstone holding our entire fragile empire together, and men like Greaves are circling, waiting for any excuse to shatter that foundation.”

“I wouldn’t do anything to harm her reputation,” I protested, though my voice sounded weak even to my own ears.

Thorling’s eyes narrowed, his frustration palpable. “Intent doesn’t matter, Mercier. Perception does. Greaves doesn’t need truth to spin a scandal—he only needs a suggestion, a spark. And you, standing there with your head in the clouds and your gaze fixed on her like some lovesick poet, are practically handing him the flint and tinder.”

I swallowed hard, the weight of his words settling heavily in my chest. “You’ve made your point.”

“Have I?” Thorling’s tone softened, but his gaze remained sharp. “Because if I catch you so much as glancing her way with that same foolish look again, you’ll have me to answer to. And I assure you, Mercier, I’m far less forgiving than the Queen.”

But I was already stepping away, weaving through the crowd with as much composure as I could muster. The hum of the ballroom faded into the background as I closed the distance, each step drawing me closer to the Queen. She stood apart, her emerald eyes scanning the room with quiet detachment, as though she were both part of the gathering and above it.

Thorling’s voice cut through the noise behind me, louder and sharper than the polite hum of the ballroom. “Mercier! Don’t you dare—”

I didn’t stop. My pulse thundered in my ears as I threaded through the swirling throng of aristocrats and diplomats. The rational part of me screamed to turn back, to heed Thorling’s warning, but I couldn’t. Not now. Not with the Queen so close, her presence pulling me forward like a force beyond my control.

Before I could lose my nerve, I stepped forward and bowed low. “Your Majesty,” I said, my voice steady despite the nervous flutter in my chest. “It’s an honor to meet you.”

Queen Elara turned her gaze to me, her eyes sharp but not unkind. For a moment, she said nothing, her expression inscrutable. Then, to my surprise, her lips curved into a faint smile. “And you are?”

“Julien Mercier,” I replied, rising from my bow. “Of the Office of Foreign Affairs.”

She tilted her head slightly, her smile widening just a fraction. “A bold approach, Monsieur Mercier. And what brings a clerk to my side on this fine evening?”

Queen Elara’s Eclairean was flawless, her words flowing with a natural cadence that caught me off guard. Her accent was subtle, marked only by the faint lilt of her Arlenian origins, and yet it carried a quiet authority that demanded attention.

I hesitated, scrambling to find the right words. “Curiosity, Your Majesty,” I admitted, my voice steadier than I felt. “And the hope that I might learn from someone who embodies the grace and wisdom of two worlds.”

Her emerald eyes glimmered with amusement, and a soft chuckle escaped her lips. “Flattery, Monsieur Mercier? How very Eclairean of you.”

Queen Elara’s soft chuckle turned into a radiant smile, her emerald eyes sparkling as she tilted her head slightly, meeting my gaze with practiced ease. “You are quite the charmer, Monsieur Mercier,” she said, her voice carrying a lively warmth that could easily be mistaken for natural confidence. “Though I suspect you say that to all the queens you meet.”

“Hardly, Your Majesty,” I replied with a wry smile, finding it surprisingly easy to fall into the rhythm of conversation with her. “You are the first, and I doubt I shall meet another who compares.”

Her laugh was soft and melodic, perfectly timed, and it seemed to ripple through the nearby onlookers like sunlight cutting through shadow. “If only diplomacy were always so straightforward,” she said, with a teasing edge. “You must tell me, Monsieur Mercier, does your office train its clerks in the art of flattery, or is this talent all your own?”

“I’m afraid my wit is entirely unpolished,” I said, feigning an apologetic bow. “I hope my sincerity makes up for the lack of refinement.”

Her smile deepened, and she placed a gloved hand delicately over her chest in mock surprise. “Sincerity? At a ball? Monsieur, you truly are an anomaly.”

I found myself genuinely laughing at her response, marveling at how effortlessly she commanded the room while making it feel as though she and I were the only ones present. Her every movement was a masterstroke of poise, her tone perfectly pitched to disarm and delight. Yet beneath her polished exterior, I thought I glimpsed something—just for an instant—a flicker of hesitation, as though the practiced performance might falter if examined too closely.

“I’m afraid I’ve already taken too much of your time,” I said after a moment, though the words came reluctantly. “You must have many others eager to speak with you.”

Her expression softened, the act slipping ever so slightly as she regarded me with an almost thoughtful look. “The thing about nights like this,” she said, her voice quieter but still tinged with cheer, “is that one meets so many faces, but few who seem worth remembering.”

The remark caught me off guard, though I tried not to let it show. “I hope I’ve made a good impression, then.”

“A very good one,” she replied, her tone carrying a faint but genuine warmth. “But I fear Sir Thorling is approaching, and he always looks as though he’s about to scold someone.”

I turned just in time to see Thorling cutting through the crowd, his expression a mixture of annoyance and exasperation. He stopped just short of us, bowing briefly to the Queen. “Your Majesty,” he said in a clipped tone, his disapproval directed squarely at me. “I trust Monsieur Mercier hasn’t been a distraction?”

Queen Elara raised an eyebrow, her smile turning playful as she glanced between us. “A distraction? On the contrary, Sir Edward. Monsieur Mercier has been quite refreshing.”

Thorling’s lips pressed into a thin line, his gaze narrowing ever so slightly as he turned to me. “I’m sure he has,” he said. “Though I must remind him that the Office of Foreign Affairs does not typically encourage unplanned interactions with visiting royalty.” 

I inclined my head, sensing the need for a graceful exit. “Of course, Sir. My apologies if I’ve overstepped.”

Queen Elara’s warm smile lingered as she turned to Thorling, her tone gaining a subtle edge of authority. “Sir Edward, there is no need for such formality. I am perfectly capable of managing my own conversations, and I assure you, Monsieur Mercier has been nothing but respectful.”

Thorling stiffened slightly, his eyes flicking to her with a mixture of concern and something bordering on paternal protectiveness. “Your Majesty, with the situation in Arlenia as it is, I merely wish to ensure—”

“That I am not swayed or manipulated by a charming clerk?” she interrupted, her voice light but firm. “I appreciate your vigilance, Edward, truly, but I am not as fragile as you seem to believe. Monsieur Mercier has offered no offense. In fact, I find his sincerity... refreshing.”

Her words, though spoken softly, had the weight of finality. Thorling’s jaw tightened as he inclined his head, clearly reluctant to concede. “As you wish, Your Majesty.”

Elara turned back to me, her smile brightening once more. “You’ll have to forgive Sir Thorling,” she said, her tone conspiratorial as though sharing a secret. “He takes his role very seriously. It’s both a blessing and a burden.”

“His concern is understandable,” I said carefully, meeting Thorling’s sharp gaze with a brief nod. “Arlenia is fortunate to have someone so dedicated to its well-being.”

Thorling gave a curt nod, clearly displeased but unwilling to challenge the Queen further. “If you’ll excuse me, Your Majesty,” he said stiffly, “I’ll see to the rest of the delegation.”

“Of course, Edward,” Elara replied with a gracious nod. “Thank you.”

As Thorling retreated, Elara’s poised expression softened, and she leaned slightly closer to me, lowering her voice. “He means well, but I suspect he sometimes forgets I’ve been navigating these waters long before he was assigned to my side.”

Her quiet remark drew a smile from me, though I could sense the weight behind her words. “It must be difficult, managing so many expectations,” I said softly, mindful of the lingering eyes around us. “Especially with tensions as they are.”

Elara’s emerald eyes flicked toward the clusters of dignitaries, the faintest shadow crossing her features before she smoothed her expression once more. “Difficult, yes,” she admitted, her voice a touch quieter. “But it’s the nature of the role. One must learn to balance on the knife’s edge and make it look like a dance.”

“And you do it remarkably well, Your Majesty,” I replied, genuine admiration in my tone.

Her lips quirked into a small, knowing smile. “You’re very quick with compliments, Monsieur Mercier. One might think you’ve had practice.”

“I assure you, Your Majesty, I’m merely inspired by the company.”

She let out a soft laugh, tilting her head as though appraising me anew. “Flattery again,” she said lightly. “But I wonder—what is it you truly seek in a conversation with me? Surely there are safer ways to spend your evening.”

The question, though posed with a casual air, struck to the heart of the matter. I hesitated, choosing my words carefully. “Perhaps... perspective,” I said at last. “There’s a great deal I don’t understand about the world, and it seems to me that you’ve seen much of it. I hoped I might learn something from you.”

Her expression softened further, and for a moment, the regal mask she wore seemed to falter. “Perspective,” she repeated, as though tasting the word. “A rare and valuable thing. And a dangerous one, depending on whom you ask.”

Before I could respond, a dignitary approached, bowing deeply. “Your Majesty,” he said, his voice smooth and practiced. “Might I request a moment of your time?”

Elara’s shoulders straightened immediately, the subtle transformation into her public persona as seamless as the swish of her gown. “Of course, Lord Fairweather,” she said with an easy smile. “Please excuse me, Monsieur Mercier.”

“Of course, Your Majesty,” I replied, bowing as she turned her attention to the lord.

As I stepped back, blending once more into the crowd, I couldn’t help but feel the loss of her presence keenly. Her poise and charm were undeniable, but it was the glimpse of something more beneath the surface that lingered in my thoughts.

Thorling’s words from earlier echoed in my mind—she was a symbol, one that inspired reverence and disdain in equal measure. Yet standing close to her, she had felt like neither. She had felt real. And that, more than anything, left me longing for another chance to speak with her.
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CHAPTER NINE
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Shadows in the Ballroom

The gilded ambiance of the ballroom faded as I stepped into the quiet solace of the washroom. The ornate space was deserted, its marble fixtures gleaming under the soft glow of gas lamps. I leaned against the cool porcelain sink, letting out a shaky breath as I tried to collect myself. My brief conversation with the Queen had left me exhilarated, but Thorling’s glowering presence still weighed heavily on my mind. 

The sound of the door clicking shut behind me was the only warning I had before Sir Edward Thorling appeared, his face a mask of barely contained fury.

“Mercier,” he said, his clipped Arlenian accent slicing through the silence. “I warned you.”

I turned, already bracing myself, but I wasn’t prepared for the raw anger in his eyes. Before I could speak, he strode forward, his hand shooting out to grab me by the throat. He slammed me back against the sink, his grip firm but not yet suffocating, his polished veneer cracking under the weight of his rage.

“What part of ‘don’t even think about it’ did you fail to understand?” Thorling hissed, his voice low and venomous. “Are you so blinded by infatuation that you’ve forgotten who she is? What she represents?”

I clawed at his wrist, more out of shock than actual resistance. “Sir... please,” I choked out, the words strained but audible.

Thorling eased his grip just enough for me to speak clearly, but his fingers remained a menacing presence against my neck. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done tonight?” he continued, his tone harsh but measured. “Do you think this is some fairy tale? That you can waltz up to a queen and charm her without consequence?”

“She spoke to me willingly,” I managed, my voice hoarse but steady. “I wasn’t trying to—”

“To what? Embarrass her? Endanger her?” Thorling’s grip tightened momentarily, his anger flaring. “Do you think men like Greaves weren’t watching? That they weren’t waiting for precisely this kind of moment to exploit?”

I shook my head, my hands still gripping the edge of the sink. “I didn’t mean any harm. I just... wanted to talk to her.”

Thorling let out a bitter laugh, his hawk-like eyes boring into mine. “Your intentions mean nothing, Mercier. What matters is how it’s perceived. A clerk, an unknown Eclairean, seeking out private conversation with the Queen? The rumors practically write themselves.”

He released me abruptly, stepping back but keeping his piercing gaze locked on me. I gasped for breath, my hand instinctively going to my throat as I steadied myself.

“Do you think the Dominions care about the truth?” Thorling demanded, his voice colder now, more controlled. “Greaves and his ilk are circling like vultures, waiting for a single misstep to undermine her position here. And you’ve just handed them the perfect excuse to spread whispers of impropriety.”

Thorling didn’t let me recover from his cutting words, his presence looming over me like a shadow. His anger no longer radiated as raw fury but had hardened into something sharper, more calculated—a blade poised to cut deeper.

“You need to understand something, Mercier,” he said, his tone clipped and measured, each word delivered with the precision of a statesman. “This isn’t Eclairea. This isn’t your republic where passion and charisma can override protocol and tradition. Arlenia is not ruled by fiery speeches or fleeting alliances. It is a nation bound by decorum, dignity, and the relentless scrutiny of a world that seeks to tear it down.”

I swallowed hard, the weight of his words pressing down on me.

“Do you know what it means to be a queen in Arlenia?” Thorling asked, his voice softening, though his gaze lost none of its intensity. “It means embodying perfection at all times, not for her sake, but for the sake of her people. Every step, every glance, every word she speaks is calculated to balance on a knife’s edge between admiration and disdain.” He took a step closer, his presence as suffocating as his earlier grip. “And you—an Eclairean clerk—think you can approach her casually, as though she were a figure in one of your salons?”

I opened my mouth to speak, but he silenced me with a sharp gesture.

“Let me tell you how this works,” he continued, his voice gaining an edge of condescension. “In Arlenia, power isn’t taken; it’s preserved, cultivated, displayed with restraint. Queen Elara represents more than herself—she is the symbol of a nation struggling to maintain its identity amidst pressures your republic cannot begin to fathom. When you approached her tonight, you didn’t just risk your reputation; you risked hers.”

Thorling straightened, his expression hardening. “You handed men like Greaves ammunition. You gave them something to twist, to whisper about in their backrooms, to poison her standing in a room full of power brokers already looking for weakness. And all for what? A fleeting moment of her attention?”

His words stung because they rang true. I had acted impulsively, without fully understanding the consequences.

“I didn’t think—” I began, but Thorling cut me off with a humorless laugh.

“No, you didn’t,” he snapped. “And that is precisely the problem.” He took a deep breath, his frustration palpable, before stepping back and adjusting his cuffs with deliberate precision.

Thorling regarded me for a moment, his expression caught between irritation and disappointment. He seemed to weigh something in his mind before finally speaking again, his tone quieter but no less firm.

“Why?” I asked suddenly, my voice breaking the tension. “Why are you so protective of her? You talk as though the world is waiting for her to fail, but she’s the Queen. Doesn’t that mean something?”

Thorling’s sharp gaze locked onto mine, and for a moment, I thought he might explode. Instead, he exhaled slowly, the anger in his eyes cooling into something colder, something far more calculating.

“You really don’t understand, do you?” he said, his voice low and deliberate. “Arlenia is not like your Eclairea. Your republic thrives on upheaval, on tearing down what came before to build something new. Arlenia doesn’t have that luxury. We are a nation held together by centuries of tradition, and at the center of it all stands Queen Elara—the last of her dynasty.”

I frowned, confusion flickering across my face. “The last?”

Thorling nodded, his expression grim. “Her family has ruled Arlenia for generations. But wars, rebellions, assassinations—they’ve taken all the others. She is the only one left. Do you know what that means?”

I shook my head, unsure how to respond.

“It means she is more than just a monarch,” Thorling continued. “She is the final thread holding this fragile tapestry together. Without her, there’s no dynasty, no unifying symbol. Parliament would love nothing more than to throw off the monarchy entirely, to claim power for themselves under the guise of progress. There are factions within Arlenia—those who want to see the royalist movement crushed, those who believe Arlenia should abandon its traditions and embrace something... modern.”

He took a step closer, his tone intensifying. “But do you know what happens if that thread breaks? Civil war. A divided Arlenia, North against South, parliament against the crown, each faction tearing itself apart while our enemies wait to pick over the bones.”

The weight of his words hit me like a blow, but Thorling wasn’t finished.

“Because of her, because of me, and the few who still believe in the royalist cause, we’ve managed to hold the line. But it’s a tenuous balance, Mercier. Every step she takes, every move she makes, must be calculated to maintain that balance. And your impulsive little display tonight could have tipped the scales.”

I swallowed hard, the gravity of his words sinking in.

“I didn’t know,” I said quietly, shame creeping into my voice.

“No,” Thorling said coldly, “you didn’t. And that ignorance could have cost us everything.”

He stepped back, straightening his jacket as though the conversation had drained him. “You asked why I’m so protective. There’s your answer. This isn’t about you, Mercier. It’s about her. It’s about Arlenia. And if you care about either, you’ll keep your distance and learn your place.”

I nodded, unable to meet his eyes. “I understand.”

“Good,” Thorling said, his voice softer now but no less resolute. “Because this is the last warning you’ll get.”

Thorling lingered for a moment, his sharp eyes boring into mine, as though weighing his next words carefully. Then, in a voice laced with cold precision, he added, “You should understand something, Mercier. If I thought for a second that you were a threat to the Queen, I would not hesitate to act. Do not mistake my restraint tonight for weakness or leniency.”

A chill ran down my spine, his calm delivery far more unsettling than his earlier anger.

“I am a godfearing man,” he continued, his tone soft but edged with steel. “And I reserve drastic measures for those who truly deserve them—ungodly heathens, traitors, and the enemies of Arlenia. I have no qualms about removing such dangers to preserve what must endure. You, on the other hand...”

He paused, his lips curling into something that might have been a grim smile. “You are neither a heathen nor a traitor. You’re just a young man, naive and reckless. But make no mistake—if your actions threaten to harm the Queen or this fragile peace we’ve built, I will treat you as I would any other danger. Do you understand me?”

I swallowed hard, my throat dry, and managed a nod. “Yes, sir.”

Thorling stepped closer, his presence suffocating, and lowered his voice to a whisper. “Consider this your second chance, Mercier. Few men are fortunate enough to receive one. Use it wisely.”

He straightened, smoothing the front of his immaculate jacket as though to regain his composure. “Now, clean yourself up and return to the ballroom. Blend into the crowd. Be a ghost, Mercier—seen but not remembered.”

With that, he turned on his heel and strode toward the door. Just before exiting, he paused, glancing back one last time.

“And Mercier,” he said, his voice quieter but no less firm. “Pray you never make me regret this mercy. For your sake and hers.”

The door clicked shut behind him, leaving me standing alone in the echoing silence of the washroom. His words reverberated in my mind, chilling and final.

I stared into the mirror, my reflection staring back with wide, tired eyes. My collar was still slightly askew, and the faint red flush of Thorling’s earlier grip lingered on my throat. I adjusted my jacket, smoothing the creases as I tried to collect myself.

Despite the chill of his words and the suffocating presence he carried, I couldn’t deny that Thorling was... impressive. There was an undeniable strength to him, an authority that commanded the air around him. His tone carried a weight that even the most skilled diplomats and politicians struggled to emulate.

Certainly more than Marcus Halewright, I thought bitterly. The Prime Minister’s arrival earlier that evening had been as stark and joyless as the man himself. Severe, pragmatic, and entirely uninspiring, Halewright was an efficient bureaucrat but lacked the commanding presence of men like Thorling—or, for that matter, Beaumont.

I let out a slow breath, gripping the edge of the sink. As much as I admired Thorling’s authority, I couldn’t help but wish things were different. If the world weren’t so full of shadowed deals and whispered threats, perhaps there could have been room for sincerity, for open dialogue rather than veiled warnings. Perhaps even for a chance to speak freely with the Queen without the looming specter of scandal or reprisal.

But that wasn’t the world we lived in. And I, more than most, knew the cost of breaking the unspoken rules of power and station.

I let my gaze linger on my reflection, and for a fleeting moment, I imagined myself standing in Thorling’s place. How different might my life have been if I could claim my true name—Armand? If the world hadn’t torn my family apart and forced me to live in the shadows of my own history?

The name Mercier was a shield, a false identity meant to protect me from the prying eyes of those who had taken everything from me. But it was also a chain, binding me to a life where I could not claim the nobility that coursed through my blood.

I clenched my jaw, the familiar ache of frustration and longing tightening in my chest. If things had been different, if the revolution hadn’t reduced my family to ashes, perhaps I could have stood in that ballroom as Julien Armand, heir to a proud lineage, and spoken to Queen Elara as an equal rather than a nameless clerk grasping for fleeting moments of attention.

But things weren’t different. They never would be.

I straightened, forcing the bitter thoughts away and focusing on the man in the mirror. I was Julien Mercier now, and the weight of my true name was a burden I could not afford to carry—not here, not now.

Thorling’s warning echoed in my mind as I adjusted my collar and smoothed my jacket one last time. Be a ghost, Mercier—seen but not remembered.

I would blend into the crowd, play my part, and ensure no one ever had cause to look too closely. For now, that was all I could do.

With one final glance at my reflection, I turned and left the washroom, stepping back into the glittering world of the Midsummer Ball, determined to bury the name Armand a little deeper.
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A Choice of Sacrifice

I leaned against one of the polished marble columns, the champagne flute in my hand half-empty. The hum of the ballroom filled the air: the rustle of silk gowns, the low murmur of voices, and the occasional peal of laughter. Yet I barely registered any of it. My thoughts were fixed on her—the Queen of Arlenia.

“Julien!” Antoine’s familiar voice cut through the haze. He appeared at my side, his tie slightly askew, and his expression caught somewhere between amusement and disbelief. “There you are. I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

I turned to him with a distracted sigh. “I was here the whole time.”

“Oh, I’m very aware,” Antoine said, a mischievous glint in his eye. “Do you think I didn’t notice you chatting up the Queen? The Queen, Julien. Please tell me you weren’t trying to get her to buy you a drink.”

I rolled my eyes, though I couldn’t suppress the small smile tugging at my lips. “It wasn’t like that, Antoine. She’s... Well, she’s remarkable.”

Antoine snorted, crossing his arms. “I’ll bet. But I hope you realize what kind of storm you might’ve stirred up. Etienne’s going to love hearing about this.”

The mention of our boss made me groan. “I wasn’t trying to cause trouble. She was kind enough to indulge me for a few minutes, that’s all.”

“Kind enough to indulge you?” Antoine repeated, raising an eyebrow. “You were holding court with a monarch. That’s not exactly standard clerical protocol, you know.”

I sighed, tilting the champagne flute back for another sip. The crisp bubbles did little to ease the restless energy buzzing in my chest. “It wasn’t enough time,” I murmured, almost to myself. “She’s... different, Antoine. Not what I expected at all.”

Antoine studied me for a moment, his smirk fading slightly. “You’ve got that look,” he said finally. “That dreamy, far-off one you always get when you’re in over your head.”

I ignored him, my gaze drifting across the room. The Queen stood at the far end, surrounded by a cluster of diplomats and generals. The golden light from the chandeliers cast a soft glow on her auburn fur, and she moved with the same graceful ease as before, her every gesture calculated yet effortless.

And then it happened.

Her emerald-green eyes, so vivid even from this distance, locked onto mine. The conversation around her continued, but she seemed removed from it, her gaze unwavering. I froze, my breath catching in my throat.

“She’s looking at me,” I said under my breath, almost disbelieving.

Antoine turned to follow my gaze, and when he spotted the Queen staring directly at me, his jaw dropped slightly. “Well, I’ll be damned. She is looking at you. What did you say to her?”

“Nothing,” I muttered, though my heart was racing. “At least... nothing that would explain this.”

For a moment, the noise of the ballroom faded, and it felt as though the space between us had collapsed. I couldn’t look away, and neither, it seemed, could she. Something about her expression—curiosity, warmth, something I couldn’t quite name—made me feel like the only person in the room.

“Julien,” Antoine said cautiously, nudging my arm. “You might want to close your mouth before someone notices.”

I blinked, snapping out of the spell, and took another long sip of champagne to mask my embarrassment. Yet even as I tried to shake the feeling, a flicker of warmth lingered in my chest.

“Antoine,” I said after a moment, my voice quiet, “do you ever feel like... something extraordinary could happen? Like you’ve stumbled into a moment that could change everything?”

Antoine sighed, patting me on the shoulder. “Julien, I’ve got to hand it to you. You’ve managed to romanticize an accidental conversation with royalty into some grand, life-altering event. Impressive, even for you.”

I ignored his teasing, my eyes drifting back to her. Queen Elara had returned her attention to her companions, but something about the way she carried herself now seemed different. I couldn’t help but feel, despite the vast distance between us, that I mattered to her—if only for a fleeting moment.

Antoine chuckled, shaking his head. “You’ve got it bad, my friend. Just don’t let Etienne hear about your ‘moment of destiny,’ or we’ll both be buried in paperwork until the next midsummer.”

I smiled faintly, but I couldn’t tear my thoughts away from her. The Queen. The lovely, enigmatic Queen. For the first time in my life, I felt the stirrings of something more than ambition, more than duty—a pull toward something greater. Something worth chasing.

The orchestra’s melody swelled to a crescendo, couples twirling gracefully across the polished parquet floor. I had just reached for another flute of champagne when a commotion at the entrance drew everyone’s attention.

The grand double doors burst open with a loud crash, silencing the music and freezing the dancers mid-step. A courier, his uniform disheveled and boots caked in mud, stumbled into the ballroom. His face was flushed, and his breaths came in ragged gasps as he scanned the room for his target.

Lucien Beaumont, who had been engaged in a quiet conversation with his generals near the center of the room, straightened immediately. His commanding presence silenced the murmur of confusion that had begun to ripple through the crowd. “Over here!” he barked, his deep voice echoing off the crystal chandeliers.

The courier hurried forward, bowing hastily as he reached the general. “Your Excellency,” he began, his words tumbling out in a rush, “urgent news from the Arkinlithos frontier. Valtorea... they’ve moved on Naxos.”

A collective gasp swept through the room, followed by a stunned silence.

“Naxos?” Antoine whispered beside me, his brow furrowed. “The last independent state in Arkinlithos. If Valtorea has it, they control the entire region.”

Lucien’s face darkened, and he gestured sharply for the courier to continue. “Speak plainly, sir. What has happened?”

“They’ve annexed it, sir,” the courier said, his voice trembling slightly. “Their forces marched in tonight. The Naxian garrison surrendered without a fight.”

The room erupted in a cacophony of voices—diplomats muttering among themselves, military officers exchanging grim glances, and nobles expressing outrage or concern in hushed tones. Even Queen Elara, who had maintained a serene composure throughout the evening, looked visibly shaken.

Lucien raised a hand, and the room fell silent once more. His expression was set, his jaw clenched as he stepped forward, his gaze sweeping across the assembled crowd.

“This aggression cannot stand,” he declared, his voice firm and resonant. “Valtorea’s expansion into Arkinlithos is a direct threat to Eclairea and the stability of our allies. We cannot allow their imperial ambitions to go unchecked.”

He turned, addressing not only his generals but the entire room. “I will not sit idly by while the flames of tyranny spread across our borders. Naxos may be small, but it is a vital ally, and its freedom must be restored.”

A murmur of approval rippled through the crowd, though I caught sight of a few diplomats exchanging uneasy glances. Lucien continued, undeterred. “I will lead the Grand Army of the Republic myself,” he proclaimed, his voice swelling with conviction. “We will march on Arkinlithos, liberate Naxos, and show the world that Eclairea stands resolute against aggression.”

Cheers erupted from some corners of the room, particularly among the military officers and ardent nationalists.The energy in the room was electric, Lucien’s powerful proclamation igniting a fervor that spread like wildfire through the crowd. Antoine turned to me, his eyes alight with excitement. “Did you hear that, Julien? He’s going to march on Naxos! The Grand Army will be unstoppable.”

I couldn’t suppress the smile tugging at my lips, the heady mixture of patriotism and adrenaline rushing through me. “It’s the kind of moment they write songs about,” I said, raising my champagne flute in an impromptu toast. “For the Republic!”

“For the Republic!” Antoine echoed, clinking his glass against mine with such force that I worried it might shatter.

Around us, the ballroom seemed to erupt into a scene of chaos and determination. A wave of young clerks, aides, and junior officials surged forward toward Lucien, their voices rising in eager shouts to serve in the Grand Army. Antoine grabbed my arm, pulling me forward with the crowd.

“Come on, Julien!” he urged. “If we’re going to be a part of history, this is our chance.”

The rational part of me hesitated, my mind racing with the implications of what this decision would mean. But my heart was louder, pounding in my chest with the unshakable certainty that this was a moment too great to ignore.

We pushed through the throng, and I found myself swept up in the tide of fervor, shouting my own pledge to serve as Lucien’s booming voice called for volunteers. The general’s gaze passed over us briefly, his nod of approval sending a surge of pride through my veins.

And yet, as the cheers and declarations grew louder, I felt a sudden pull—an invisible thread drawing my attention away from the crowd. I turned, my breath catching as I locked eyes with Queen Elara.

She stood apart from the chaos, her auburn fur and emerald gown glowing softly in the golden light of the chandeliers. Her expression was calm, as always, but her eyes betrayed something deeper—a flicker of worry, of unspoken words that seemed directed solely at me.

For a moment, the noise of the ballroom faded away, and it was just the two of us. Her gaze held me in place, her silent plea cutting through the patriotic fervor that surrounded me. I knew what she was telling me: be careful. Don’t let your heart lead you into ruin.

But my heart was already made up.

I gave her a small, almost imperceptible nod, hoping she would understand. This was my choice, my moment. Her lips pressed into a faint, unreadable line before she turned away, her poise unshaken, though the worry in her eyes lingered in my mind.

As the evening wore on and the young volunteers were gathered near the ballroom entrance to prepare for our departure, I found myself stepping outside for a moment of fresh air. The midsummer breeze was cool against my face, carrying with it the faint scent of flowers from the palace gardens.

“Leaving so soon, Monsieur Mercier?”

The voice was soft, yet unmistakable. I turned to see Queen Elara standing a few paces away, the light of the moon casting a silvery glow over her auburn fur. She approached with the same grace she had shown all evening, her emerald eyes meeting mine with a quiet intensity.

“Your Majesty,” I said, bowing deeply. “I didn’t expect to see you again tonight.”

“I thought I might catch you before you left,” she said, her voice low. “You’ve made your decision, then?”

“I have,” I replied, my voice steady though my chest felt tight. “I believe it’s the right thing to do. To stand with Lucien, to reclaim Naxos.”

Her emerald eyes flickered, and though she nodded, I could see the faint shadow of disappointment cross her face—a fleeting crack in the regal mask she wore so effortlessly. “I see,” she said softly. “Then I suppose there’s little I can say to change your mind.”

Her emerald eyes flickered, and though she nodded, I could see the faint shadow of disappointment cross her face—a fleeting crack in the regal mask she wore so effortlessly. “I see,” she said softly, her voice unsteady in a way that surprised me. “Then I suppose there’s little I can say to change your mind.”

Her tone was not the voice of a seasoned monarch, wise with years of diplomacy and loss, but that of someone just as young as I was—someone grappling with a world far larger and harsher than either of us wanted it to be. It made the weight of her words all the more striking, and I found myself hesitating.

“Your Majesty,” I began carefully, “I know this isn’t what you want to hear. But we have to fight for Naxos. If we don’t, if we let Valtorea take what it wants without resistance, how can we ever hope for a better future?”

Elara looked away, her arms crossing tightly over her chest in a gesture that seemed more self-protective than regal. “And what will that future cost, Monsieur Mercier? How much of yourself will you lose to ensure it?”

Her question caught me off guard. I wanted to argue, to tell her that sacrifice was necessary, that standing aside would be far worse—but her voice, her expression, carried a vulnerability that silenced me.

I straightened, a fire igniting in my chest as her question settled over me. The vulnerability in her voice didn’t weaken my resolve—it sharpened it. “Your Majesty,” I said, my voice firm but not unkind, “what I might lose—what any of us might lose—is nothing compared to what’s at stake if we do nothing.”

Her emerald eyes flicked back to mine, searching for something I couldn’t quite name, but I pressed on, conviction driving me forward. “Do you understand what it means for Naxos to fall? It’s not just a small kingdom annexed by an empire—it’s a signal. A signal that Valtorea can take what it wants, piece by piece, until there’s nothing left of the free world. If we don’t stand now, when will we?”

Her lips parted slightly, as though she wanted to argue, but I didn’t give her the chance. “You’re right—war costs. It takes lives, it takes hope, it takes parts of ourselves we’ll never get back. But what’s the alternative? To surrender without a fight? To let our enemies carve away at everything we stand for until there’s nothing left of Eclairea but a memory?”

She flinched, her composure visibly shaken, but I refused to stop. “I would rather lose myself fighting for something I believe in than live a life of regret, knowing I stood by and did nothing. Sacrifice isn’t easy, but it’s the price we pay to protect what matters. And if I have to give everything for my country, for my people, then so be it.”

I could feel my chest rising and falling with the force of my words, the passion in them echoing in the quiet space between us. She stared at me, her arms still crossed, her expression unreadable but softer—not in agreement, but in a way that felt like understanding. Slowly, she shook her head, her auburn hair catching the soft light of the palace.

“You truly believe that, don’t you?” she said, her voice trembling slightly. “That this war will bring something better? That it will be worth it?”

I nodded, meeting her gaze without hesitation. “I do, Your Majesty. And I’ll prove it.”

She looked away again, her shoulders tense as though she was struggling to hold herself together. “I envy your certainty,” she said quietly. “And I fear what it will cost you.”

Her words hung heavy in the air, a quiet crack in my armor of conviction. For just a moment, I felt a pang of doubt, but I pushed it aside. “It’s a cost I’m willing to bear,” I said firmly.

She turned back to me then, her regal mask sliding seamlessly back into place. “Then I suppose this is goodbye, Monsieur Mercier.”

“Farewell, Your Majesty,” I said, bowing deeply.

She nodded, her gaze lingering on mine for a moment longer than I expected. There was something unspoken in her eyes, something I couldn’t decipher, and then she turned and walked away. Her steps were graceful as ever, but there was a heaviness to them, as if she were carrying a burden I couldn’t begin to understand.

I stood there, watching as she disappeared into the glow of the palace. I felt both emboldened and unsettled, her words a quiet echo in my mind. I had chosen my path, and I wouldn’t waver, but her voice lingered, a subtle reminder of the cost of my resolve.

“Julien!” Antoine’s voice jolted me from my thoughts, and I turned to see him grinning as he clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Ready to join history?”

I straightened, my resolve hardening once more. “More than ready.”

But as I followed him back into the throng of eager volunteers, I couldn’t help but glance over my shoulder, back toward the palace where Elara had gone. Her image lingered in my mind, her voice entwined with the fire in my heart—a quiet reminder of what I was fighting for, and what I was leaving behind.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
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From Quills to Muskets

The morning air was cool against my cheeks as I stood outside the barracks of the newly re-formed Fusiliers of Eclairea. My fingers tightened on the strap of my satchel, nerves raw but resolve firm. Thoughts of the Midsummer Ball—of the oath I’d sworn to Beaumont, to myself, and to my father’s memory—played on a loop in my mind. Everything I’d promised now hung in the balance.

The barracks complex sprawled before me, all gray stone and iron gates, teeming with new recruits. Most were young men like me, their faces set in a mixture of anticipation and worry. Officers in pressed blue uniforms stalked among the lines, barking out orders and scribbling names into ledgers. The air carried the faint scent of polished leather and freshly primed gunpowder, a heady mix that set my pulse racing.

I joined the queue, my heart pounding as I edged closer to the recruiting officer stationed at a broad wooden desk. The officer—a grizzled veteran with a thick mustache—glanced up only briefly.

“Name?” he barked, barely looking away from his paperwork.

“Julien Mercier,” I replied, fighting to keep my voice steady.

“Age?”

“Twenty-one.”

“Occupation?”

I hesitated for the briefest moment. “Former clerk in the Office of Foreign Affairs.”

That got his attention. He lifted an eyebrow, finally looking at me. “A clerk? Why the army, boy? Not exactly a natural transition.”

I straightened my back, standing a bit taller. “I want to fight for Eclairea—and for what Beaumont is trying to build. I’m done sitting behind a desk while others defend our future.”

The officer studied me for a moment, as if weighing my conviction. Then he grunted and scribbled my name into the ledger. “Report to the quartermaster for your gear. Training starts at dawn.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

Walking across the courtyard, I felt a strange sense of destiny weaving itself around me. I knew full well the hardships that came with being a soldier, the sacrifices it demanded. But for reasons I couldn’t fully explain—even to myself—I was ready to face them.

The wiry quartermaster with a perpetual scowl handed me a bundle of crisp, blue-and-white fabric. The uniform felt heavier than I’d expected, as though the weight of its meaning was already pressing down on me. No longer was I Julien Mercier, the unassuming clerk. I was a fusilier of Eclairea now, committed to protecting my country.

As I changed into the uniform in a dimly lit barrack room, my thoughts drifted to Lucien Beaumont. The man had lit a spark in me—a sense of duty intertwined with a hunger to be part of something greater than myself. Beaumont’s unshakable focus on justice and progress had ignited something in my soul I hadn’t known was there.

I fastened the last button just as a familiar voice broke through my thoughts. “Look at you, a proper soldier at last.”

I turned to see Antoine leaning casually in the doorway, already dressed in his own crisp blue uniform. His grin was wide, a mixture of amusement and pride, as he crossed his arms and tilted his head.

“Never thought I’d see the day you’d trade quills for a musket,” he said, stepping into the room.

“Someone has to do it,” I replied, a small smile tugging at my lips. “Besides, I’d hate to leave the honor of defending Eclairea to you.”

He laughed, the sound rich and easy. “Defending Eclairea? Julien, the way you’re standing there like you’ve just been knighted, I’d say you’re planning to save the whole Republic singlehandedly.”

I rolled my eyes, but his teasing helped ease some of the tension coiling in my chest. “Maybe I am,” I said, straightening my posture. “You’ve seen how Lucien inspires people. This is the chance to be part of something that matters.”

Antoine’s grin widened, but there was a knowing gleam in his eye that made me immediately suspicious. “Oh, I’ve seen how Lucien inspires people,” he said, his tone light and teasing. “But forgive me if I wonder whether this newfound patriotism has less to do with our fearless leader and more to do with a certain auburn-haired queen.”

I felt heat rise to my cheeks, and I turned away sharply, busying myself with adjusting my uniform. “Don’t be ridiculous,” I muttered, though my voice sounded more defensive than I intended.

“I joined because I believe in the cause,” I shot back, turning to face him. “Because I want to do something meaningful, not spend my life hidden behind a desk.”

“Oh, I’m sure,” he said, his grin unwavering. “But let’s not pretend the lovely Queen Elara didn’t spark some of that fire. What was it she said to you at the ball? Something about being ‘extraordinary’? Must’ve felt nice.”

I glared at him, though I could feel the warmth in my cheeks betraying me. “She was being kind,” I said firmly. “That’s all.”

Antoine snorted, shaking his head. “Kind, sure. Let’s call it that. But the way you’ve been marching around like you’ve got the weight of Eclairea on your shoulders, I’d say you’re trying to live up to something—or impress someone.”

I clenched my jaw, unwilling to give him the satisfaction of admitting he might be partially right. “It doesn’t matter,” I said, brushing past him toward the training grounds. “What matters is that I’m here, ready to fight for my country. Whether you believe it or not.”

Antoine’s laughter followed me as he jogged to catch up. “Oh, I believe it, Julien. I just think your ‘country’ has emerald eyes and a tail.”

I stopped in my tracks, spinning on him with a sharp look. “Antoine.”

“All right, all right!” he said, raising his hands in mock surrender, though his grin never wavered. “I’ll drop it. For now.”

I sighed, forcing myself to focus as we approached the gathering recruits. The officers were already barking orders, and the sound of musket barrels clicking into place filled the air.

The training grounds were a chaos of movement and sound, the sharp bark of orders cutting through the air like musket fire. Officers strode back and forth, inspecting lines of recruits who fumbled to keep up with shouted instructions. The rhythmic slam of boots on packed dirt echoed in unison, occasionally interrupted by a misstep or a poorly timed command.

Antoine and I fell into line with the other recruits, each of us clutching a musket that felt unnaturally heavy in our hands. The officer nearest us, a wiry man with a voice that could probably carry across a battlefield, wasted no time tearing into the group.

“Look alive, Fusiliers! You think the Valtoreans are going to wait for you to find your footing?” His gaze swept over us like a hawk’s, lingering for a moment on me. “You! Mercier, isn’t it? Thought clerks carried books, not muskets.”

A few of the recruits chuckled under their breath, but I kept my back straight and my eyes forward. “I’ll manage, sir,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady.

“We’ll see,” the officer shot back, his tone dripping with skepticism. “By the end of today, you’ll either be a soldier or a liability.”

The first hour was spent drilling. Marching in formation seemed simple enough in theory, but in practice, it was grueling. Every misstep earned a sharp rebuke, and even the slightest hesitation brought the officer’s wrath. My legs ached as we were made to march back and forth across the grounds, pivoting and wheeling in response to shouted commands.

By the second hour, my uniform was drenched in sweat, and my hands were blistered from the rough wood of the musket. Antoine, to my irritation, seemed to be faring better, though even he was starting to show signs of fatigue.

“You look like you’re about to fall over,” he muttered out of the corner of his mouth during a brief lull.

“Speak for yourself,” I shot back, though my legs felt like lead.

Before I could say more, the officer called for musket drills. We were taught to load, aim, and fire in rapid succession, the movements broken down into precise steps. It was nothing like the careful, deliberate motions I’d practiced in my mind. The weight of the musket threw off my balance, and the constant shouting did nothing to help my concentration.

“Too slow, Mercier!” the officer barked as I struggled to load the powder into the pan. “By the time you’re ready to fire, the enemy will already have skewered you.”

I gritted my teeth and pushed through, ignoring the stares of the recruits around me. By the time the first round of drills ended, my arms were trembling, and my ears were ringing from the sharp cracks of musket fire all around us.

Antoine leaned toward me, his voice low. “Still think this is better than a desk job?”

I glared at him, too tired to come up with a witty response.

The drills continued until midday, the sun climbing high in the sky and baking the training grounds beneath its relentless heat. By the time we were given a brief reprieve, I collapsed onto a patch of grass, my muscles screaming in protest.

Antoine flopped down beside me, his grin faint but still infuriatingly intact. “So,” he said, taking a swig from his canteen, “how’s the noble cause treating you so far?”

“It’s brutal,” I admitted, my voice hoarse. “But worth it.”

He raised an eyebrow, passing me the canteen. “Still holding onto that fire, huh? I’d admire it more if I wasn’t convinced you’re half mad.”

I took a long drink, the cool water soothing my parched throat. “Maybe I am,” I said, handing the canteen back. “But I’m here, aren’t I? Same as you.”

Antoine laughed softly, lying back against the grass. “Fair enough. But don’t get too comfortable. Something tells me the real work hasn’t even started yet.”

I knew he was right. The officers made it clear that this was only the beginning. But as I looked around at the rows of recruits, their faces weary yet determined, I felt a strange sense of pride. We were untested and raw, but we were united by a common purpose.

The officer’s bark cut through the air like a whip, jolting us back to reality. “Break’s over, Fusiliers! Back on your feet!”

Antoine groaned dramatically, pushing himself up and brushing the grass off his uniform. “Told you,” he muttered under his breath as he offered me a hand. “The real work hasn’t even started.”

I grabbed his hand, letting him haul me up. My muscles protested with every movement, and the weight of the musket slung over my shoulder felt heavier than before. But there was no room for complaint. The officers wouldn’t tolerate it, and neither would I. Not from myself.

We joined the rest of the recruits in the formation, the lines somewhat straighter now than they had been earlier in the day. The drills resumed with brutal efficiency—marching in formation, practicing musket volleys, learning how to reload faster. The officers shouted instructions and berated anyone who faltered, their voices relentless.

“Keep that line straight!” one of them yelled as we marched. “If I see a single gap, you’ll all be running laps until dusk!”

Antoine shot me a look, sweat dripping from his brow. “You know,” he whispered, his voice low enough to avoid detection, “I’m starting to think they enjoy watching us suffer.”

“Starting to?” I replied, the corners of my mouth twitching into a faint smile despite the ache in my legs.

The musket drills were the hardest part. Loading the weapon under pressure, with the officer breathing down my neck and yelling every time I fumbled, was maddening. My hands shook as I poured powder into the pan, the motions clumsy and slow compared to the smooth precision of some of the other recruits. I could feel the officer’s eyes boring into me.

“Mercier! Faster!” he barked, his voice sharp enough to make me flinch. “You’re loading a musket, not composing a letter! Move!”

I clenched my jaw, forcing myself to focus. Powder, ball, ramrod—every step felt like a battle against my own exhaustion and nerves. By the time I finally managed to fire, my arms were trembling from the strain.

Antoine, of course, made it look easy. His shot cracked through the air moments after mine, and he glanced at me with an exaggerated shrug. “Told you I’d be better at this than you.”

“Shut up, Antoine,” I muttered, though there was no venom in my voice.

The drills dragged on until the sun began to dip toward the horizon, casting long shadows across the training grounds. By the time we were dismissed, my body felt like it had been wrung out and left to dry. My uniform was soaked with sweat, my hands raw and blistered from the musket, and every muscle ached.

Antoine dropped onto a bench near the barracks, letting out a long sigh. “Well,” he said, his voice laced with exhaustion, “if this is day one, I can’t wait to see what tomorrow brings.”

I sank down beside him, too tired to respond immediately. The sounds of the training grounds—the clatter of muskets being stacked, the low murmur of recruits talking amongst themselves—blurred into the background as I stared up at the sky, streaked with the fiery colors of sunset.

Despite the pain, the exhaustion, and the relentless drills, I felt something stir in me. Pride. Determination. A sense that I was exactly where I was supposed to be.

“You know,” I said quietly, breaking the silence, “I think we’ll survive this.”

Antoine snorted, leaning back against the wall, and let out a tired laugh, shaking his head. “Probably not.”

We sat there for a while, letting the cool evening air wash over us. Tomorrow would be another brutal day, but for now, we could rest. And as much as I hated to admit it, I was looking forward to whatever came next.
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CHAPTER TWELVE
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The First Clash

A gray dawn crept over the frontier, turning the world around me into half-shadows and uncertainty. The army stood ready to cross into Arkinlithos, the snap and crack of regimental flags echoing above us. Men stood grim-faced in the cold light, their breath clouding the air as we waited for the order to march. Rumors had rippled through the camp all night—tales of old fortresses with crumbling walls, and glittering city-states would be our targets. Nothing would stand in our way. At the head of the column sat Lucien Beaumont himself, cloaked in Eclairea’s brilliant blues. He looked every bit the leader we needed: young, yes, but with a fierce resolve burning in his eyes, the kind that could light a battlefield on fire. 

Two weeks. That was all the training Antoine and I had under our belts. Just two weeks to learn how to march, how to load and fire a musket, how to fix a bayonet. Not nearly enough to make me feel prepared for this moment. My musket hung heavy on my shoulder, and my feet dragged through mud that clung to my boots like iron weights. The chill stung my face, and my breath misted in the gray light as we trudged onward, the steady beat of drums keeping us moving in step. 

I glanced at Antoine, hoping to find some reassurance. His broad shoulders carried the weight of his gear without faltering, and his jaw was set in that determined way of his. If he was afraid, he didn’t show it. I wasn’t sure if that made me feel better or worse. 

We were no longer just recruits. We were Revolutionary Guards now, sworn to protect Lucien Beaumont’s vision of a new, reborn Eclairea. Whether we were ready or not didn’t matter anymore. The march into Arkinlithos had begun. 

By midday, the landscape opened into the plains of Arkinlithos, rolling fields broken by patches of woodland. In the distance, jagged mountains loomed, their peaks glinting white with snow. Seeing these lands under our banners sent a jolt of awe through me. I’d read about Arkinlithos in books, but standing here, surrounded by soldiers and the smell of powder and sweat, made the stories feel real—and the danger more immediate. 

The air grew heavier as we advanced, the rhythm of the drums and the clink of equipment blending into a steady, oppressive symphony. The plains of Arkinlithos stretched out before us, deceptively tranquil beneath the cold, pale sun. Smoke from our marching columns lingered low in the air, mingling with the earthy scent of churned soil. Every step carried us deeper into the unknown. 

Officers rode along the lines, their sharp voices cutting through the murmur of weary soldiers. "Eyes forward!" one barked, his glare sweeping over us. "Keep the line steady—no room for hesitation!" 

The orders felt like a lifeline, something to focus on other than the knot of nerves tightening in my gut. I tightened my grip on my musket, its weight a constant reminder of the responsibility I carried now. Around me, the other recruits shuffled forward with the same grim determination, their expressions a mirror of my own. 

As we approached a small rise, Captain Duquesne came galloping down the line, his voice sharp and urgent. “Recruits! Prepare to halt!” he barked, his scowl deepening as his gaze passed over us. “Form a defensive line at the crest! And remember—discipline keeps you alive.” 

I shot Antoine a glance as we scrambled to follow the orders, our boots sliding on the damp grass. “This is it, isn’t it?” I muttered. 

He nodded, his expression hard but not unkind. “Looks like it.” 

We reached the rise and fanned out into position, the line stretching unevenly as recruits shuffled into place. Officers shouted corrections, forcing us into tighter ranks. My heart pounded as I fixed my bayonet with trembling hands, the metallic click reverberating in the cold air. Beside me, Antoine loaded his musket with practiced efficiency, his movements steady and calm despite the tension crackling around us. 

From the crest, the landscape stretched wide and open, the rolling plains dotted with patches of trees and low, rocky outcrops. It was beautiful in a way, the kind of beauty that seemed almost cruel in its indifference to what was about to unfold. 

A distant sound broke the stillness—a low rumble, faint but growing. I squinted into the horizon, my breath catching as I spotted movement. A dark mass was advancing across the plains, slow but steady, like a storm rolling in. My stomach clenched. 

Antoine’s voice broke the silence between us. “There they are.” 

I nodded, my throat dry. The Valtorean banners became visible as they crested a distant hill, their crimson and black colors rising against the pale sky. My hands gripped the musket tighter, the cold metal biting into my palms. 

Antoine leaned closer, his voice low but firm. “Stick to what we practiced,” he murmured. “Take your shot clean, reload fast, and don’t panic.” 

I nodded, gripping the strap of my musket tighter. The words were simple enough, but they carried a weight that settled deep in my chest. Panic wouldn’t help me here. Focus would. 

The drums picked up their tempo, signaling us to quicken our pace. My boots sank into the damp earth as we moved, and the air buzzed with the low murmur of nervous voices. Every step took us closer to whatever awaited on the other side of this border. My heartbeat thudded in time with the drumbeat, a steady rhythm that both grounded and unnerved me. 

I wasn’t ready for this. None of us were. But I was here, and there was no turning back. 

As we crested the rise, the magnitude of our situation hit me like a physical blow. The Valtorean forces stretched out before us, an endless sea of crimson and black, their ranks seemingly impenetrable. The sun glinted off their polished armor and raised pikes, casting long, ominous shadows across the field. Trumpets blared in the distance, signaling their charge, and my stomach clenched.

"Form ranks!" Captain Duquesne bellowed from his horse. His steed danced nervously under him, sensing the tension in the air. "Remember your training! Stand fast!"

The Valtoreans charged towards us, their battle cries and the thunder of their hooves mingling with the pounding of my heart. Beside me, I felt Antoine shift his stance, his grip on his musket white-knuckled but steady. I took a deep breath and mimicked him, trying to quell my trembling limbs. This was it. Our time had come.

The Valtorean cavalry closed in, the ground quaking beneath the relentless pounding of hooves. Their lances gleamed wickedly in the cold light, aimed straight at our ragged line. I swallowed hard, my mouth dry as I sighted down the barrel of my musket, waiting for the order to fire.

"Steady!" Captain Duquesne's voice rang out above the clamor. "Hold your fire until my command!"

The enemy drew nearer, close enough now that I could see the fierce determination etched onto their faces beneath their helms. Fear coiled in my gut, but I held my ground, acutely aware of Antoine's solid presence at my side. We would stand together, come what may.

"Ready!" Duquesne bellowed. I cocked my musket, the click of the mechanism lost amidst the rising din. The Valtoreans were almost upon us, the whites of their horses' eyes visible. 

"Aim!" I raised my weapon, the stock firm against my shoulder, my finger curled around the trigger. Time seemed to slow, each heartbeat an eternity. I focused on a rider bearing down on me, his lance leveled at my chest. 

"Fire!" Captain Duquesne's command cracked through the air like a whip. I squeezed the trigger, my musket bucking against my shoulder as it discharged. The acrid scent of gunpowder filled my nostrils as the field erupted into a cacophony of gunfire and screams.

To my horror, the musket balls ricocheted off the Valtorean knights' armor, the enchanted metal glinting with an otherworldly sheen as it deflected our volleys. The knights barely flinched, their lances unwavering as they thundered towards our line. My heart sank as I realized the futility of our attack. We were outmatched, our weapons useless against their arcane defenses.

"Second rank, fire!" Duquesne's voice rose above the chaos, desperate and strained. Another volley tore through the air, the muzzle flashes illuminating the grim determination on my fellow soldiers' faces. But again, the bullets glanced harmlessly off the Valtoreans' armor, leaving only faint scorch marks in their wake.

The knights were nearly upon us now, the ground quaking beneath the relentless pounding of their horses' hooves. I could see the intricate engravings on their breastplates, pulsing with an eerie, bluish light - the telltale sign of the powerful enchantments woven into the metal. Their visors were down, but I could feel the intensity of their gaze, the unwavering resolve to crush us beneath their charge.

I fumbled with my cartridge, my fingers clumsy with fear and adrenaline. Beside me, Antoine fired, his face set in grim determination as he moved through the motions of reloading with practiced efficiency. The acrid scent of gunpowder burned my nostrils, and smoke stung my eyes, but I forced myself to focus on the task at hand.

As I rammed the cartridge down the barrel of my musket with trembling hands, a thunderous boom shattered the air, overwhelming even the cacophony of battle. I flinched instinctively, my heart leaping into my throat as I whirled to face the source of the sound. 

There, cresting the rise behind our ragged line, was a sight that made my breath catch in my chest: a battery of horse artillery, the polished brass of their cannons gleaming in the cold light. The gun crews moved with practiced precision, their movements a dance of deadly efficiency as they swabbed the bores and loaded the pieces. Smoke curled from the muzzles, acrid and thick, as the gunners adjusted their aim, the barrels swinging to track the charging Valtorean knights.

Another boom rocked the field, and I watched in awe as a hail of grapeshot tore through the air, the deadly projectiles glinting like a swarm of angry hornets. The barrage slammed into the Valtorean line with devastating force, the enchanted armor of the knights finally yielding under the onslaught. Breastplates crumpled and helms shattered as the grapeshot found its mark, the once-impervious metal now as fragile as parchment.

Horses screamed and knights toppled from their saddles, their lances clattering to the ground as they fell. The charge faltered, the Valtorean line breaking like a wave against a cliff as the artillery fire ripped through their ranks. Plumes of dirt and gore erupted from the ground, the air thick with the coppery scent of blood and the acrid tang of expended magic.

I stood transfixed, my musket forgotten in my hands as I watched the Valtoreans reel beneath the onslaught. Beside me, Antoine let out a hoarse cheer, his voice joining the rising chorus of our fellow soldiers as they realized the tide was turning. The Valtorean knights, once an unstoppable force, were now in full retreat, their enchanted armor reduced to twisted scraps of metal as they fled towards the distant city of Naxos.

Relief washed over me, so powerful that it made my knees weak. I sagged against Antoine, my breath coming in ragged gasps as the adrenaline that had sustained me through the battle began to ebb. He clapped me on the shoulder, his grin fierce and triumphant.

"We did it, Julien," he said, his voice hoarse from shouting. “We can kick those bastards out!”

I nodded, my own smile tugging at my lips despite the exhaustion that settled deep in my bones. 

As the last of the Valtorean knights disappeared over the horizon, a ragged cheer went up from our ranks. Soldiers embraced one another, their laughter ringing out across the battlefield, giddy with relief and the heady rush of victory. Even Captain Duquesne allowed himself a rare smile, his stern facade cracking as he surveyed the jubilant scene.

Lucien Beaumont rode along the line, his blue cloak billowing behind him as he raised his hand in acknowledgment of our triumph. The sun glinted off his polished armor, casting him in an almost ethereal light. He looked every inch the leader we had hoped for, his face alight with fierce pride and determination.

"Well done, men!" he called out, his voice carrying over the din. "You have proven yourselves true sons of Eclairea today. But our work is not yet done. We march on Naxos, to liberate our brothers and sisters from the Valtorean yoke. Rest now, for tomorrow we continue our glorious campaign!"

A resounding cheer went up at his words, the soldiers' voices mingling with the joyous pealing of trumpets. I turned to Antoine, my grin mirroring his own. We had survived our first taste of battle, and the future seemed bright with promise.

As the army made camp for the night, the mood was buoyant. Soldiers gathered around campfires, their laughter and chatter rising into the star-strewn sky. The scent of roasting meat mingled with the smell of spiced wine.

Antoine and I found a spot near the edge of the camp, our bedrolls spread out beneath a towering oak. We settled in, our muscles aching from the day's exertions, but our spirits high. Antoine produced a flask of whiskey from his pack, taking a long swig before passing it to me.

"To victory," he said, his eyes sparkling in the firelight. "And to the liberation of Naxos."

I raised the flask in a toast, the whiskey burning my throat as I drank. "To victory," I echoed, savoring the warmth that spread through my limbs. 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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The March to Naxos

The sun rose vibrant and unrelenting, its golden rays piercing the remnants of last night’s mist and gilding the rolling hills ahead. The hum of the camp was alive with energy, an electric anticipation coursing through the veins of soldiers and officers alike. The triumph over the Valtorean knights had filled our ranks with a boldness that seemed to banish the chill of the early morning.

Around me, men sang as they rolled up tents, their voices weaving together in harmonies that carried over the gentle breeze. Flags fluttered proudly above the assembled troops, the Eclairean blue snapping in the wind. The air smelled of damp earth and dew-kissed grass, mingled with the faint tang of spent powder—a strangely invigorating scent that spoke of battles won and glory yet to be seized.

Antoine stood nearby, his musket slung over his shoulder and his cheeks ruddy from the brisk air. He grinned at me, a rare expression that made his face look years younger.

“You see that sunrise, Julien?” he asked, gesturing with a sweeping motion toward the horizon where the fields of Arkinlithos stretched in endless waves. “Feels like a good omen to me.”

I nodded, the lightness in his tone infectious. The weight of the musket on my shoulder felt a little less burdensome, the ache in my legs from yesterday’s march a little easier to bear. Today, the world felt vast and full of possibility, the promise of victory shining as brightly as the sun.

***
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THE MARCH TO NAXOS was different from the grim trudge into Arkinlithos. Men strode with purpose, their boots falling in a steady rhythm that matched the upbeat cadence of the drummers. The countryside opened up before us, its beauty a stark contrast to the grimy streets of Parisia I had left behind.

Here, the land was alive with color and history. Rolling vineyards stretched across the hills, their rows neat and endless, bordered by low stone walls worn smooth by time. Olive trees swayed in the breeze, their silver leaves glinting in the sunlight, and the occasional farmhouse stood proud amid the fields, its terracotta roof vibrant against the greenery. Every so often, the road passed through a village where the air buzzed with cautious optimism.

Locals stood along the roadside, some offering bread and water, others cheering quietly as Lucien Beaumont’s banner came into view. Their faces bore the marks of hard lives—creased with sun and toil—but their eyes gleamed with something brighter: hope.

“They know who we are,” Antoine murmured beside me, his voice carrying a mixture of pride and wonder. “More than that, they know what we’re trying to do.”

As we marched farther south, the evidence of Aurentinia’s ancient glory began to appear. Crumbling arches rose from fields of wheat, and columns adorned with faded carvings of dragons—symbols of the old Draconii dominion—stood sentinel along the roadsides. I couldn’t help but feel a sense of awe, imagining the empire that had once ruled these lands. The stones seemed to hum with memory, their silent weight a reminder of the enduring presence of the past.
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THE GRANDEUR OF THE countryside slowly gave way to something heavier, more somber. The land began to slope downward into the low hills that signaled the approach to Naxos. The air, once crisp with the scent of dew and earth, grew still and laden with a metallic tang. The fields became less vibrant, dotted now with the scorched remains of villages and the jagged skeletons of trees felled by cannon fire.

By midday, the singing among the men had quieted. Conversations dropped to murmurs, the anticipation replaced with a solemn focus as the realization of what lay ahead began to settle over us. Even the drummers seemed to strike their beats more cautiously, the sound echoing through the hills like an ominous heartbeat.

We crested another ridge, and there it was—Naxos, sprawled across the valley like a wounded beast.

From this distance, it was both magnificent and tragic. The high walls of the city were scarred but still standing, their ancient stone blackened by fire. Smoke rose in thin, lazy columns from somewhere within, blending into the haze of the horizon. The river that cut through the city gleamed under the midday sun, a ribbon of silver bordered by ruins.

The officers called for a halt, and the column slowly ground to a stop. Around me, men adjusted their gear and whispered among themselves. Antoine stood beside me, his earlier grin replaced by a tense frown.

“This,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper, “is not what I imagined.”

The drummers resumed their beat, and the column began its descent toward the valley, the march more subdued now, every step pulling us closer to the storm that awaited. As the shadow of Naxos grew larger, I glanced back at the ridge we had left behind, the golden sunlight still kissing the hills in contrast to the darkness ahead. It was a fleeting glimpse of a world that felt impossibly far away.
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HE DESCENT INTO THE valley was slow and deliberate, as if the weight of the looming battle pressed down on every man. The column moved with precision, the earlier energy replaced by a quiet determination. The officers barked orders to establish camp just beyond the reach of Naxos’ walls. Tents sprouted like weeds across the fields, their white fabric glaring against the darkened city in the distance. Soldiers worked quickly, driving stakes into the ground, digging trenches, and constructing barricades in preparation for the inevitable clash.

By nightfall, the camp had taken shape, sprawling and orderly, with campfires scattered like stars on the earth. The murmurs of the men, the clatter of pots, and the occasional laugh cut through the crisp night air, though the tension was palpable. Everyone knew the Valtoreans were trapped, their famed knights bottled up behind Naxos’ ancient walls. It was only a matter of time before Lucien’s army bore down on them.

From a vantage point near our section of the camp, I could see the faint glow of torches along the city’s battlements. The Valtoreans’ defenses were formidable but dwarfed by the sheer number of banners flying under Lucien’s colors. The Revolutionary Guard, bolstered by countless conscripts and fervent volunteers, was vast—a sea of blue and gold threatening to engulf the city.

Antoine sat beside me, his musket across his knees as he poked at the embers of our fire. His earlier bravado had given way to quiet reflection. “One to ten,” he muttered, his eyes fixed on the distant city. “They don’t stand a chance.”

“They don’t,” I replied, my voice low. “But that won’t stop them from fighting.”

The arrival of Lucien’s forces came swiftly the next morning. The camp stirred to life long before dawn, the sound of horns and the tramp of boots heralding the approach of the main army. It was a sight both inspiring and terrifying. Thousands of soldiers marched in tight formations, their movements precise and disciplined, their banners snapping in the cold morning air. Cannons and supply wagons creaked along the roads, flanked by cavalry in gleaming armor.

Lucien Beaumont himself rode at the head of the column, his figure striking even at a distance. Mounted on a sleek black stallion, he wore the uniform of a general turned ruler—a deep blue coat with golden trim, his breastplate polished to a mirror shine. His presence seemed to radiate authority, his eyes scanning the encampment with a steely intensity that silenced any lingering doubts among the men.

The Revolutionary Guard wasted no time encircling Naxos. Artillery was positioned strategically across the hills, their muzzles aimed directly at the city’s walls. The engineers worked tirelessly to construct siege engines, their efforts punctuated by the rhythmic pounding of hammers. Lucien’s officers barked orders, organizing the infantry into divisions, their lines stretching for miles around the city like a noose tightening around a doomed prey.

By midday, the siege was in full effect. Cannons thundered, their iron shells slamming into the walls of Naxos with deafening force. The ground beneath us trembled with each blast, a constant reminder of the sheer power at Lucien’s command. Smoke rose from the city as fires broke out, the once-proud spires crumbling under the relentless bombardment.

I found myself stationed near one of the artillery emplacements, tasked with ferrying ammunition to the gunners. The work was grueling, the weight of the shells biting into my hands, but it kept my mind from wandering to the horrors unfolding before me. Antoine stayed close, his usual chatter replaced by a grim silence as he watched the city endure wave after wave of bombardment.

As the sun dipped below the horizon, painting the battlefield in hues of blood and shadow, the first breaches appeared in Naxos’ walls. The cries of the Valtorean defenders grew more desperate, their movements frantic as they scrambled to shore up the gaps. Lucien’s officers began preparing the infantry for an assault, their voices carrying over the din.

Antoine turned to me, his face pale in the dim firelight. “This isn’t a siege,” he said, his voice trembling. “It’s a slaughter.”

I didn’t have the heart to disagree.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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A City That Would Not Fall

A week had passed, and still, Naxos held. Despite the relentless bombardment, the Valtoreans clung to their crumbling walls with a tenacity that bordered on the miraculous. From the camp, we could see their soldiers standing resolute amid the rubble, their wolf-headed banners still flying proudly against the smoke-streaked sky. Every breach in the walls was patched overnight, every cannon emplacement silenced only to return fire the next morning. Their defiance was maddening, admirable, and utterly futile.

The camp buzzed with restless energy. Rumors of dwindling Valtorean supplies and desertions among their ranks spread like wildfire, yet no one could ignore the reality that they had held longer than anyone had expected. The Revolutionary Guard, despite its overwhelming numbers, had grown impatient. Idle men grow dangerous, and whispers of discontent reached even my ears.

By mid-afternoon, a rare moment of calm descended. The cannons ceased their thunder, the battlefield falling eerily quiet save for the faint cries of the wounded and the occasional distant crack of musket fire. It was then that we saw them—two figures riding out under the banner of truce.

Lucien Beaumont, resplendent even in his campaign uniform, rode at the head of our envoy. Beside him was a standard-bearer holding the Eclairean banner aloft. Across the field, the gates of Naxos creaked open, and an old man emerged, mounted on a tired-looking horse. The Valtorean general was a contrast to Lucien. His armor was battered, his black and gold cloak torn and singed at the edges, but his bearing was upright, his face a mask of determination beneath the weight of years.

Antoine and I stood among a crowd of soldiers gathered on a nearby rise to watch the meeting. Around us, men speculated in hushed tones, their words laced with both hope and dread.

“Think they’ll surrender?” Antoine asked, his voice low.

I shook my head. “If they were going to, they’d have done it days ago.”

The two generals met in the open field, dismounting just outside cannon range. They exchanged no pleasantries, only a curt nod before they began to speak. From our position, we couldn’t hear their words, but the tension in their postures told us everything. Lucien was animated, gesturing toward the city with sweeping motions, while the Valtorean stood stiff and unyielding, his arms folded across his chest.

Minutes stretched into what felt like hours. Finally, Lucien turned on his heel, mounting his horse with a sharp motion that betrayed his frustration. Without another word, he spurred his horse back toward the camp, his standard-bearer following closely. The Valtorean general lingered for a moment, gazing toward his city, before returning to Naxos.

When Lucien reached our lines, his voice carried above the murmurs of the soldiers.

“Tomorrow,” he declared, his tone cold and resolute, “we take Naxos by storm.”

The air seemed to still, every man frozen by the weight of those words. An assault. We all knew what that meant: chaos, slaughter, unimaginable bloodshed. For a moment, the world felt very small, as if it had collapsed into the narrow confines of what the next day would bring.

Antoine slumped beside me, his face pale. “It’s madness,” he said, his voice barely a whisper. “They’ll throw us at the walls like lambs to the slaughter.”

I didn’t answer. My gaze was fixed on Lucien as he rode back toward his command tent, his figure contrasting against the evening sky. He carried himself with the confidence of a man who knew he would win, no matter the cost.

As night fell over the camp, the atmosphere shifted. The fires burned brighter, the songs and laughter of previous nights replaced by the quiet murmur of prayers and the clink of men checking their gear. Antoine and I sat by our fire next to Sergeant Renard, the unspoken truth hanging heavy between us. Tomorrow, everything would change.

“I hope we survive this,” Antoine said finally, breaking the silence.

I looked at him, his face illuminated by the flickering flames. He looked younger in that moment, vulnerable, like the boy he still was beneath the uniform and the musket.

“So do I,” I said, though the words felt hollow.

The fire crackled between us, casting flickering shadows on his angular features as he chewed on a scrap of dried meat. Antoine hugged his knees, his musket resting against the log behind him, and I could tell from the way his eyes darted to Renard that he wanted answers as much as I did.

“I fought the Valtoreans once,” Renard began, his voice low and rough, like gravel underfoot. He leaned closer to the fire, the faint scent of tobacco lingering on his breath. “In the last war. Castelon. Back when I was young and stupid like you two.”

Antoine frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Renard ignored the question, poking at the fire with a stick. “They’re not like us, boys. You think this is about politics, or land, or whatever Lucien’s spouting to keep you marching? To them, this is holy. Every man, woman, and child in that Empire believes they’re the chosen of the Savior, that their Emperor is the voice of the divine.”

“Fanatics. It doesn’t surprise me. Of course they are...” I growled out, sighing.

Renard barked a short laugh. “Fanatics doesn’t even begin to cover it. They’ve built their armies around it. Their doctrine’s soaked in faith. You won’t see deserters in their ranks, boys. No cowards, no weak links. They think dying for Valtorea and their Emperor earns them salvation. Eternal glory in some paradise their priests dreamed up.”

Antoine shifted uneasily. “Not exactly dreamed up...” he muttered, more to himself than to Renard.

Renard spat into the dirt. “Whatever you want to believe. That doesn’t matter-but discipline does. And theirs is the best you’ll find on this cursed continent. Especially the Volkians. Those wolves in Naxos? They’re the Empire’s finest. Trained to perfection. When the charge comes—and it will come—it won’t just be men running at you. It’ll be a wall of bayonets, moving like a storm crashing against a cliff.”

Antoine paled. “Bayonets? Against our cannons? That’s insane.”

“Insane,” Renard said, his tone sharp, “but effective. Their conscripts are taught from day one that the bayonet is sacred. The purest weapon. A man with a bayonet doesn’t rely on gunpowder or luck. He relies on his courage. And every one of those bastards believes in it so deeply, they’ll charge right into hell itself.”

The words hung in the air, heavy and suffocating. Antoine glanced at me, his lips pressed tightly together.

Renard leaned back, his gaze distant. “I’ve seen it,” he said, his voice quieter now. “A single regiment of Volkians holding a ridge against three of ours. Three. Their officers were dead, their lines were crumbling, and they still didn’t break. And when they charged...”

He trailed off, shaking his head as though to banish the memory. “It wasn’t men charging us. It was a damned machine. Each man stepping over the dead and wounded without breaking stride, their halberds gleaming in the sunlight. By the time we regrouped, the ridge wasn’t ours anymore.”

“What happened after?” I asked, though my voice was barely above a whisper.

Renard’s face hardened. “What was left of my regiment limped home. And the Volkians? They marched on like nothing had happened.”

Antoine shuddered, pulling his knees closer to his chest. “So what do we do? How do you fight something like that?”

Renard turned his eyes on Antoine, his gaze hard as iron. “You don’t fight it. You endure it. When those wolves come at you tomorrow, you stand your ground. You fire, and you keep firing until there’s nothing left to fire at. But don’t think for a second they’ll give you an inch. Because they’re not fighting to win. They’re fighting to die. Every last one of ‘em believes they’re going to meet the Savior by the end of the day, and they’ll take as many of us with them as they can.”

The fire crackled as his words settled over us like a shroud. Antoine stared into the flames, his face pale and drawn. I wanted to say something—anything—to break the suffocating silence, but the lump in my throat kept me quiet.

Renard stood with a grunt, brushing dirt from his trousers. “Get some rest, boys,” he said. “Tomorrow’s going to be hell.”

He disappeared into the darkness, leaving us alone by the fire. Antoine shifted beside me, his voice shaking as he spoke. “Do you think he’s right?”

I didn’t answer. I couldn’t. My gaze lingered on the flames, their light flickering like distant memories. Sleep would not come that night. It waited on the far side of dawn, in a world where the Volkians no longer marched. Or where we no longer did.
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Into the Teeth of the Wolves

The first light of dawn broke over the battlefield, pale and cold, casting long shadows over the earthworks and shattered remnants of the siege camp. The stillness was deceptive, a fleeting calm before the storm. Every soldier in the Revolutionary Guard knew what this day meant. Today, the gates of Naxos would fall—or we would.

The order came with the sun, carried by runners to each division. The cannons would fire in unison, focusing their wrath on the already battered gates and the sections of wall closest to them. Once the gates were breached, the infantry would charge, wave after wave, until the city was ours.

Antoine and I stood in the ranks of the first wave, our breaths visible in the cold morning air. Around us, men adjusted their gear, tightened their belts, and muttered prayers to the Savior that they hadn’t spoken to in years. The tension was palpable, like a cord pulled taut and ready to snap.

Renard moved through the line, his weathered face set in grim determination. When he reached us, he stopped, looking us over with the critical eye of a man who had seen too many young soldiers die.

“Stick close to me,” he said, his voice low but firm. “When the gates fall, there’s going to be chaos. Don’t lose your heads.”

Antoine nodded, gripping his musket so tightly his knuckles were white. I could feel my own heart pounding, a drumbeat of fear and anticipation that matched the steady thud of the artillery behind us.

The cannons roared to life, their deafening blasts shaking the ground beneath our feet. The gates of Naxos disappeared into smoke and fire, the ancient wood and iron groaning under the relentless assault. The walls nearest the gates were already riddled with cracks, and now chunks of stone crumbled and fell, sending plumes of dust into the air. The wolf-headed banners of the Volkians still flew defiantly above the city, stark against the sky.

Then the horns blew, sharp and shrill, cutting through the cacophony. It was time.

“Forward!” Renard shouted, his voice carrying above the din.

The line surged ahead, muskets at the ready, bayonets gleaming in the pale light. The world narrowed to the sound of boots on dirt, the crash of cannon fire, and the cries of officers driving their men onward. Ahead of us, the gates of Naxos loomed, shrouded in smoke and flame, the gaping wound in the wall inviting and ominous.

The smoke thickened as we approached, stinging our eyes and catching in our throats. Antoine was close at my side, his face pale and tense, his musket held tightly across his chest. Around us, men muttered prayers, curses, or nothing at all, their gazes fixed on the blackened remains of the gate.

We were halfway there when the first unease settled in. The defenders weren’t firing. No muskets cracked from the walls, no cannon thundered from the city. The only sound was the steady march of our boots and the distant cries of the wounded.

“Why aren’t they shooting?” Antoine whispered, his voice tight with apprehension.

“Something’s wrong,” I muttered, glancing at Renard. If the sergeant sensed it, he didn’t show it, his focus fixed on the breach.

As we neared the gate, the smoke cleared just enough for us to see them. A detachment of Valtoreans stood in perfect formation. They wore black uniforms with gold trim, their polished buttons and brass shako plates gleaming even in the gloom. The eagle emblem of Valtorean adorned their shakos, and their faces,  were cold and impassive. Their muskets were leveled at us with terrifying precision, bayonets already fixed.

The sight froze us in place, a wave of dread rippling through the line. The Volkians stood like statues, their ranks pristine, their polished shakos glinting in the faint morning light. Even amid the haze of smoke and ruin, they exuded an aura of unshakable confidence.

Renard’s voice snapped like a whip. “Muskets up! Ready yourselves!”

The order jolted us into motion. We fumbled with powder and shot, hastily leveling our muskets in the direction of the breach. But the Volkians didn’t fire. They stood silent, unmoving, their dark uniforms and gold trim giving them an almost spectral quality.

“Why aren’t they shooting?” Antoine asked again, his voice shaking now.

“They’re waiting,” I replied, my grip tightening on my musket. My heart hammered against my ribs, the sense of impending doom thickening with every step.

As if on cue, the Volkian officer stepped forward, his boots clicking against the stone. His black coat swept the ground, the gold trim catching the light, and in his gloved hand, he held a saber that gleamed like a sliver of fire. He stopped just ahead of his men, his face obscured beneath the shadow of his shako.

The officer raised his saber in a slow, deliberate motion, the blade catching the light. The Volkians tensed, their muskets trained on us with terrifying precision.

“Fire!” Renard bellowed, but the officer’s saber dropped before we could act.

The first volley hit us like a thunderclap. The roar of muskets was deafening, the sound crashing through the air and drowning out the screams. Around me, men fell like wheat before the scythe, their bodies crumpling into the dirt. Blood sprayed across the ground, staining the churned earth.

Renard's voice cut through the chaos, sharp and commanding. “Return fire! Muskets up, damn it!”

We scrambled to obey, the line shuffling into position amid the confusion. Powder horns were upended, balls rammed down barrels, and flintlocks cocked, but it was a mess. The terrain near the breach was churned and uneven, the ground littered with rubble and bodies. Smoke obscured everything, and the Volkians remained in their perfect formation, shadowy figures standing as one, unyielding.

“Fire!” an officer bellowed, and our muskets went off in an uneven ripple of cracks.

The volley was a disaster. The smoke clouded our vision, and the range was too far for the shots to find their marks. A few musket balls pinged harmlessly against stone or glanced off shakos, but the Volkians barely flinched. Their line remained intact, their discipline unshaken, like statues in the haze.

The officer with the saber—the Volkian leader—raised his blade again, his motion deliberate. The second volley came with terrifying precision. Their muskets thundered as one, and the sharp cracks ripped through our line again. More men fell, screaming as they clutched at wounds or collapsed lifeless onto the bloodied ground.

Antoine stumbled beside me, nearly dropping his musket as a bullet whizzed past his head. “They’re cutting us down!” he shouted, panic rising in his voice.

I grabbed his arm, pulling him upright. “Hold the line!” I barked, though my voice shook as badly as my hands.

Renard was already ahead of us, his bayonet fixed, his voice booming. “Reload and advance! Don’t stop now! Push forward, damn you!”

The order to reload felt like a cruel joke. The chaos made it nearly impossible—powder spilled, ramrods jammed, and some men simply gave up, clutching their weapons uselessly as they waited for the inevitable. The Volkians, meanwhile, reloaded with mechanical precision, their movements synchronized and efficient.

The officer’s saber dropped again, and another volley cracked out, precise and devastating. More of our men crumpled, and the ground beneath our boots became slick with blood and mud. The air was filled with the moans of the dying, the acrid sting of gunpowder burning our throats.

“This is suicide!” Antoine cried, his voice breaking. “We can’t hit them from here!”

He was right. The Volkians had taken the perfect position—protected by the narrow breach and with the high ground just behind them. Every shot they fired struck true, while our volleys scattered uselessly into the smoke or fell short.

But Renard wasn’t stopping. “Fix bayonets!” he roared. “We’ll take them up close!”

The sound of steel sliding onto muskets was drowned out by the growing din. My hands trembled as I fixed my bayonet, my eyes locked on the black-and-gold figures in the breach. They hadn’t moved, their ranks still pristine despite the carnage around them.

“Charge!” Renard’s command was a roar, and the line surged forward, a desperate, bloody tide.

The distance between us and the Volkians seemed to stretch forever, each step heavy and labored. The smoke thickened as we advanced, swallowing the cries of the wounded and the clash of steel. My muscles burned, my lungs ached, but there was no stopping now. Behind us, the second wave was already pressing forward, driving us into the teeth of the Volkian line.

The officer raised his saber one final time, and the Volkians stepped back, their front line dropping to one knee as the second row fired a final, devastating volley into our charge. The line around me staggered and broke, men falling in heaps as the air filled with blood and screams.

Chaos swallowed everything. The roar of musket fire, the clash of steel, and the agonized cries of dying men mingled into an overwhelming cacophony. Smoke choked the air, blotting out the sun and turning the battlefield into a suffocating hell. The breach itself became a slaughterhouse, bodies piled high where men had fallen, their blood pooling beneath the boots of the living.

Renard’s voice rang out, desperate and furious. “Hold the line! Don’t turn your backs—hold, damn you!”

But the line wouldn’t hold. A musket shot cracked through the air, and Renard staggered, his words cutting off as a dark stain spread across his chest. He clutched at the wound, his expression twisting in shock and pain, before collapsing into the dirt. His body was swallowed by the surge of men around him, and suddenly, the front line wavered.

The fusiliers began to break. First one, then another, and soon it was a cascade—men turning and running, their faces pale with terror, their muskets abandoned as they fled back toward the relative safety of the second wave. The retreat became a stampede, the panic contagious as more men tripped over the bodies littering the ground, scrambling to escape the massacre at the breach.

“Don’t run!” Antoine shouted, his voice raw, but it was no use. The tide was against us.

I grabbed Antoine’s arm, dragging him toward the nearest cover—a crumbled section of wall just inside the gate. A handful of others followed, their eyes wide with fear, their movements frantic. We huddled behind the ruined stone, the only barrier between us and the advancing Volkians.

The second wave, meant to reinforce the breach, slammed into the retreating fusiliers. The two lines collided in a chaotic tangle of bodies, weapons, and shouts. Officers screamed orders, their voices lost in the pandemonium as the men behind us tried to push forward while those in front scrambled to flee.

Pinned down behind the wall, I clutched my musket, my hands trembling. Antoine knelt beside me, his face streaked with blood—whether his or someone else’s, I couldn’t tell. “We’re trapped,” he whispered, his voice hoarse. “They’ll cut us to pieces.”

Through the smoke, I saw the Volkians preparing for their next move. Their officer stood tall, his black uniform and gold trim pristine despite the carnage. He barked commands, and his men began to form up again, their bayonets gleaming in the flickering light.

“They’re going to charge,” I said, my voice barely audible over the din.

It was worse than that. From their ranks, a group of Volkians stepped forward, each carrying a satchel at their side. Grenades. They were preparing to loosen explosives into the panicked mass of Eclaireans—an act as calculated as it was devastating. The black-clad soldiers moved with chilling precision, their hands reaching for the deadly iron spheres.

Antoine saw them too. His eyes widened, panic overtaking his expression. “They’re going to kill us all.”

I pressed my back against the wall, my heart hammering in my chest. There was nowhere to go, no way to run. The second wave was jammed up behind us, their formation shattered by the retreat, leaving us exposed at the mercy of the Volkians.

All around, men screamed and scrambled, officers shouting desperate orders that no one followed. Smoke and blood filled the air, the acrid stench burning my lungs. The Volkians moved closer, marching finely. 

Ahead, the Volkian grenadiers reached the front of their lines, their satchels now open. One by one, they began lighting the fuses of their grenades. The dull hiss of sparks was audible even over the cacophony of the battlefield, and the sight of the iron spheres in their hands sent a fresh wave of terror through our ranks.

“They’re going to throw!” Antoine shouted, his voice high-pitched with panic.

“Down! Get down!” I roared, dragging him behind the crumbled section of wall as the first grenades arced through the air.

The explosions were deafening. The ground shook beneath us as fire and shrapnel ripped through the panicked Eclaireans. Men screamed, their bodies flung into the air like ragdolls. The second wave disintegrated, the press of soldiers at the breach scattering as the grenades continued to rain down, tearing holes in their already shattered formation.

I dared a glance over the edge of the wall. The Volkians hadn’t even flinched. Their lines were reformed now, tight and menacing, their officer’s saber raised high. The grenadiers stepped back, their deadly work done, as the rest of the Volkian line surged forward.

“They’re charging,” I muttered, dread pooling in my stomach.

Antoine grabbed my arm, his face pale and streaked with soot. “What do we do?”

The question hung in the air for a moment, a bitter realization settling over me. There was nothing to do. We were pinned down, trapped between the ruins of the breach and the chaos of the retreating second wave. The Volkians were coming, and they were coming fast.

“Hold here!” I shouted to the handful of men still crouched behind the wall with us. Most looked dazed, their faces blank with shock, but a few nodded, gripping their weapons as if they could somehow stop the tide.

The Volkians roared as they charged, their bayonets gleaming as they closed the distance. The sound was primal, terrifying—a wall of noise that drowned out everything else. Their boots struck the ground in perfect rhythm, their lines unbroken despite the carnage around them.

I raised my musket, my hands shaking as I took aim at the nearest soldier. “Steady!” I yelled, though I could barely hear my own voice over the noise.

The first shots rang out from our makeshift cover, but they did little to slow the oncoming tide. The Volkians were relentless, their black-and-gold uniforms growing larger as they closed the gap. The shattered remnants of the second wave in front of us turned into an obstacle, men tripping and falling as they tried to flee from the advancing line.

One Eclairean officer tried to rally the retreating men, his saber raised as he screamed for them to hold, but a Volkian bayonet silenced him mid-shout, the blade punching through his chest. His body crumpled to the ground, and the Volkians stepped over him without hesitation.

“They’re almost here!” Antoine shouted, his voice cracking with terror.

“Keep firing!” I yelled back, though I could feel the futility in my own words. My musket kicked against my shoulder as I fired again, the shot disappearing into the chaos. Another man fell beside me, clutching at a wound in his side, his blood pooling at my feet.

The Volkians pressed forward, their black-and-gold uniforms stark against the smoky ruin of the breach. Their movements were deliberate, mechanical, and unrelenting. My hands fumbled as I tried to reload, the motions instinctive but clumsy in the face of overwhelming terror. Around me, the other men were doing the same—those who hadn’t fled or fallen, at least. The air was thick with the acrid stench of blood and powder, choking my lungs and stinging my eyes.

One of the Volkians vaulted over the rubble, his bayonet gleaming as he thrust it toward me. I stumbled back, my musket too slow to block, and the blade grazed my arm before Antoine’s bayonet found the man’s ribs. The Volkian fell without a sound, collapsing like a discarded puppet. Antoine yanked his weapon free, his hands trembling, his face a mask of terror.

“They don’t even flinch,” he gasped, his voice hoarse. “It’s like they don’t care.”

He was right. The Volkians didn’t flinch. They didn’t hesitate. Their eyes—cold, hard, and calculating—betrayed none of the fear that gripped the Eclaireans. They fought with a chilling precision, their bayonets thrusting and slicing with practiced ease. They were veterans, hardened by battles far worse than this, their movements honed by years of brutal warfare in God-knows-only-where.

I wasn’t used to this. The first man I killed had sent a wave of nausea through me, my hands trembling as I stared at the blood on my bayonet. But the Volkians... they didn’t even pause. Every thrust of their blades, every pull of the trigger was deliberate, methodical, as if they had done this a thousand times before—and they probably had.

Another came at me, his bayonet aimed low. I blocked with my musket, the force of the impact jarring my arms, and kicked out desperately. My boot caught him in the knee, and he staggered, just long enough for me to drive my bayonet into his chest. His body crumpled against me, his blood hot and sticky as it soaked through my coat. I shoved him off, gasping for air, but there was no time to think—another was already advancing.

“Hold the line!” someone shouted, though it was impossible to tell who. The words rang hollow amidst the chaos. There was no line. Only fragments of men, scattered and scrambling to stay alive.

The Volkians’ officer was still standing amidst the carnage, his saber rising and falling with grim efficiency. His commands came in sharp bursts, driving his men forward even as their numbers dwindled. They were disciplined, impossibly so, but they were also mortal. For every Eclairean they cut down, two more surged forward, the sheer weight of numbers forcing them back, step by bloody step.

It was their precision against our desperation.

The tide began to shift. The second wave had finally recovered from the earlier chaos, their ranks reforming just outside the breach. Fresh soldiers poured in, their muskets blazing, the roar of their volleys shaking the air. The Volkians fought to hold their ground, but the weight of the Eclairean numbers was overwhelming. They were being pressed back, their perfect formation beginning to fray.

“They’re breaking!” Antoine shouted, his voice cracking with something that almost sounded like hope.

But they weren’t breaking. Not yet. The Volkians retreated in perfect order, their movements calculated even in the face of overwhelming odds. Their officer raised his saber high, signaling a regroup. The grenadiers moved to the rear, their black uniforms disappearing into the smoke as the front lines tightened once more. They were planning something—something deadly.

“They’re stalling,” I said, the realization hitting me like a blow. “They’re trying to hold us here.”

Antoine looked at me, his face pale. “For what?”

I didn’t know. But whatever it was, it wouldn’t matter. The Volkians, despite their tactics and their terrifying efficiency, were too few. Their lines thinned with every volley, every bayonet clash, every step back they took. They were wolves, fierce and unyielding, but even wolves could be brought down by sheer numbers.

A fresh wave of Eclaireans surged forward, muskets and bayonets driving into the Volkians with reckless abandon. I pressed forward too, my bayonet thrusting again and again, each movement more desperate than the last. The air was a blur of screams, gunfire, and the sickening sound of steel meeting flesh.

The Volkians were losing ground. Slowly, inch by inch, the breach began to clear. For the first time since the charge began, it felt like we might actually survive this.

But then, through the smoke and chaos, I saw the grenadiers reappear, their iron spheres in hand. The officer shouted something in Valtorean, his voice sharp and commanding, and the grenades were lit.

“Grenades!” I screamed, my voice raw. “Get down!”

The explosions that followed were deafening, ripping through the Eclairean ranks with devastating force. Shrapnel tore through the air, cutting down men in waves. The momentum we had gained vanished in an instant, replaced by panic and confusion as the Volkians countercharged, their bayonets gleaming as they surged forward once more.

The wolves weren’t done yet.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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Blood in the Alley

Smoke still clung to the cramped breach after the second grenade detonation, swirling in thick, acrid clouds that obscured everything beyond a few feet. The stench of powder, blood, and burning flesh filled my nostrils, making it hard to breathe. The Volkians, for all their discipline and precision, were finally faltering. Their numbers had thinned to the breaking point, their once-imposing formation splintered under the relentless press of Eclairean bodies. No amount of grenades or tactics could stop the bloody push.

The final moments of the struggle were brutal. The Volkians retreated step by step, their movements still controlled, but their cohesion was gone. A bayonet thrust here, a desperate parry there—each of their actions reeked of exhaustion, not fear. Even as they gave ground, they didn’t run. They fell back toward the narrow streets of Naxos, their officer still at the rear, his saber flashing as he swung to cover their retreat.

I crouched low behind the remnants of the wall, my chest heaving as I clutched my musket. My ears rang from the explosions, and every muscle in my body ached from the strain of the fight. Beside me, Antoine didn’t look any better. His face was pale and streaked with soot, his hands trembling as he leaned on his bayonet for support.

“They’re pulling back,” he whispered, his voice almost incredulous.

I nodded, my throat too dry to speak. Peering over the wall, I caught a glimpse of the last of the Volkians disappearing into the smoke, their eagle-crested shakos vanishing into the labyrinth of ruins beyond the breach. Behind them, our forces surged forward, officers screaming at the men to press the advantage. But I didn’t move. I slumped back down, pressing my body against the blood-slick stone as I let out a shaky breath.

The fighting passed us by, the tide of soldiers sweeping forward into the city proper. For the first time since the charge began, there was quiet. Not silence—there’s no such thing on a battlefield—but the gunfire and shouting had grown distant, muffled by the ruins of Naxos.

“We made it,” Antoine said, his voice barely above a whisper. He sat down heavily, his musket slipping from his grip. “I can’t believe it. We actually made it.”

I didn’t answer. Closing my eyes, I let the adrenaline drain from my body, leaving only exhaustion in its wake. My hands were sticky with blood—some my own, most not—and my arms ached from the weight of the musket. The ground around us was littered with bodies, Eclairean and Volkian alike, their lifeless forms testament to the savagery of the battle.

After a long pause, Antoine broke the silence again. “Do you think it’s over? The fighting, I mean.”

I shook my head slowly. “Not yet. The city’s still theirs. But...” I hesitated, glancing deeper into the city, where the smoke hung like a shroud. “They surely can’t hold out much longer.”

I barely had time to breathe before a sharp voice barked over the din.

“You two!”

Antoine and I snapped our heads up, startled. A lieutenant, his uniform dirtied but still bearing the telltale stripes of rank, stood before us. His face was streaked with soot, his saber drawn, and his eyes burned with determination that cut through the haze of battle.

“Get on your feet!” he ordered, pointing his blade at us. “We’re moving into the city. Now.”

Antoine hesitated, his hands shaking as he clutched his musket. “But sir—”

“No ‘but.’ On your feet, soldier!” the lieutenant snarled, his tone brooking no argument. “This isn’t a damn picnic.”

I exchanged a quick glance with Antoine before we both scrambled to stand, our legs aching from the effort. My musket felt like lead in my hands, but I clutched it tightly, afraid to let go.

The lieutenant didn’t wait for us to gather our wits. He motioned sharply for us to follow as he turned to join a group of soldiers already forming up nearby. The men in the formation looked as battered and bloodied as we were, their faces grim, their muskets ready. Most of them seemed as unwilling as we were, but there was no questioning orders now—not with officers like him driving us forward.

“We’ve got Volkians fleeing down the alley ahead,” the lieutenant said, his voice cutting through the muted chaos of the breach. “We’re not letting them regroup. Stay tight, watch your corners, and for the love of the Savior, keep your heads down.”

The group began to move, the sound of boots crunching over rubble and broken stone filling the alleyway as we advanced. Smoke clung to the narrow space, hanging in thick clouds that burned the throat and stung the eyes. On either side of us, the buildings loomed like skeletal remains, their tall, whitewashed walls streaked with soot. Shuttered windows stared down like hollow eyes, silent witnesses to the carnage.

The stench of death was overwhelming. Blood, powder, and something far worse clung to the air, making each breath a struggle. The oppressive weight of the moment pressed on us, and I tightened my grip on my musket, every nerve on edge.

A sudden burst of musket fire shattered the uneasy quiet. The sharp cracks echoed through the alley, coming from somewhere ahead. Instinctively, the squad halted, crouching low as hearts pounded in the confined space. My eyes darted to the facades of the buildings, searching for any sign of movement. Shadows danced across the upper floors, but the shutters remained closed. It was impossible to tell if we were being watched—or hunted.

A low cry of alarm came from one of the men at the rear. The sound made my stomach knot, and I tightened my finger on the trigger, ready to fire at the first sign of an enemy.

“There!” the lieutenant barked, pointing with his saber toward an abandoned shopfront. The door was ajar, its wood splintered and sagging on rusted hinges. Shadows flitted behind it, faint but unmistakable. “Company—prepare to fire!”

We raised our muskets as one, the air suddenly thick with the tension of anticipation. My stomach churned, a cold sweat breaking out along my spine. This wasn’t like the stories of glorious charges or heroic last stands. Here, in the claustrophobic confines of the alley, the brutal reality of war pressed down on me. Behind that door could be a desperate enemy ready to kill—or civilians who had no place to flee. I swallowed hard, the weight of the moment threatening to suffocate me.

I glanced at Antoine. He nodded once, his jaw tight, though his hands trembled on his musket. His face was pale, streaked with soot and blood, but there was a resolve in his eyes that steadied me—if only for a moment.“On my mark!” the lieutenant commanded, his voice low but forceful. The squad tensed, muskets aimed at the door. The seconds stretched into eternity, every breath loud in my ears, every heartbeat a drumbeat of fear.

The door creaked open further, the faintest hint of movement stirring the shadows beyond. For a moment, everything seemed to still. Then the lieutenant’s voice rang out: “Fire!”

The volley erupted like thunder, the force of it jolting me backward. My musket recoiled hard against my shoulder, and smoke filled the alley in a choking cloud. I blinked rapidly, trying to see through the haze, but the shopfront was entirely obscured, swallowed by the chaos. Whether we had hit anything was impossible to tell.

Before the lieutenant could issue another command, the door burst open. A trio of Valtorean infantry surged out, their black-and-gold uniforms torn and bloodied, their faces grim. It was a desperate move, a last-ditch attempt to break free of the encroaching noose. One of them raised his musket and fired wildly, the shot cracking past overhead, ricocheting off a stone arch. Sparks skittered across the cobbles, and a shout went up from our line.

“Fire!” the lieutenant roared again. Another volley rang out, the muskets roaring in unison. The trio of Volkians staggered. One fell heavily to the ground, his musket clattering beside him. Another cried out, clutching his shoulder as he turned and stumbled back into the smoke-filled shop. The third hesitated, his eyes darting between us and the alley ahead. He tried to steady his musket for a second shot, but another wave of fire from the Eclaireans forced him to duck behind a shattered barrel.

I sucked in a sharp breath, the acrid smell of gunpowder burning my throat. My hands trembled as I reloaded, fumbling with the powder and ball. Ahead, the shopfront seemed to ripple with movement. The Volkians inside weren’t done, not yet.

This wasn’t over.

I stepped forward, musket braced, every nerve screaming at me to stop. The narrow alley seemed to close in tighter with each step, the walls looming like silent witnesses to what was about to happen. Antoine slid up beside me, his breath shallow and ragged, his eyes flicking nervously between the shattered door and the broken furniture scattered across the cobbles. His knuckles were bone-white on the stock of his musket, his grip as tense as the air around us.

“Stay low,” he muttered, his voice tight and uneven.A final shot cracked from inside the shop. The musket ball whizzed past my cheek, hot and terrifyingly close. Gasping, I dropped to one knee behind a stack of broken crates, my heart slamming against my ribs. The acrid stench of powder clung to the air as smoke billowed out of the doorway.

The lieutenant gestured sharply, signaling two men to circle around. Within moments, they had the doorway covered from both sides, muskets leveled and ready.

“Out!” one of the fusiliers bellowed, his voice reverberating off the cracked stone walls. “Throw down your weapons and come out!”

The alley fell into a tense hush. The faint echoes of the fusilier’s shout hung in the air as silence swallowed the scene. Gunsmoke shimmered faintly in the dim light, clinging to the walls like a ghost. My pulse thudded in my ears, and I glanced at Antoine. His jaw was clenched tight, his knuckles white around his musket. We both knew something wasn’t right.

The lieutenant’s shout rang out again, sharper this time: “Out! Throw down your weapons and come out!”

For a moment, nothing. Then, from the shadowed doorway, a figure lurched forward. He was young, his face streaked with soot and blood, and his hand pressed tightly against the dark stain spreading across his uniform. A Volkian. He stumbled onto the cobblestones, his wide eyes flicking between the muskets aimed at him.

“Please,” he croaked, his voice trembling. “I—I yield. I don’t want—”

His words ended in a strangled gasp. Before any of us could lower our weapons or shout for him to stop, a sudden commotion erupted behind him. The shop’s darkness spat forth a fresh wave of Volkians—perhaps a half-dozen, led by a slender officer whose gilded epaulettes caught the faint light.

The officer’s face twisted in fury, his hair matted with sweat and blood. He snarled something in his guttural tongue, but I didn’t need to understand his words. The intent was clear. He thrust his saber through the surrendering soldier’s back with brutal efficiency. The young man’s body jerked as a wet, choking sound escaped his throat, and he collapsed onto the cobblestones in a spray of crimson.

I felt my stomach lurch, bile rising in my throat. This wasn’t an orderly surrender—this was cold-blooded slaughter.

The officer advanced, his eyes burning with zeal, his expression a mixture of madness and conviction. Behind him came more Volkians, gripping bayonet-tipped muskets and short swords with knuckles so tight they were almost white. They shouted oaths to their emperor as they charged, their fervor palpable, their movements deliberate and terrifying.

“Form line!” the lieutenant barked, his voice cracking slightly. The order was firm, but the tension in his shoulders betrayed his shock. “Stand fast!”

But there was no time to form a proper line. The Volkians didn’t stop to reload or exchange volleys. They charged headlong into us, their weapons gleaming in the dim light. The narrow alley became a whirlwind of chaos as they leapt over debris, their shouts mixing with the screams of men.

A second Volkian soldier stumbled forward from the shop, his hands half-raised in surrender. He didn’t make it far. One of the charging fanatics lunged, driving a bayonet through his chest. The deserter’s eyes bulged, and he let out a horrible, wet scream before collapsing in a spray of blood.

The Eclaireans faltered, some recoiling in horror, others instinctively stepping back under the onslaught.

“Hold your ground!” A voice boomed from somewhere behind us, but the tight alley made any semblance of a formation impossible. Muskets became useless in the crush. The fight devolved into a savage melee.

I barely had time to think. A Volkian lunged toward me, his bayonet aimed low. I swung my musket like a club, the wooden stock connecting with a sickening crunch against his jaw. He fell back, blood spurting from his mouth, but another took his place immediately, his blade slashing toward me.

Antoine was beside me, grappling with a soldier whose face was twisted in a snarl. The two wrestled for control of their weapons, stumbling over shattered crates. Antoine screamed as the Volkian managed to slash across his forearm, but he retaliated with a desperate thrust of his bayonet, the blade sinking deep into the man’s chest. The soldier crumpled, blood pouring from his wound, but Antoine didn’t stop. His face was pale, his eyes wide with panic as he yanked his weapon free and turned to the next attacker.

The alley was chaos. Men screamed, slipped on blood-slick cobblestones, and swung their weapons wildly. Crates and barrels shattered underfoot as the Volkians drove into us with unrelenting ferocity. I thrust my bayonet forward, feeling it connect with something soft. A soldier cried out, his weight collapsing onto me, forcing me to shove him aside.

It wasn’t war anymore. It was survival. Pure, unthinking survival.I tried to bring my musket up, but the Valtorean noble slammed into me with the force of a charging bull. Steel flashed in the corner of my vision—a saber slicing downward. Instinct saved me. I jerked aside at the last moment, and the blade missed, clanging against the cobblestones with a burst of sparks.

Antoine lunged in from the side, his bayonet thrusting forward, but the noble moved with stunning speed. He parried Antoine’s attack and countered with a quick slash, cutting a shallow gash across Antoine’s forearm. Antoine cried out, stumbling back, blood already soaking his sleeve.

A roar erupted from the other Valtoreans, their voices blending into a sound that was more beast than man. They pressed forward, driving us back toward the alley walls. There was no mercy in their strikes. Each slash and thrust carried a frenzy that went beyond discipline—it was fanaticism, a devotion so absolute it bordered on madness. Or maybe it was fear—fear of what would happen if they failed.

I gritted my teeth, my hands shaking as I jabbed forward with my bayonet. I was no veteran of close combat, no trained swordsman. Every movement felt clumsy, panicked. The noble turned his attention back to me, his saber poised for a killing stroke. He lunged, and I barely managed to parry in time. Steel scraped against steel in a shriek that rattled my teeth and jarred my arm to the shoulder.

Behind me, someone screamed—a fusilier knocked to the ground by a bayonet strike. Another stumbled into a pile of rubble, only to be cornered by two Valtoreans who hacked him down with brutal efficiency. The alley was a nightmare of flailing limbs, flashing blades, and panicked shouts.

Antoine, to my amazement, forced himself back into the fray despite the blood streaming down his arm. He batted aside the noble’s sword arm with his musket, giving me a fleeting opportunity. I lunged forward, my bayonet aimed for the noble’s chest. It wasn’t a clean hit—he twisted at the last second—but the combined force of our assault sent him reeling into the shattered remains of a doorway.

The noble sneered at us, his eyes blazing with contempt. He opened his mouth, perhaps to shout an order or a taunt, but he never got the chance. A ragged fusilier, his face streaked with grime and desperation, surged forward. His bayonet drove deep into the noble’s chest.

The officer stiffened, his saber slipping from his limp fingers, before crumpling to the blood-slick cobblestones.

For a moment, the remaining Valtoreans hesitated. Their leader’s fall had broken the spell, and in that single heartbeat, the tide shifted. Fresh Eclairean reinforcements surged into the alley from the side, muskets raised and bayonets gleaming. Half a dozen shots rang out in quick succession, the sharp cracks deafening in the enclosed space. When the smoke cleared, bodies lay sprawled across the cobblestones. The few surviving Valtoreans either lay wounded or scrambled back into the ruined shop.

A tense hush descended, broken only by labored breathing and the groans of the injured. My chest heaved as I leaned against a splintered barrel, the musket slipping from my trembling hands. Antoine stood beside me, clutching his bleeding arm, wincing with every shallow breath. Around us, Eclairean recruits stood frozen, some trembling, their eyes wide with shock. None of us were prepared for this.

The alley floor was littered with bodies: Valtoreans who had fought to the last breath and those who had tried to defect but were butchered before they had the chance. Blood seeped into the cracks of the cobblestones, the dark pools glistening in the flickering half-light.

The lieutenant finally spoke, his voice cutting through the heavy silence. “Check for survivors. Secure the wounded.” His tone was sharp, but beneath it, there was a grim weariness. He felt it too. This victory, if it could be called that, had come at a monstrous price.

I looked at Antoine, meeting his gaze. Neither of us spoke at first, but the shock and exhaustion were etched into his face as clearly as I felt it in my own.

“I thought they might surrender,” Antoine muttered, his voice tight with pain.

“Some tried,” I replied, my throat dry. “But it didn’t matter.”

I glanced around at the scene of carnage—the bodies of Valtoreans and Eclaireans alike—and felt a leaden weight settle over me. This wasn’t war from a distance, firing volleys at shadowy figures across an open field. This was something else entirely. This was blood and screams and death at arm’s length.

We moved slowly to gather our battered comrades, exhaustion tugging at every step. The groans of the wounded echoed in the narrow alley as the survivors pressed onward, leaving behind a battlefield soaked in blood and fanaticism. It was painfully clear to me now: if the loyal soldiers of Valtorea fought with this kind of conviction, the fight for Naxos would not end easily. And if defectors were slaughtered by their own side, there would be few left willing—or able—to surrender.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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A City Drenched in Red

My heart pounded as I crouched beside the ruined fountain at the edge of the broad square, my musket clutched tightly in blood-slick hands. The acrid stench of gunpowder and blood mixed with the smoky air, filling my lungs with every shallow breath. The square ahead was shrouded in drifting clouds, torn by the distant rumble of artillery pounding ceaselessly behind our lines.

I glanced down at my bayonet, still fixed to the muzzle of my musket. The blade was streaked with dried blood, some of it mine, most of it not. I hadn’t bothered to clean it or remove it since the last charge. There was no point. The fighting hadn’t stopped long enough to consider it, and I knew it wouldn’t stop now. This time, we weren’t just holding—we were the ones charging.

“Fix bayonets!”

The order rang out, but I didn’t need to move. My bayonet had been fixed since the first time we’d been ordered to hold against a Volkian charge. I’d been on the receiving end of two of those damned bayonet charges by now, and the thought of being on the other side of one didn’t make me feel any better. I swallowed hard, trying to steady my breathing as the men around me slid their blades into place with trembling hands.

Antoine sat beside me, fumbling with his own bayonet. His movements were stiff and awkward, his bandaged arm a grim reminder of how close he’d come to death earlier. Blood had soaked through the wrappings, dark and crusted, and though he winced as he worked, he didn’t stop. Around us, the fusiliers shuffled in the tense silence, their faces pale and streaked with soot. Prayers and curses were whispered into the heavy air, each word swallowed by the oppressive smoke and the distant thunder of artillery.

Ahead of us, the plaza stretched wide and broken, the far side obscured by haze. I could just make out the jagged barricades of the final Valtorean regiment—piled sandbags, shattered wagons, and the faint glint of bayonets. They were dug in, waiting for us to come to them, just as we’d waited for them before. My stomach twisted. I didn’t need to imagine what was coming. I already knew.

“All right, lads,” growled the lieutenant, his voice as sharp as the blade in his hand. “No more half-measures. On my command, we advance at the double. Keep formation, keep your heads, and remember your training.”

I glanced at Antoine. He looked as pale as I felt, his teeth clenched as he forced the bayonet into place. His face was lined with exhaustion, his eyes hollow, but when he caught my gaze, he managed a weak smile. It wasn’t encouraging—it was resignation. A final nod to the inevitability of what was coming.

Around us, the other fusiliers readied themselves. The air was heavy with the scrape of bayonets, the shuffle of boots, and the occasional sharp exhale of a man trying to steady his nerves. My hands tightened on the stock of my musket. There was no sense in fear anymore, no space for it. The charge was coming whether I was ready or not.

The lieutenant raised his sword, his voice cutting through the tense silence like a whip crack.

“Advance!”

We surged forward as one, the sound of boots pounding against the fractured cobblestones reverberating in my ears. My musket was heavy in my hands, the blood-drenched bayonet glinting faintly in the smoky light. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I knew this was madness. But there was no turning back now.

I rose with the others, heart hammering against my ribs. My musket felt both reassuringly solid and unbearably heavy as I lurched forward into a run. The ground beneath my feet was slick and blood-stained, each step slapping against the stone as we surged from behind the wrecked fountain. My bayonet was leveled like a spear, the steel catching faint glints of the smoky sunlight. Ahead, the Valtorean regiment waited, entrenched behind shattered carts and crates—fanatics prepared to meet us steel to steel.

A ragged volley erupted from their lines, muzzle flashes bursting through the haze. The air was filled with the sharp hiss of bullets. One zipped past my ear, so close I felt the heat of its passage. I heard the sickening thud of bodies hitting the ground, a strangled cry to my left as a fusilier spun and crumpled. But no one slowed. Our line surged forward, yelling defiance as our boots thundered across the plaza, hearts pounding faster than any drumroll.

We were almost on them, the barricade just a few steps away, when the Valtoreans poured over it in a wild counter-charge. Bayonets glinted, their fanatical cries cutting through the chaos. My stomach clenched. This wasn’t going to be the clean rush we’d hoped for. This would be a brutal collision, a grinding contest of every inch at lethal range.

The two lines collided like thunder and lightning. Steel clanged on steel, the air filled with a storm of bayonets and desperate shouts. The noise was deafening, a cacophony of metal, screams, and chaos that reverberated off the blasted walls around us.

I found myself wedged between my fellow fusiliers and a throng of Valtorean fanatics, all surging and struggling for any scrap of ground. My musket’s stock dug into my shoulder as I thrust my bayonet forward, the blade slamming against an enemy musket with a jarring impact that rattled my arms. My mind screamed for me to hold steady, to remember the drills—but this was no drill.

The Valtorean soldier locked eyes with me, his gaze wild with a mix of fury and zeal. His lips curled into a snarl as he twisted aside and lunged again. I braced myself, my heart pounding so loudly it drowned out everything else, and thrust my bayonet into his shoulder. The blade sank deep, and he let out a guttural cry as crimson sprayed onto my uniform. He sagged to his knees, but there was no time to think, no time to react. Another Valtorean was already lunging from behind the barricade.

“Stay with me!” Antoine’s voice cut through the din, ragged but resolute.

We moved together without thinking, the way we’d drilled a hundred times before and fought since the first clash of this battle. Antoine swung his musket like a club, catching the charging Valtorean in the side and sending him stumbling. I stepped in instinctively, driving my blade home. The man crumpled with a sharp gasp, but there was no relief. The press of bodies around us surged, a chaotic mass of struggling men, glinting steel, and choking smoke.

A fresh volley erupted from the Valtorean lines, the crack of muskets splitting the air. Bullets whistled just inches past me, one ricocheting off a broken wagon wheel. Around me, men dropped like stones—some Eclaireans, some Valtoreans—caught in a storm of indiscriminate death. Screams echoed off the cobblestones as the wounded writhed, clutching at mangled limbs or trying to crawl from the fray.

Antoine was still beside me, his face streaked with soot and blood, his teeth gritted in furious concentration. Even as he fought, his eyes darted toward me. Our gazes met for just a heartbeat, long enough to confirm we were both still standing, still alive. Still together.

“We push through!” Antoine shouted, his voice cutting through the roar.

I nodded, gripping my musket tightly. There was no other choice. We had to push forward, or we wouldn’t survive.I nodded, adrenaline surging through me in a fresh wave of determination. I spotted a gap in the Valtorean line—narrow, but enough. If we could force it open, the rest of the fusiliers might roll up their flank. Without hesitation, Antoine and I charged, our muskets leveled and bayonets set.

We crashed into a knot of defenders, the clash of steel and shouts of rage and pain engulfing us. My arms burned as I thrust my bayonet forward, barely blocking a Valtorean’s blade aimed for my chest. Beside me, Antoine fought like a man possessed, his movements precise but wild with urgency.

A Valtorean officer swung his saber in a wide arc, nearly decapitating a fusilier who stumbled into his path. I lunged forward, parrying the blade aside with my musket, the jarring impact rattling my arms. Antoine stepped in smoothly, driving his bayonet up into the officer’s ribs. The man’s eyes widened as he let out a choking cry, collapsing in a heap. But his death only seemed to fuel the frenzy of the others.

Suddenly, the world exploded. An artillery shell slammed into the ground near the barricade, the blast so close it felt like the air itself had been ripped apart. The concussion threw me off my feet, slamming me against a pile of splintered wood. Pain lanced through my shoulder as I hit, and my vision blurred, the world dissolving into dust and smoke. My ears rang, the sound so loud it drowned out everything else.

“Antoine!” I called, coughing as I clawed at the rubble for balance. My voice sounded distant even to me, muffled by the ringing. I blinked grit from my eyes, my hands trembling as I pushed myself up. Bodies littered the ground around me, lifeless forms in shredded uniforms. Some were too mangled to recognize, and I had to force my gaze away.

“Julien!” came a hoarse answer, cutting through the chaos.

Relief flooded me—he was alive. I staggered to my feet, my musket trembling in my grip. Through the haze, I spotted him a few yards away, pinned beneath the shattered remains of a cart. Antoine was struggling, his teeth bared as he tried to shove the debris off him. Blood streaked his face, mixing with the grime, but his eyes burned with defiance.

I lurched toward him, my heart hammering. From the smoke, a Valtorean grenadier emerged, his guttural roar cutting through the din. He leveled his bayonet at Antoine’s exposed side, charging with deadly intent.

“Antoine!” I shouted, fury and panic surging through me. With a snarl, I lunged, ramming my own bayonet into the grenadier’s ribs before he could reach my friend. The blade sank deep, and he stiffened, his weapon falling from his grasp as he crumpled to the ground.

I didn’t stop to think. I dropped to my knees, gripping the broken wood trapping Antoine. “Up, come on,” I gasped, my hands slick with sweat and grime as I wrestled the debris aside.

Antoine sucked in a ragged breath, his face pale and drawn. “I’m fine,” he lied, his voice tight with pain, as I hauled him upright.

My stomach twisted as I glanced down at his leg. A deep gash ran along his thigh, the torn flesh oozing blood. The sight made my head swim, but there was no time to stop, no time to think.

“Move!” I urged, throwing his arm over my shoulder to support him.

We stumbled forward, every step a battle against exhaustion and the mounting fear clawing at the edges of my mind. Around us, the Eclaireans were pushing forward, tearing down barricades and driving the Valtoreans back, step by bloody step. The air was thick with the stench of smoke and blood, the sounds of death and desperation reverberating off the broken walls.

Through the swirling haze, I spotted the lieutenant. His face was streaked with soot, his sword flashing as he gestured to rally what was left of our formation.

“Form up! Hold the line!” he bellowed, his voice sharp and commanding despite the chaos.

I glanced at Antoine again, his face pale but determined. We had made it this far. Somehow, we would survive this—if only we could keep moving.Antoine and I tried to obey, limping over shattered paving stones toward what remained of our formation. My legs burned with exhaustion, and the acrid stench of blood and powder clung to the air, choking every breath. Another explosive crack split the air—a cannon blast so close that it whipped a foul wind across the plaza.

Shrapnel hissed past, and a sudden, searing pain tore into my calf. I hissed in pain, stumbling but managing to stay upright. I bit down hard, forcing myself to keep moving, gritting my teeth against the fiery ache in my leg.

Then, through the swirling smoke, a fresh surge of Valtorean infantry emerged—a final stand, or maybe the last frenzy of their suicidal fervor. My heart sank as their bayonets glinted in the dim light. They charged without hesitation, their shouts a wild, guttural roar.

I raised my musket, preparing to fire, but before I could pull the trigger, one of them—a young soldier with wild eyes and blood streaking his face—came straight at Antoine with terrifying speed.

“No!” I yelled, pivoting toward them.

I was too slow.

The Valtorean’s bayonet plunged into Antoine’s abdomen, punching through his uniform with a sickening squelch. His eyes went wide, his musket slipping from his grasp and clattering onto the cobblestones. For a moment, he didn’t make a sound. Then the soldier twisted the blade, and Antoine let out a horrible, wet groan that sent a cold shiver through me.

Rage and horror exploded in my chest, drowning out everything else. I lunged forward, ramming my own bayonet into the attacker’s back with all the strength I could muster. The blade sank deep, and the Valtorean soldier let out a gasp before tumbling forward, yanked off the bayonet he’d driven into Antoine.

I barely noticed. Dropping my musket, I fell to my knees, catching Antoine before he hit the ground.

“Antoine,” I rasped, my voice cracking as I pressed a trembling hand to the wound. Blood poured out, hot and slick, soaking my hands and pooling beneath his tunic. It was too much, too fast. I knew, even as I tried to stanch the flow, that it was mortal.

Antoine’s trembling fingers clutched weakly at my sleeve. His breath came in wet, ragged gasps, and flecks of crimson stained his lips. “J-Julien,” he coughed, his voice faint and halting. “I’m sorry—”

“Don’t,” I choked out, shaking my head, my eyes burning. “Don’t talk like that. There’s a medic somewhere. We’ll—we’ll get you help. Just hang on.”

But his face was pale, draining of color with every second. His lips curled into the faintest smile, though it didn’t reach his eyes. “It was an honor,” he whispered, his voice nearly drowned by the distant thunder of artillery. “We did... good.”

“Antoine, stop!” I pleaded, tears streaming down my cheeks as I shook him gently. “Stay awake! Stay with me!”

His eyes flickered, unfocused, and his hand slid away from my sleeve. His chest rose once more in a ragged, shuddering exhale, then stilled. The acrid smoke swirled around us as the last spark of life left his gaze.

I froze, my chest heaving as I stared at him, willing him to move, to speak, to breathe—but he didn’t. My throat tightened, a knot of fury and disbelief swelling in my chest. This couldn’t be happening. Antoine couldn’t be gone. Not like this. “Get up,” I growled, my voice low and strained, barely audible over the chaos. My hands gripped Antoine’s shoulders, shaking him harder than I meant to. “Come on, Antoine. You don’t get to do this. You hear me? You don’t get to check out now.”

He didn’t move. His head lolled to one side, his face pale and slack, blood still pooling beneath him. I swallowed hard, my throat burning as the truth clawed at the edges of my mind. “Please,” I muttered, my voice cracking. “Please just—get up. Just open your eyes.”

“Form up!” the lieutenant bellowed, his voice slicing through the haze like a whip. He stumbled over the bodies of fallen comrades, his face gaunt, eyes hollow. His uniform was torn and smeared with grime, his sword streaked with gore. He glanced at me, his gaze flicking briefly to Antoine’s body. He didn’t say anything—there was nothing to say. There was no time for comfort, no space for grief.

I clenched my jaw, shaking off the overwhelming urge to stay with Antoine. My legs felt like lead as I forced myself to stand, my musket slick in my bloodied hands. I staggered toward a knot of stunned Fusiliers who had gathered nearby. They were a pitiful sight—some missing hats, others limping or clutching at wounds. The acrid stench of gunpowder, blood, and smoke filled the air, thickened by the burning timbers of a wrecked building nearby.

A few Eclairean drummers sat slumped against a pile of rubble, their faces blank with exhaustion or despair. Their drums lay discarded, useless in the savage close-quarters fight we’d been thrown into. I caught my breath, trying to focus, trying to push the memory of Antoine’s last moments out of my head.

The lieutenant’s voice cut through the choking haze, harsh and ragged. “We hold this position! Any Valtorean tries to get past, we cut them down!”

I nodded numbly, gripping my musket tighter. Around me, the others did the same, some with shaking hands, others with a grim determination etched onto their soot-streaked faces. We were all battered, all bloodied, but none of us dared falter.

Across the plaza, the Valtoreans who still stood were finally buckling. Their regiment, once brimming with fanatical resolve, had been battered by cannon fire, musket volleys, and bayonet charges. Their discipline was unraveling before my eyes. Shouts of confusion and desperation echoed from their lines, officers’ voices drowned out in the chaos. The once-pristine gold and black of their uniforms was smeared with dust and blood, their proud formations reduced to ragged clusters.

I blinked, my breath catching in my throat. To my shock, a handful of Valtorean soldiers began raising their hands high in the air—a universal gesture of surrender. Their faces, hollow and terror-stricken, told me everything. Some dropped their weapons entirely, stepping forward with palms outstretched, their shoulders hunched as if bracing for a blow.

The sight jarred me, momentarily snapping me out of my haze. These weren’t the fanatics who had charged us earlier, screaming oaths to their Emperor. These were men—beaten, terrified, and desperate to survive. My knuckles tightened around the stock of my musket, my body trembling with exhaustion and rage. A part of me wanted to lower my weapon, to acknowledge their humanity.

But another part of me—cold, hollow, and far too loud—whispered that it didn’t matter. That none of it mattered anymore.“Lieutenant,” a weary voice muttered from nearby. “They’re giving up.”

For a fleeting moment, I felt something like relief—a fragile, flickering hope that maybe, at last, the killing might stop. But then the image of Antoine’s final gasp surged through my mind, twisting in my chest like a knife. I looked around and saw the same hatred reflected in the eyes of the surviving fusiliers. We had all lost someone—friends, brothers, comrades—cut down in the most savage, unforgiving combat imaginable. There was no space left for mercy. Rage had consumed it all.

Before the lieutenant could speak, a ragged cry erupted from the men. A handful of them surged forward, muskets leveled. I froze, my body tensing as I watched the first Valtorean step forward. His hands were raised high, his face etched with pleading disbelief. He opened his mouth, managing a single word—something broken and desperate in his own language—before an Eclairean bayonet drove into his gut.

The soldier folded with a wet moan, collapsing against the fusilier’s shoulder. The Eclairean shoved him aside, and the Valtorean crumpled onto the cobblestones, blood pooling beneath him.

It didn’t stop there. A second Valtorean turned to flee, stumbling over a pile of wreckage. He made it only a few steps before a musket cracked, the shot ringing out sharply in the smog-filled square. The man pitched forward, hitting the ground hard, his life seeping out onto the stones.

“No quarter!” someone shouted, their voice trembling with grief and fury.

My chest heaved, my musket rattling in my hands as I stood frozen in place. The scene before me twisted my stomach, each act of violence like a hammer blow to my senses. A part of me screamed at the injustice—these men were surrendering, defeated, some perhaps even conscripted into the Valtorean ranks against their will. But another part, darker and quieter, understood. Every fusilier had lost someone today. They had seen comrades skewered, brothers butchered. And the time for clemency had died, died here alongside Antoine.

I spotted a Valtorean soldier, barely older than a boy, crawling toward the collapsed remains of a cart. Blood dripped steadily from a wound in his shoulder, leaving a dark trail behind him. He didn’t make it far. An Eclairean fusilier grabbed him by the collar, hauling him upright with brutal force.

The boy’s wide, terrified eyes flicked between the faces around him, his mouth opening in a silent plea. I took a step forward, my lips parting to protest, but no words came. The fusilier slammed his bayonet forward, silencing the boy’s final prayer. He collapsed like the others, lifeless on the blood-soaked cobblestones.

I gripped my musket tighter, my hands slick with sweat and grime. My heart pounded painfully in my chest, each beat echoing in my ears. Every fiber of my being recoiled at the brutality unfolding around me, but I couldn’t move, couldn’t speak. My soul felt wrenched in two: one half screaming for the madness to stop, the other whispering with grim satisfaction that these men—these murderers—were finally paying for their deeds. Antoine’s face floated in my mind, pale and lifeless, fueling that dark, terrible understanding.

“Enough!” the lieutenant roared, his voice cutting through the carnage like a whip. He stepped between a furious Eclairean and a wounded Valtorean who lay trembling on the ground, forcing the soldier back with the flat of his sword. “That’s enough, damn you!”

The fusilier glared at him, chest heaving, his hands clenching the stock of his musket. For a moment, I thought he might strike the lieutenant himself, but finally, he stepped back, muttering under his breath.

Around us, the violence ebbed. The stabbing and shooting ceased, replaced by the ragged groans of the wounded and the distant rumble of artillery. A jarring silence descended over the plaza, broken only by the faint crackle of nearby flames and the occasional thump of cannon fire in the distance.

I exhaled shakily, the weight of the musket in my hands suddenly unbearable. My gaze flicked back to the ground, where the boy’s lifeless body lay twisted, his blood mingling with that of the others. My stomach churned, and for the first time in hours, I felt the full, crushing weight of what we had done.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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The Last Zealots

Smoke drifted in lazy spirals above the battered plaza, carrying the stench of charred wood and blood into the morning air. I blinked through the haze, my eyes stinging from ash and tears I couldn’t let fall. Around me, the ragged remains of the Fusiliers gathered in uneasy clumps—some tending to the wounded, others keeping a shaky watch near the edges of the square. No one spoke above a whisper. Our throats were raw from shouting, from grief, from the sheer effort of staying alive.

In the distance, the thunder of artillery had faded to a sporadic rumble, like the dying breaths of a storm. The lieutenant, his voice hoarse but still commanding, called for what was left of his officers—sergeants with faces like stone, ensigns who looked too young for the horrors they’d endured. Their mission wasn’t done yet. Rumors spread through the ranks like smoke: the Valtoreans still held the citadel. The last stronghold in Naxos.

I followed as the lieutenant led us toward it. The path was choked with debris—overturned carts, shattered walls, beams twisted like they were made of tin. Scouts came and went with grim updates, their faces pale. They reported that an entire Valtorean battalion had barricaded itself inside the fortress. Low on ammunition, but still dangerous. Their black-and-gold banners still flew defiantly from the ramparts, daring us to come closer.

Step by agonizing step, we picked our way through the ruins. The silence was eerie. No shouts from defenders, no drumbeats warning of our approach. Even the cries of the wounded felt muted here, reduced to faint echoes in the crumbled streets. My nerves were stretched thin, my musket heavy in my hands. The grief sitting like a weight in my chest—Antoine’s absence—had been shoved aside by the gnawing need to survive this final clash.

Every step forward felt like crossing into some abyss. The men around me betrayed their fear in different ways. Some gripped their muskets so tight their knuckles turned white, their eyes darting to every shadow. Others set their jaws, their expressions grim, trying to steel themselves against what they knew was coming. I felt hollow. Numb. My grief for Antoine was buried under the crushing reality that there were still more battles to fight, more blood to spill.

A scout came running back, breathless. “They’ve reinforced the gate with rubble,” he panted. “Two artillery pieces behind it. They’re waiting for us—no sign they’re willing to surrender.”

The lieutenant spat onto the ground, a mix of fury and exhaustion in his gaze. “They’ll make us bleed for every step, then,” he muttered. “Sergeant, get the demolition charges. We’ll blast an opening if we have to.”

A ripple of unease moved through the ranks. We’d lost so many already—house-to-house fighting, brutal bayonet charges, and artillery shells had chewed through us like paper. Now, we were being asked to storm a fortress. It felt like madness. But no one spoke out. Orders were orders, and the citadel had to fall. No matter the cost.

I found myself stationed beside a half-collapsed market stall, my musket resting on the splintered wood. The men around me wore the same haunted look I’d seen in every reflection since this nightmare began. Faces streaked with ash and grime, eyes dulled by too much death in too little time.

“It’s almost over,” muttered the man beside me. His voice was low, shaky, like he didn’t believe his own words. “If we can just take that citadel...”

I swallowed hard, gripping my musket tighter. The hollow ache in my chest whispered louder than any drumbeat: But at what price?

***
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THE ENGINEERS CREPT toward the massive wooden gate, hugging the walls like shadows. I held my breath, watching every careful step they took, each one feeling like it might trigger the storm—hidden muskets firing from above, a cannon roaring from behind the barricade. But the Valtoreans stayed silent. No shots rang out, no grenadiers rushed to stop them.

With a practiced efficiency that made my chest tighten, the engineers planted the charges at the base of the gate, their movements swift and precise. Then they scrambled back, hugging the walls again, their faces pale with tension. The silence pressed down on all of us, thick and suffocating, as if the whole city held its breath. No muskets, no shouting, just the eerie stillness of men waiting for hell to break loose.

When the charges blew, the explosion slammed into my ears, rattling my teeth. The street shook beneath me as the lower half of the gate splintered apart, sending a plume of dust and debris spiraling into the air. My heart pounded as the blast echoed away, and then a thunderous bark split the moment—a cannon fired from just beyond the wreckage.

An Eclairean soldier beside me cried out, clutching what was left of his arm. Blood sprayed across the cobblestones as he collapsed. I ducked instinctively, gripping my musket tighter as my chest heaved. The air was thick with powder and smoke, the acrid stench burning my nose.

“Charge! Charge, damn you!” the lieutenant roared, his sword flashing as he surged forward.

The order shook me loose. My legs moved on their own, dragging me forward with the ragged cluster of Fusiliers rushing through the debris-strewn threshold of the gate. Smoke swirled, obscuring everything, but as we pushed through, the dim outlines of the courtyard emerged.

The defenders were waiting. Their muskets cracked in unison, followed by the deafening roar of cannons at point-blank range. Men screamed as they dropped all around me, the sound of bodies hitting the ground drowned out by the thunder of gunfire. My throat tightened, but I kept running, my musket gripped so tightly my knuckles ached.

Those of us who survived the volley smashed through the dust, bayonets gleaming as we drove into the cramped courtyard. The flagstones beneath my boots were already slick with blood, fresh and dark. Above us, silhouettes of Valtorean soldiers lined the ramparts, firing down. Bullets and grapeshot rattled off the stone like hail, sending chips of masonry flying.

“Find cover!” a sergeant shouted, diving behind a toppled wagon. I threw myself behind a crumbling pillar, my breath coming in ragged gasps. All around me, Eclaireans scrambled to form firing lines, but the fortress was cramped, every angle exposed and deadly. Another cannon blast tore through a group near the gate, sending bodies hurtling into the walls like ragdolls.

Still, we pressed on. Somehow. Through the churned dust and chaos, I caught glimpses of the lieutenant, leading another squad deeper into the fortress. His saber flashed in the dim light as he disappeared into the gloom. Shouts and the sharp cracks of muskets echoed from within the barracks. The Valtoreans weren’t breaking. They weren’t giving us an inch.

Half-shouted orders urged us forward. A handful of us—maybe six or seven Fusiliers—slipped through a side archway, trying to flank the defenders. The passage was dark and narrow, the flickering lamplight casting jagged shadows on the walls. The air was thick with the smell of gunpowder, the kind of stench that clawed at your throat and refused to let go.

“This way,” the corporal hissed, gesturing for silence. We crept forward, muskets raised, each step measured and cautious. My heart thundered in my chest, the weight of my musket digging into my shoulder. At the far end of the passage, a pair of heavy doors stood ajar, faint light spilling through the gap.

Suddenly, the darkness exploded with muzzle flashes. Shots tore through the corridor, the deafening cracks reverberating off the narrow walls. One of our men screamed, dropping to his knees, blood pouring from a wound in his chest. Another slammed into the wall, a ragged line of red streaking down his uniform as he collapsed.

My jaw clenched as I fired into the darkness, the recoil jarring up my arms. The corridor lit in bursts of orange flame, revealing flashes of Valtorean faces—panicked, desperate. Some crouched behind overturned furniture, others fired blindly, their muskets kicking wildly in their hands.“Clear them out!” the corporal bellowed.

I lunged forward, my bayonet leveled, heart hammering so hard it felt like it would tear out of my chest. A Valtorean soldier fumbled to reload his musket in the tight corridor ahead, his hands shaking. I didn’t give him the chance. My bayonet drove into his side, the impact jarring up my arms. He gasped and collapsed, clutching at the blade as his blood seeped onto the floor.

Another soldier came at me, swinging a broken saber with a wild, desperate arc. I stumbled back, the blade flashing just inches from my throat. My breath caught, but before I could react, the crack of a musket exploded beside me. The Valtorean crumpled to the ground, smoke from the fusilier’s shot curling in the dim air.

The fight moved in fits and starts, every room and hallway contested like the whole war had funneled into this one fortress. Each step forward felt earned in blood. We pushed on, Eclairean forces spreading through the corridors like water seeping through cracks. My squad regrouped with the lieutenant in a high-ceilinged hall, the floor strewn with bodies from both sides, indistinguishable in their gore. The air was thick with gunpowder and the sharp tang of spilled blood.

The cannon fire outside didn’t let up, each blast shaking the fortress to its core. Dust and shards of plaster rained down from the rafters, the entire building groaning like it would collapse under the strain. But we pressed on.

At last, we forced the Valtorean remnants into an inner chamber. Cornered, they made their final stand. Their leader stood at their head—a grizzled general, his shoulders stooped not by defeat or age, but by years of conviction so heavy it seemed etched into his very frame. His uniform hung in tatters, his silver-threaded hair matted with sweat and streaked with blood. Even so, his presence filled the cramped space, his eyes blazing with an almost supernatural fire.

He leaned on a cane as though the weight of the day had finally caught up to him, but as we watched, he set it aside, raising a pistol with terrifying steadiness. His breaths rattled in his chest, and when he spoke, his voice carried a raw, fanatical edge.

“Show these godless heathens we hold this citadel for the Savior,” he growled, his knuckles white around the grip of his pistol.

Behind him, a handful of his loyalists rallied, coughing up blood, their uniforms ragged. These weren’t soldiers anymore—they were zealots, clinging to the last shreds of their belief. A few younger ones trembled, clutching their muskets with darting, terrified eyes. The room reeked of sweat, powder, and despair, a stench so thick it seemed to seep into my very bones.

I crouched just beyond the corridor’s edge, musket trembling in my hands. Smoke swirled around me, stinging my eyes and choking my lungs. The memory of every kill I’d made that day weighed on me, heavy and unrelenting. My comrades crouched behind me, just as battered, just as silent. The lieutenant stood tense, his gaze fixed on the room ahead. None of us moved, waiting for the order to breach. Blood smeared the stone walls around us, a grim reminder of the cost of every step forward.

Then, a voice broke through the tension. Ragged, trembling, and startlingly human.

“General...” It came from one of the younger soldiers—a boy, barely a man, his left arm limp and useless from a fresh wound. He stepped forward, his head bowed, and his musket clattered to the floor. “I... I can’t do this anymore. We must surrender. I-it’s foolish.”

The words hung in the air, heavier than the smoke. A moment later, more muskets fell, the sound echoing in the chamber. A handful of the remaining soldiers, their faces hollow and bloodied, followed the boy’s lead. Their eyes pleaded with the general, silently begging for an end to the nightmare.

The old man turned to them, his gaze steady but shadowed by a quiet sorrow. For a moment, I thought he might relent, might tell them to lay down their arms and spare what was left of their lives. Instead, he lowered his pistol, his expression unreadable.

“You who remain,” he said, his voice softer but no less resolute, “you are the Faithful. Our Savior calls us not to yield His holy ground to the unclean. Raise your muskets. Draw your blades. We will make our stand here, and we will meet Him beyond.”A heavy silence fell over the battered corridor, pressing against my ears like a thick, suffocating blanket. The torchlight flickered, casting uneven shadows across the blood-smeared walls and the haunted faces of the Valtoreans who still stood beside their general. It wasn’t loyalty that held them there—it was something deeper, something darker. Determination? Faith? I couldn’t tell. Whatever it was, it had hollowed them out, leaving only the shell of men clinging to their convictions.

The younger ones who had dropped their muskets shuffled back slowly, their movements hesitant. Shame and relief played across their faces, twisting in a silent war neither seemed ready to win. None of them dared to speak or beg for mercy. Their general had absolved them of the duty that still chained him to some higher, unreachable calling.

The handful who remained—just a few battered souls—bore tunics streaked with grime and blood. Their black and crimson insignias, barely visible in the dim light, marked them as something more than common soldiers. Their eyes flicked to their former comrades, and I could see the conflict there. Disgust? Pity? Resignation? Maybe all of it, or maybe none. If they had regrets, they buried them under the weight of the general’s last command.

The old man himself was a monument to exhaustion. He stood there, bone-tired but unbowed, his trembling hand resting on the pommel of a slender officer’s sword. I could see the pain etched into every line of his face, the way his body stiffened when he straightened, as if the act itself was a defiance. But his eyes... his eyes burned with a fervor that made my stomach twist. They weren’t the eyes of a man ready to surrender. They were the eyes of someone ready to die.

When he moved, it was with the slow, deliberate grace of a priest at an altar, every step laden with significance. His gaze swept over the deserters—those who hovered in the shadows like ghosts—and softened, though it did nothing to dim the weight of his words.

“Go,” he said quietly, his voice carrying more sadness than anger. “Better you beg mercy from these invaders than linger in sin on holy ground you do not believe in.” His words hung in the air like a final benediction. “I pray the Savior grants you redemption.”

None of them answered. They didn’t dare. The deserters turned, edging past the wreckage toward the Eclairean lines. Their boots scuffed against the stone floor, the sound faint and hollow. And then they were gone, swallowed by the shadows of the corridor.

I gripped my musket tighter, my fingers slick with sweat and blood. My breath came in short, shallow bursts as I watched them leave. Part of me envied them. They had walked away, chosen life over whatever insane cause still drove their comrades. But another part, colder and sharper, felt nothing but disdain. How many Eclaireans had died because they hadn’t walked away sooner?

The general didn’t even glance after them. His attention turned back to his remaining men, his posture straightening despite the pain I knew it caused him. This wasn’t over. Not for him. Not for us.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
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A Promise Broken, A Duty Fulfilled

The corridors leading out of the fortress fell eerily silent, the distant rumble of artillery the only reminder that the battle outside still raged. I stood in the gloom, the weight of the crumbling keep pressing down like a tangible force. Every breath I took felt heavier than the last. The Savior had tested us, stripped away every luxury, every convenience. Now, only the Faithful remained.

At my nod, the men formed a loose arc in front of me, their weapons raised in stoic defiance. They moved like men who knew what awaited them, their eyes scanning the scarred walls and shattered beams around us. This fortress had been ours, once proud and unyielding. Now it was little more than a tomb. But we held our ground, not for glory or survival, but for something greater.

Each soldier clutched his musket, his sword, or his bayonet like a talisman. The city was lost, the Eclaireans had made sure of that. Reinforcements wouldn’t come. I knew it. They knew it. And yet not one of them faltered. Faith is a peculiar thing. It can hold a man upright when his body is broken, when his spirit is shattered. And these men, my Faithful, clung to it as their lifeline.

A battered bannerman shuffled forward, his arm swathed in bloody bandages. He unrolled the standard—a charred remnant of the Emperor’s eagle entwined with the sacred symbol of the Savior. The fabric was torn, its edges singed black, but it still fluttered in the faint light of the torches. A murmur of reverence moved through the men. It wasn’t just a flag. It was a reminder of why we were here. Why we couldn’t give in.

I let the silence stretch for a moment, steadying myself. My chest ached, and every movement was a battle against the stiffness of age and the toll of endless war. Yet I straightened my spine as best I could, gripping the pommel of my sword with one hand and steadying the pistol in the other. The Savior demanded strength, even now. Especially now.

“We owe our last breaths to Him who guides us,” I said, my voice low but firm. It carried through the room, touching every man who stood before me. “If the Savior sees fit to take us now, so be it. We shall protect this ground from the heathens until our souls pass into His grace.”

The Faithful murmured their assent, whispered amens rippling through their ranks. Some bowed their heads, lips moving in silent prayer. Others stood tall, their eyes fixed on the standard, their faces hard with determination. They were ready. They knew what this meant, and still, they stood.

I took a shaky breath and looked over them, these men who had given everything for their Emperor, their Savior, and this ground beneath our feet. There was no greater loyalty, no greater sacrifice. If this was to be our final stand, it would be one worthy of the Savior’s grace.

I nodded again, a silent command. Weapons were raised, the battered standard held aloft. My gaze drifted to the shadowed corridor ahead, where the invaders would come. They always came. And when they did, we would meet them with fire, with steel, with the unwavering faith that had carried us this far.

My gaze lingered on the shadowed corridor, the silence in the air heavy with expectation. The Savior demanded strength, demanded sacrifice, and I had given Him everything. But as my eyes swept over my men, my resolve wavered for a moment, settling on Hans. My grandson stood among them, musket in hand, the weight of war etched onto a face that was far too young to bear it. The last of my dynasty.

Hans wasn’t supposed to be here. I had promised his mother he wouldn’t see the battlefield, that I would keep him safe. When she kissed his forehead that last time, her tear-streaked face still haunts me. “He’s all I have left,” she had said, clutching my hands as if she could will me to understand the depth of her desperation. “Promise me, Father. Bring him back.”

I had lied. What else could I have done? I had served for forty years, and the Savior’s call was clear. Hans had begged to come, insisted he could fight. “I’m a Volkian, Grandfather,” he’d said, his voice cracking with the fragile pride of youth. “It’s in our blood.” And I had relented, telling myself he would be fine, that he would stay behind the lines, that I would shield him. 

Now here we were, standing shoulder to shoulder on the brink of annihilation. His face was pale, streaked with grime and sweat, but his hands didn’t shake. He stood tall, his jaw clenched in grim determination. He looked so much like his father—the same sharp features, the same fire in his eyes. My chest tightened at the thought of how Hans’s father had died, so far from home, his blood soaking foreign soil. 

Hans caught me looking and gave a small nod. I nodded back, though the lump in my throat made it difficult to breathe. He’s brave. Brave and strong. But bravery and strength would not save him from what was to come. I felt the weight of my broken promise like a blade against my spine. 

Hans didn’t speak, but his presence beside me was a steadying force. He was my grandson, my blood, the last of our line. And yet, as I looked at him, I couldn’t help but feel the crushing weight of failure. I had promised his mother that I would protect him, that I would bring him back. Instead, I had led him to this dark corridor, to a fight that would demand everything from us.

The first shadows appeared at the far end of the hall, Eclairean soldiers advancing with grim precision. Their officers barked commands, their muskets gleaming in the dim light. My hand tightened on the hilt of my sword as the knot in my chest grew tighter. This was it.

“Hans,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

He turned to me, his expression steady, though I saw the flicker of fear in his eyes.

I placed a hand on his shoulder, gripping it firmly. The boy—no, the young man—before me was far braver than I had ever been at his age. Yet I could feel the weight pressing on him, the unspoken terror that no amount of pride could banish.

“Listen to me, Hans,” I said, my voice softer now, pitched low so only he could hear. “Whatever happens, know this: you are not alone. Even if we fall here, we are not lost.”

His brow furrowed, confusion flickering in his gaze.

“The Savior sees us,” I continued, my words steady and certain. “He has prepared a place for those who fight with faith and honor. What lies beyond this world is brighter, kinder, and far better than the hardships we face here. There is no pain, no fear—only peace.”

Hans swallowed hard, his grip on his musket tightening, but I could see the tension in his shoulders begin to ease. “Do you really believe that?” he asked, his voice small, like the boy I had once known.

I nodded, the lump in my throat making it hard to speak. “I’ve served for forty years, Hans. I’ve seen the worst this world has to offer, but I’ve never doubted the Savior’s promise. If this is our time, then we will go together, and there, you’ll see your father again. He’ll be proud of you—just as I am.”

His lips parted, and for a moment, the fear in his eyes melted away, replaced by a quiet resolve. He nodded, the faintest smile touching his face. “I’ll stay with you, Grandfather. Always.”

I gave his shoulder a final squeeze, the words I couldn’t say—how much I loved him, how much he meant to me—filling the silence between us. Then I stepped back, drawing my sword as the enemy drew closer. All of that could be said later, in Heaven.

“For the Savior,” I called, my voice rising over the sound of marching boots.

“For the Savior,” Hans echoed, his voice steady and clear.

And as we stood side by side, facing the storm, I found a strange peace in the thought that, no matter what came next, we would face it together.
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CHAPTER TWENTY
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The Final Stand of the 84th

The sudden clank of a musket butt on stone jolted me from my haze of exhaustion and grief. I tightened my grip on my musket, the wood slick with sweat and grime. Through the smoke-choked gloom emerged more of us—Eclairean fusiliers, their faces pale and bloodstained, twitching with the raw tension of men who had been pushed past their limits. Leading them was the lieutenant, stocky and battle-worn, a fresh gash carving a crimson line down his cheek.

I followed close behind, my heart a cacophony of anger and dread. Antoine’s fall played over and over in my mind, a sickening loop of loss that burned hotter with each step. I tried to swallow it down, but it stuck there, raw and bitter. My hands trembled, not from fear, but from the heavy weight of it all.

We came to a halt at the threshold, the flickering light of torches casting long, jagged shadows on the stone walls. Ahead of us, the last remnants of the Valtoreans stood waiting. Their line was ragged, their uniforms torn and smeared with blood, but their eyes burned with unyielding resolve. At their center stood an old man—gaunt, battered, yet somehow towering over the others with the weight of his presence. He favored one leg as he stepped forward, his pistol hanging at his side and his sword gleaming under the unsteady light.

“You come for our stronghold, Eclairean,” he said, his voice low but steady, each word like the toll of a bell. “It shall not pass into your hands so long as one man remains to hold a musket in our Savior’s name.”

The lieutenant beside me stiffened, his gaze darting across the Valtorean line, taking in their battered state. They were cornered, outnumbered, and yet... I could see it in their faces. They were not broken. Not yet. Slowly, the lieutenant raised his sword, his voice taut with fatigue. “Your city is lost,” he said. “Spare yourselves more bloodshed. Enough men have died.”

The old general let out a bitter laugh that echoed off the walls. “Would you spare my soul, too, should I bow to your false Emperor? No, lieutenant. Our Emperor commanded us to hold Naxos, and hold it we shall—until our final breath. This is the oath the men of the 84th have made.”

I swallowed hard, my stomach twisting. This wasn’t going to end without more blood. I glanced at the faces of the men around me—hollowed eyes, tight grips on muskets, their expressions etched with the same exhaustion and dread I felt. But when I looked back at the old general, his expression struck me like a blow. It wasn’t just resolve. It was something deeper, unshakable. A man prepared to die for something he believed in so fiercely it seemed carved into his very bones.

“Lay down your arms,” the lieutenant called again, his voice hard, but not without a trace of desperation. “We’ll see you treated fairly.”

The silence that followed was unbearable, a taut string stretched to its breaking point. Then, from the Valtorean line, a soldier stepped forward. He was younger than the others, his face gaunt but lit with a fiery defiance. “You talk of fair treatment,” he spat, his voice sharp and bitter. “We have seen your brand of mercy in the streets.” His knuckles whitened on his musket. “We choose to die on our feet, not beg on our knees.”

The old general didn’t move, his gaze sweeping slowly over us. His presence was unshaken, like a monument standing against the tide. My breath caught as his eyes lingered on the lieutenant, as if measuring him, weighing the man who dared to offer terms.

The corridor stank of blood and sweat, the smoke stinging my throat. The tension was unbearable, and my hands felt like they might crush the musket stock in my grip. My heart pounded as I watched the old man draw in a slow, steady breath.

“Then let us show them,” he said quietly, his voice carrying only to his men but heavy enough to reach all of us. “Let us show them the resolve of those who truly believe.”

He raised his sword, the light glinting off its edge, and in that moment, I knew there would be no surrender. No quarter. The unstoppable force of our charge was about to crash into the immovable wall of their faith, and only death awaited us in the space between.Before I could blink, the general surged forward, faster than I thought a man of his age could move. His pistol—a battered old flintlock—rose in a fluid motion, and the mechanism clicked with a sound that made my stomach drop.

The sharp crack of the shot tore through the corridor, deafening in the enclosed space. I froze as the lieutenant staggered, the bullet striking him high in the chest. He gasped, his sword slipping from his fingers as he slammed into the wall, blood seeping through his blue coat in a dark, growing stain.

“Lieutenant!” someone shouted, a fusilier rushing to his side. Chaos erupted around us. Shouts, boots scrambling, and the sound of muskets snapping into position filled the air. My own grip tightened on my weapon, but my thoughts were muddled, my body heavy with hesitation.

The general cast aside his smoking pistol without a glance, drawing his saber in one swift motion. The blade gleamed in the flickering torchlight, and a guttural roar burst from his throat as he charged. His cloak whipped behind him, and for a moment, he seemed larger than life—a force of nature, unstoppable even in the face of death.

His men didn’t move. Some hesitated, others stepped forward but faltered, caught in the shock of seeing their leader charge alone into the Eclairean line. The spell broke with a sharp bark of a command.

“Fire!” bellowed a sergeant, his voice cracking under the weight of the moment.

The roar of muskets filled the corridor, a deafening blast that left my ears ringing. The muzzle flashes illuminated the scene in bright, fleeting bursts. I flinched as smoke and the acrid stench of burning powder filled the air. Through the haze, I saw the general stagger mid-stride, his body twisting under the impact of the bullets. His saber slipped from his hand, clattering to the stone floor. Blood sprayed in dark arcs as he crumpled to his knees, his torso soaked in crimson.

Even then, he tried to rise. His trembling fingers reached for the saber that lay just inches from his grasp, but his body betrayed him, buckling under the weight of his wounds. He gasped for breath, blood bubbling at his lips, but his eyes burned with defiance until the very end.

Before the smoke had even cleared, a furious roar tore through the corridor. The remaining Valtorean loyalists, spurred on by the sight of their fallen general, snapped into motion. Gone was the cold, disciplined resolve they’d shown before; this was raw, unfiltered rage.

“Charge!” one of them screamed, his voice breaking with grief. Others joined the cry, their boots pounding against the stone as they surged forward. Their muskets and bayonets gleamed in the torchlight, their faces wild with the need to avenge their commander.

My heart pounded as I watched the wave of fury crash toward us. Just moments ago, they had seemed hesitant, unsure of their fate. Now, they threw themselves at us with a reckless abandon that chilled me to the bone.

“Form line! Present!” a sergeant shouted, trying to rally us. Muskets snapped into place, trembling hands gripping stocks slick with sweat.

The crash of scattered gunfire shattered the air again. I flinched as flashes lit up the corridor, bodies jerking and falling mid-charge. Some Valtoreans collapsed instantly, their momentum sending them sprawling onto the blood-slick stones. Others hissed in pain but kept coming, their resolve unbroken even as the Eclairean volley ripped through their ranks.

Then they were upon us. The corridor dissolved into chaos—a brutal, frenzied melee where every movement was life or death. I sidestepped a lunging figure, swinging the butt of my musket into his ribs with all the strength I could muster. He crumpled with a gasp, but another roared toward me, his bayonet aimed straight for my chest.

I twisted away, my heart hammering in my chest as I pressed close, jamming my musket up under his guard. The blade sank deep, and the cry that followed was almost inhuman, a sound that would haunt me long after this fight was over. He slid to the ground, his body limp against the stone.

All around me, men fought in tangled clusters. Muskets fired at point-blank range, the flashes illuminating faces contorted with fear and fury. Bayonets clanged against sabers, steel meeting steel in a deafening cacophony. Blood pooled beneath our feet, mixing with the acrid reek of spent powder and the metallic stench of death.

I stumbled, catching myself against the wall as another wave of Valtoreans pressed in. My body ached, my arms felt heavy, but I couldn’t stop. Couldn’t think. There was no room for thought here—only survival, only instinct.Amid the chaos, I saw them—Valtoreans breaking through the carnage, pushing forward with reckless abandon to reach their dying general. He was still kneeling, barely upright, his arms trembling, blood pouring from his wounds in a slow, dreadful tide. The flickering torchlight caught their faces, twisted with anguish but hardened with determination.

One soldier dropped to his knees beside the old man, his musket clanging on the stone floor. “Rise, my lord!” he pleaded, his voice cracking under the weight of desperation. He grabbed at the general’s shoulders, trying to pull him up, while another soldier joined, both straining to lift him. But the general, his head swaying like a broken marionette, had little life left to give.

“Rise!” the soldier shouted again, tears streaking his soot-covered face. His plea was swallowed by the deafening thunder of muskets. I flinched as bullets tore through the air. The two soldiers jerked violently, their uniforms erupting with crimson sprays before they crumpled beside their commander, lifeless.

Still they came. A trio of Valtoreans surged past the fallen, sabers raised, their cries ragged and raw. “For the Savior!” one bellowed, his voice breaking as he charged headlong into the Eclairean line. I barely had time to brace before the volley erupted. The fusiliers fired in unison, their muskets flashing, and the corridor shook with the thunderous roar.

The rushing figures faltered, one collapsing mid-stride, the other spinning from the impact of a bullet to his shoulder. The last soldier fell to his knees, skidding forward, his saber slipping from his grasp as his body gave out before he could take another step. The screams, the sharp crack of musket fire—it all blurred together in a storm of sound and fury. And then, as quickly as it began, it was over.

The corridor was silent but for the low groans of the dying. Smoke swirled in thick clouds, blotting out everything but the blood-slick floor and the faint torchlight that barely pierced the haze. My breath burned in my throat, my musket trembling in my hands as I stepped forward, scanning for movement. But there was none. The Valtoreans who remained alive were slumped against walls or sprawled over fallen comrades, their fight burned out along with their lives.

Then I saw him. The general. His cloak was tattered, soaked with dark, spreading stains that pooled beneath him. He sagged forward, his body heaving with shallow, rattling breaths. A bitter laugh escaped him, trembling and weak, before turning into a wet, hacking cough. His sword lay inches away, but he made no move to reach for it.

“Savior... watch over the men,” he rasped. His voice was faint, the words barely audible over the ringing in my ears. I couldn’t tell if it was a true prayer or just the last flicker of memory clinging to his broken mind. His gaze swept across the corridor, lingering on the bodies of his men, their still forms lit by the dim, hazy glow of the torches. He tried to lift his head, but his strength failed him, dragging him closer to the cold stone floor.

I don’t know what compelled me to move closer. My heart was still hammering, my hands shaking from the melee, but something in the sight of him pulled me forward. The blood, the smoke, the hatred—it all faded for a moment. He was no longer a figure of authority, no longer the man who had led his soldiers against us. He was just a frail, dying man, clinging to his last breaths.

“Sir,” I murmured, my voice barely audible. I didn’t know why I spoke, or why I spoke so gently to him, of all people. Perhaps it was the way he struggled to stay upright, the way his eyes, though dim, still burned with something more than pain. Compassion—however misplaced—rose unbidden in my chest, cutting through the fear and the rage.

The general’s eyes flickered toward me, unfocused and glassy. He drew another shuddering breath, his lips trembling as if to speak, but no words came. Instead, his body sagged further, the last of his strength ebbing away. I knelt beside him, my musket resting against the floor, though I knew there was nothing I could do.At the sound of my voice, the old man stirred. He exhaled a soft, rattling sigh, and his bleary eyes shifted toward me, struggling to focus as though peering through a heavy fog. For a heartbeat, confusion rippled across his battered features. His lips parted, and a single word escaped, hoarse and fragile:

“Hans?”

I froze. The name hung in the air, cutting through the thick smoke and coppery stench of blood. His eyes searched my face, desperate and unseeing, trying to piece together something precious amid the brutality surrounding us. The bloody corridor and the broken bodies around him seemed to dissolve for a moment, leaving only this fragile thread of memory.

I swallowed hard, my throat tightening. Behind him, in the flickering torchlight, I caught sight of a crumpled body—a boyish face slack with death beside him.

“Hans,” the general whispered again, this time with a flicker of certainty. His voice cracked with effort, the faintest spark of hope igniting in his gaze. “I... I knew you’d find me.” He tried to lift a trembling hand toward me, his strength failing midway. “Help me up—help me... I’ll be all right.”

My heart sank beneath the weight of his words. I knelt beside him, feeling the thick warmth of blood seep through the tattered fabric of his shoulder as I placed a hand on it. The hope in his eyes made my chest ache, a cruel illusion clinging to him in his final moments.

“Hans,” he croaked, his chest heaving with each labored breath. His lips quivered into a faint, almost giddy smile. “We’ll... not go so quietly, will we?” He let out a raspy laugh, cut short by a wet cough that splattered crimson onto his chin. His hand trembled as he tried to push himself upright. “I told you... those stories. Heaven is a much... much better place than here.” His gaze drifted, distant and softening.

“Hans,” he called again, his voice barely audible. His hand reached out, brushing against my sleeve. When his fingers found purchase, he clung to me with what little strength he had left. “You’re... you’re here, boy. Good... lad. Your father would be... Proud.”

His grip was weak, but the determination behind it struck me like a musket ball. His words—deluded and hopeful—tore at me in a way I couldn’t explain. I wanted to tell him the truth, to shake him free of the illusion, but the look in his eyes stopped me cold. He deserved peace, not the cruel edge of reality. I couldn’t take that from him.

“I’m here,” I murmured, my voice trembling. The lie felt heavy, bitter on my tongue, but it was the only thing I could give him. “Rest now. You’ve done all you could.”

The faintest smile touched his ashen face, his lips moving in a whisper I could barely hear. “Hans... such a good boy. So proud... of you...” His voice faltered, his breathing shallow and uneven. “Your mother... I told her... I knew you’d make it back...”The general’s breathing rasped against the heavy silence, each inhale a battle in itself. “Your mother... she was... so worried,” he rasped, his voice cracking on the final word. His eyes flickered past me, into the shadows behind my shoulder, as though expecting someone to step forward from the smoke-filled corridor. But there was no one—only the swirling haze and the bodies of the fallen, their lifeless forms a grim reminder of the chaos that had led us here.

My chest tightened, tears stinging my eyes as I knelt closer, gently cradling his head in my hands. His skin, pale beneath the blood and soot, seemed to grow colder with each passing second. “She... she’ll be all right,” I said, forcing the words out past the knot in my throat. “She’ll be waiting for you—when you get home.”

For a moment, a faint spark lit behind his half-lidded eyes. It was small, fragile, but it was there—a glimmer of hope, or perhaps a memory of what once was. His trembling fingers brushed against my face, the roughness of his calloused hand dragging across the blood streaked on my skin. “Hans... lad... always... so kind...” His voice faltered, breaking into a cough that brought flecks of crimson to his lips.

The sound sent a shudder through me, driving home the bitter truth I didn’t want to face. He wasn’t going home. There was no safety waiting beyond these walls, no reunion with the people he held dear. All that remained was this fleeting, agonizing moment—a chance to give him some semblance of comfort in a world gone mad.

“Easy now,” I whispered, pressing his trembling hand to my chest, holding it steady. My voice wavered, but I pushed through the storm raging inside me. “We’ve got you. Just rest.”

His features softened, the lines of pain easing as though he believed me—or perhaps wanted to believe. For a fleeting second, he almost seemed at peace. Through the haze of gunpowder and the suffocating stench of blood, I thought I heard him sigh, a quiet sound that slipped from his lips like a whispered prayer. Then his body slackened, his hand slipping from mine. The faint spark in his eyes dimmed and went out, leaving only the stillness of death.

I stayed there, frozen in place, his head cradled in my hands. The corridor felt impossibly silent now, the clash of weapons replaced by an eerie hush. Somewhere far away, the distant thunder of artillery rumbled on, indifferent to the lives lost here. My hands trembled as I reached up to close his eyes, my fingers brushing against his weathered face.

“Rest now,” I murmured, my voice barely audible. My throat felt raw, each word a struggle. I didn’t know if I was speaking to him or to myself. Around me, the blood-slick stones and smoke-filled air bore witness to the lives extinguished in this senseless fight. But for now, in this moment, it was just him and me—a name whispered in the darkness, never to be answered again.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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The Citadel of Ghosts

In the hours that followed, we spread through the citadel like a grim tide, our boots echoing in the winding corridors. Smoke hung heavy in every vaulted chamber, the torchlight dimmed by the choking haze of gunpowder. Bodies were everywhere—our own men and the Valtoreans—cluttering the halls in twisted poses of agony or lying motionless, their deaths inscrutable. The dead far outnumbered the living. Those who still breathed huddled in scattered clusters, dazed, or crawled through the debris searching for limbs they’d lost.

I wandered aimlessly through the carnage, my musket hanging loosely in my hand. My head felt hollow, emptied of every thought and emotion, as if the night’s brutality had burned them all away. At first, I’d stopped to help the wounded—pressing cloth against bleeding wounds, offering words of comfort to the dying. But eventually, the numbness swallowed me. There was nothing left to give.

I paused near a jagged breach in the citadel wall, the cold night air brushing against my sweat-soaked brow. Ash swirled on the breeze, clinging to the blood on my uniform. In the distance, the cannons rumbled, their echoes rolling off the dark peaks like a death knell. The war still raged beyond these battered walls, but for me, it felt as though the world had shrunk to this corridor littered with corpses. The place where I’d knelt beside a dying general, comforting him with lies, just as I had comforted Antoine days before.

Antoine. His face flashed in my mind, too vivid, too raw. I could still hear his laugh, see the way his grin had lit up during those marches when we’d sung the old regimental tunes with unshakable confidence. How long ago had that been? Weeks? It felt like another lifetime. Now, his blood stained my uniform, and the memory clawed at my chest, making it hard to breathe. Where once my heart had swelled with patriotism, with a sense of noble duty, there was now only a hollow ache. No cause, no banner, felt worth this anymore.

I turned from the breach, the cold air stinging my face, and trudged deeper into the citadel. The ground was conquered, but it didn’t feel like victory. The corridor was eerily quiet, save for the faint shuffle of boots and the occasional groan of the wounded. Moonlight spilled through shattered windows, casting jagged shadows across the broken furniture and scattered weapons. A few Eclairean soldiers nodded to me as I passed, their salutes mechanical, lifeless. One of them offered me a flask. I took it without thinking, the liquor burning my throat but doing nothing to warm the chill inside.

I stopped near a row of makeshift cots where medics worked in hurried, hushed tones. A pale lamp sputtered on a low table, its weak light revealing frantic, bloodied hands. I watched as they worked over a soldier moaning for water, his fingers clawing at the bandages that did little to stem the bleeding. I started forward, instinct urging me to help, but one of the medics waved me off with a weary, universal gesture: We have all we can handle. Do not crowd us.

Backing away, I sank onto a chunk of rubble by the wall. My musket clattered against the stone, but I barely noticed. Around me, the war ground on, indifferent to the wreckage it left in its wake.I can’t do this anymore, I thought, though I couldn’t begin to fathom what “this” truly encompassed: the war, the killing, or merely the burden of surviving. Somewhere behind me, the shuffle of boots and the sharp snap of commands echoed—a sure sign that the officers were reorganizing us, the battered remnants of the Eclaireans. Orders to hold positions. To reinforce the western gate. More talk of victory. More talk of pressing on.

I couldn’t even muster anger at the sound of it. Instead, a ragged emptiness yawned inside me, devouring everything else. I leaned my head back against the cold stone, closing my eyes. If I listened hard enough, I could almost hear Antoine’s laugh. Or maybe it was just another tortured echo in this citadel of ghosts.

A trembling breath escaped me, shuddering like a surrender. The distant clang of metal and the bark of orders might as well have been thunder—inevitable, unrelenting. A war machine lumbering forward, crushing bones and spirits without pause. I clenched my eyes tighter, willing that fleeting echo of Antoine’s laugh to stay, just for a heartbeat longer.

“I can’t,” I whispered, though the words caught in my throat. I didn’t know if I was speaking to anyone—or anything. Maybe to the Savior we had invoked so often. A relic of faith flickered in my mind, some half-remembered prayer from childhood: Watch over me, keep me safe. It had once brought comfort. Now, it felt hollow. Still, I clung to it like a man drowning, grasping for the last fragment of driftwood in a black sea.

Savior, I thought, the word dry and cracked in my throat. Please... just let me go home.

I mouthed the word home again, barely audible, as if saying it might make it real. I wanted to be free of the blood and screams, of the stench of gunpowder that clung to everything. I wanted fields instead of rubble, laughter instead of gasps. My head slumped forward, pressing against the grit-coated stone behind me.

A hesitant footstep broke through my thoughts, then another. I opened my eyes to see a fusilier standing nearby, his helmet askew, uniform torn and stained. He stopped as if unsure whether to speak. His gaze flicked over me, taking in the slump of my shoulders, the exhaustion etched across my face. Then, without a word, he nodded—just a curt, understanding nod. A silent acknowledgment of a shared burden. And then he moved on, leaving me alone with the silence.

I looked down at my hands, trembling and dark with blood. The general’s face flashed before me, his rasping voice still fresh in my ears. Antoine’s lifeless eyes followed, staring at me from the depths of my memory. All the prayers we had whispered, all the hopes we had clung to—they felt so distant now, as if they had never existed.

With a shuddering breath, I touched the patch of fabric over my heart. The proud crest of Eclairea had once gleamed there, but now the threads were frayed, dulled by grime and gore.

Savior, I thought again, head throbbing from the weight of it all. Please... let me go. Let me go home.

Further down the corridor, voices rose—urgent, chaotic. A medic barked orders, followed by a sharp, shrill command from an officer. Redeployment. Another ruined tower to secure. More bodies to spill blood on this cursed ground. My grip tightened on my musket as a wave of weariness washed over me, threatening to drag me down. I thought for a moment I might simply collapse, let the world carry on without me.

But I didn’t. Habit and training wouldn’t let me. With a groan, I forced myself upright, my legs quivering beneath me. The cold stone wall behind me was a sobering reminder of where I was—and how far I was from any peaceful hearth.

Rest later. Survive now. The instinct whispered, relentless and cruel.

I took one halting step, my chest empty and hollow. The thunder of cannons rumbled through the stones beneath my feet, urging me onward. Home, if it existed, was somewhere beyond that endless noise. Somewhere past the labyrinth of corridors, past the shattered city, past the smoke and screams.

And so, with one last silent plea to the Savior—unanswered but fiercely clung to—I stepped forward. I didn’t know if I was walking toward safety or deeper into hell. But my feet moved anyway, driven by the faint, fragile hope that beyond all this horror, there might still be a road back to the life I had once known.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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The Hollow March Home

A ragged dawn light seeped through the scorched ramparts of the citadel, casting long shadows over the courtyard where we stood. Around me, the remnants of our regiment assembled—a broken, battered line of Eclairean fusiliers who had once marched with pride. Our uniforms were torn, stained with grime and blood. Our boots scraped over dried ash, their leather cracked from the march and the endless, violent hours in Naxos. For many of us, helmets hung from limp fingers, no longer a mark of discipline but a ghostly reminder of who we used to be.

One in ten had survived. But standing there, surrounded by so many hollowed-out faces, it didn’t feel like survival.

At the head of our shattered assembly rode Emperor Lucien. Cloaked in midnight-blue velvet, he sat atop a warhorse so polished it might have stepped out of a parade instead of a battlefield. His eyes, dark and sharp, swept across us. He took in every bloodied face, every bowed head, every lifeless pair of eyes. Smoke curled in thin columns around the courtyard, mingling with the stench of gunpowder and copper.

Lucien reined in his horse and sat there, silent for a moment. Maybe even an emperor could feel the weight of the dead, their ghosts pressing against these crumbling walls. The only sounds were the restless shifting of the horse beneath him and the soft, broken cough of one of my comrades.

Then he spoke, his voice cutting through the stillness like a blade.

“My brave fusiliers of Eclairea,” he began, every syllable polished and deliberate, as though rehearsed. “Your valor has opened the way to Arkinithos. The fortress of Naxos has fallen, and with it, the enemy’s defenses lie shattered. The Empire shall press onward with renewed force. Victory is within our grasp.”

A ripple passed through the ranks, though it wasn’t a cheer. No one had the strength to cheer. A few shifted their weight from one foot to the other. Some lowered their heads, staring at the ground as though they might see the faces of those who would never stand beside them again. Others squared their shoulders, mechanical reflex overriding the grief carved into their features.

I stood among them, stiff as a statue, my musket dangling loosely at my side. My eyes stayed fixed on a point behind Lucien’s horse, somewhere far away, somewhere not here. Only hours ago, I’d knelt in a dark corridor, holding a dying general in my arms. Before that, Antoine. His face hovered in my mind, more vivid than any sunrise I had ever seen, and more painful than anything I wanted to remember. Lucien’s words rolled over me like water over stone, leaving nothing behind.

“Take courage,” Lucien continued, his voice rising like a crescendo. “Our sacrifices will forge a stronger future—one where Eclairea stands unchallenged. Let none of our fallen die in vain. We shall carry their memory into every victory that follows!”

He raised his fist to punctuate the speech, and his mounted guard responded with the crash of steel and the thunder of hooves. Officers barked hurried orders for us to reform, to make ready for the next march. Lucien’s retinue shifted with precision, preparing to depart, every movement calculated to radiate power and purpose. It was all so grand, so rehearsed, so hollow.

Victory. Sacrifice. Future. The words twisted inside me like a blade. I didn’t feel victorious. I didn’t even feel alive. I felt empty. Exhausted. Antoine, the old general, Hans—they weren’t victories. They were ghosts now, lingering at the edges of my thoughts, refusing to let me go.

I glanced at the faces around me, all pallid reflections of my own. Even those who tried to stand straight wore their suffering like open wounds. This was what was left of us—shattered pieces of the proud regiment we had been, barely held together by duty and fear.

Please, Savior, I prayed silently, my throat too tight to form the words aloud. Don’t let me die here. Don’t let them be forgotten.

No answer came. Only the swirl of dust as Lucien turned his horse, leading his entourage away from the ruin they had conquered. Fresh orders awaited us, new objectives that none of us wanted but all of us would follow.

I didn’t move. My feet felt rooted to the bloodstained earth, my musket heavy in my hands. Somewhere on the horizon, the drumbeat of war pounded ceaselessly, promising more battles, more bodies, more ghosts.

And I stood there, listening, too empty to take the first step.

***
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THE AFTERMATH OF THE battle for Naxos bled into the Arkinithios campaign like a festering wound. We marched forward, but it wasn’t victory that propelled us—it was the weight of orders and the hollow machinery of war grinding onward. The Valtorean defenders, once fierce and fanatical, seemed to wither after their fortress fell. Most of them were conscripts—half-starved, barely trained, and ill-equipped. They crumbled beneath the discipline of Eclairea’s relentless advance.

We swept through foothills and scattered towns, taking ground that had once promised bitter resistance. But resistance never came. Instead, the locals surrendered—ragged garrisons stacking muskets at our feet, their eyes downcast, their faces pale with the resignation of defeat. Their lifeless stares felt too familiar, like the haunted looks etched into my own comrades’ faces.

There was no triumph in it, not anymore.

I marched with the remnants of our regiment along battered roads under the banners, our numbers bolstered by fresh troops who had missed the nightmare of Naxos. They looked at us with awe and pity, and I could see in their eyes the unspoken question: What happened to you? It wasn’t hard to tell who had been in the fortress. We carried it with us—the sleepless hollows under our eyes, the way we flinched at sudden noises, how our fingers tightened instinctively around our musket stocks.

I spoke to no one. I obeyed orders. I cleaned my weapon, shared rations, trudged through endless mud. When the occasional skirmish arose, I fought without thinking, my movements automatic. Yet each time a young Valtorean fell or surrendered, a knot of guilt tightened in my stomach. These weren’t soldiers; they were farmers and tradesmen and boys barely old enough to hold a rifle. If the war hadn’t come, they might have lived peaceful lives. But the war had come, and they were swept up in its tide, just like me.

The weeks blurred together. Days were endless marches under a searing sun or relentless rain. Nights were fitful sleeps filled with hollow dreams. The Consul, always at the forefront, fed the Empire’s hunger for glory with every captured town and outpost. Each conquest brought new proclamations, more promises of triumph. He stood in fields and squares, his voice booming with ambition, but to me, the words were an empty refrain.

One evening, I found myself standing watch at the edge of a captured town. The settlement’s chapel spire rose against a dimming sky, a fragile symbol of a faith that had long since been drowned in blood. The streets were eerily quiet, save for the occasional shuffle of unseen feet behind shuttered windows. A cat slipped through an alley, indifferent to the soldiers occupying its home.

I leaned against my musket, staring into the rubble-strewn streets. My mind wandered, drifting like smoke. Antoine’s memory surfaced again, raw and vivid. I could almost hear his laugh, see his smirk, feel the warmth of his presence beside me. But the memory turned to ash, leaving only the cold realization that he was gone. My chest ached, not with grief—I had no tears left—but with a hollow void where hope used to live.

When the campaign ended, we stood in a hillside town while Consul Lucien declared our victory. Officers pinned medals on blood-stiff uniforms, reciting words of honor to the regiments that had survived. There were fewer than a hundred of us left in the fusiliers, a shattered remnant of what had once been a thousand-strong force. They called us heroes. They praised our bravery. But no one mentioned those who hadn’t made it back—their names absent from the final roll call.

I stared at the medal they handed me, its polished surface glinting in the torchlight. It felt heavy in my hand, heavier than it should. I wanted to hurl it into the mud, scream at the officers, the Consul, the heavens themselves. But I didn’t. I forced a faint smile, raised a trembling salute, and let the medal dangle from my jacket like a chain.

The new recruits looked at us with shining eyes, seeing only what they wanted to see: veterans, survivors, men who had braved the lion’s den and come out stronger. I lowered my head, unable to meet their gaze. Let them believe in their illusions a little longer, I thought. It was a mercy they wouldn’t have for much longer.

Within two weeks, Arkinithios was firmly under our control. It was a victory for the record books, a success for the Empire. But for me, it was another scar—a wound I couldn’t see but felt with every step, every breath. When the orders came, it wasn’t for another campaign. It was to head home.

Home. The word hung in my mind like a fragile thread, one I was afraid to tug at too hard lest it unravel completely. Some part of me felt relief, a flicker of something that might have been hope. I wanted to be free of the blood and the screams and the endless, crushing weight of war. I wanted to feel sunlight on my face without wondering when the next cannon would fire. I wanted to see green fields and clear skies and hear laughter again. For the first time in weeks, I felt a spark of excitement. I was going home.

Yet another part of me, buried deep, whispered doubt. I wasn’t the same young man who had left that place. That sweet, kind young man who had marched off to serve his land was gone, left behind in the bloody corridors of Naxos and the fields of Arkinithios. What was home, now? Was it still the place I had imagined during sleepless nights, or had it become just another distant dream?

I could still hear her voice, gentle but firm, the way she spoke to me like I mattered—not just as a soldier or an instrument of war, but as a person. She had asked questions no one else thought to ask, about my family, my dreams, my fears. Her words lingered in my memory, a balm for wounds I hadn’t even realized were there. I could almost see her now, standing tall in her court, her presence commanding yet kind. Did she think of me? Did she pray for my safety as the reports of Naxos reached her borders?

I had written to her once, a letter that never made it past my hands. The words were too raw, too full of doubt and longing. I had told myself that it wasn’t proper, that a queen had no time for the ramblings of a weary soldier. Still, I had poured my thoughts into the page: the fear of dying in that godforsaken fortress, the guilt of living while others didn’t, the ache for something more than endless campaigns. I had folded it carefully, intending to send it when the moment was right. But the moment never came, and the letter joined the growing collection of things left unsaid.

What would she think of me now, if she saw what I had become? I imagined her looking into my eyes and seeing the scars etched into my soul, the weight I carried like a chain around my neck. Would she still smile, still speak those kind words that made my heart swell? For those scant, few moments?

I swallowed hard, the thought twisting like a knife in my chest. I had changed so much since I last stood in her presence. The sweetness she had seen in me—the boyish charm she might have admired—was buried beneath layers of blood, sweat, and the cold, unrelenting truths of war. Could I even hold her gaze without flinching? Without her seeing how hollow I had become?

I didn’t know - but I knew, that was the only thing waiting for me back in Parisia.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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What Remains of Heroes

Two months later, I stood before the looming gates of Parisia—Eclairea’s capital, the jewel of the empire. Where once my heart might have swelled at the sight of those magnificent spires and stately boulevards, now I felt only a strange sense of detachment. The city’s towering architecture and glittering streetlamps struck me as an elaborate stage set, its splendor almost mocking after everything I had witnessed on the front.

Our regiment, or what was left of it, had been ceremoniously disbanded. Volunteers like me were free to return to civilian life. The word freedom tasted hollow, like something I no longer recognized. Even so, protocol demanded I step through the city’s great gates, navigating the bustle of a place that seemed untouched by war’s ugliness.

Parisia had never looked more prosperous. Flags fluttered from tall poles, vibrant with color and pride. The streets teemed with finely-dressed citizens, their faces beaming as though the Empire’s victories were their own. Vendors sold fresh bread and pastries, the air fragrant with cinnamon and roasted coffee beans. Students from the university laughed and joked on their way to lectures, the hems of their robes trailing along neatly-kept sidewalks. Cries of newspaper boys rang out: “Consul No More - Emperor Lucien saves Eclairea again!” The headlines brimmed with triumph.

I drifted among them, a silent observer. Nobody noticed the dullness in my eyes or the way my ragged boots still bore the stains of distant battlefields. When passersby glimpsed the tattered remains of my uniform—its once-proud insignias worn threadbare—they occasionally stopped to thank me, pressing my hand with warmth or offering a patriotic salute. Some murmured about the bravery of the men who had taken Naxos. More than a few called me a hero.

I bowed my head each time, cheeks flushing from something that wasn’t quite gratitude. I could sense their admiration, but it felt misplaced. If they had seen Antoine dying in my arms... The thought withered before it could take root. The people wanted stories of glory, not the nightmares I still carried.

I mumbled polite thanks, nodding and forcing a tight smile. Everywhere I turned, there was life. Lively cafes bustled at street corners, where tables spilled onto cobblestones and someone strummed a violin. Booksellers hawked new pamphlets and volumes—some boasting tales of Eclairean valor in Arkinithos. I avoided those. I slipped through the crowds like a ghost, unnoticed for all that I was supposedly beloved.

When I finally reached the modest boarding house where I planned to stay, I felt drained to the bone. The landlady, Madame Chastain, greeted me effusively, pressing both hands around mine and assuring me that any friend of the Empire was a friend of hers. I only nodded, registering how her eyes lit up when she recognized my uniform. She didn’t see the hollow man wearing it. Or perhaps she chose not to.

I climbed the narrow stairs to the tiny rented room, set down my pack, and slumped onto the single cot. Moonlight wove through the shuttered window, illuminating the medal I’d once considered casting aside. There it lay, gleaming dully atop the worn blanket—a testament to all I’d sacrificed: friends, innocence, the semblance of a peaceful mind.

Briefly, the face of Queen Elara flickered in my thoughts. Once, her image had stirred in me a sense of romantic wonder. Legends told of her beauty, her grace, and the realm she ruled. But even that dream had frayed. Whatever illusions I’d conjured about meeting her—about a grand adventure or the possibility of love—seemed laughable now. Reality had eclipsed fantasy long ago.

“Savior,” I whispered, more habit than hope, “why can’t I just feel... anything?”

Silence offered no answer.

Days turned to weeks. I wandered Parisia’s flower-lined avenues, trying in vain to recapture a spark of joy. I would catch the faint echo of music from a passing carriage or see children racing across the promenades in carefree play, and for a fleeting second, my heart would lift. But the feeling dissolved like mist. At the military quarter, a few old comrades recognized me in the crowd—some gave earnest salutes, urging me to visit them or join in victory celebrations.

Even in the face of boundless praise, I remained hollow. Sleep brought dreams of blood and smoke, fleeting images of Antoine’s face twisted in pain. By daylight, I roamed aimlessly, masking my emptiness with polite nods and hollow smiles to those who called me a hero. Every so often, a stranger would approach—thanking me for protecting the empire, offering to buy me a drink. Sometimes, I accepted, only to find that the liquor did nothing but deepen the pit in my chest.

One mild afternoon, I found myself standing at the edge of the River Clémence, watching barges drift lazily on sunlit waters. The gentle lapping against the hulls, the distant hum of laughter—it was all so peaceful, so untouched by the chaos I had endured. Yet none of it reached me. I trailed my fingers along the cold iron railing, closing my eyes, trying to imagine a life free of uniforms and muskets.

A life where Antoine still lived. Where I could breathe without carrying the weight of Naxos in my chest.

But the weight was always there. A crushing, unrelenting pressure that dulled the world around me. As I stared down at the river’s gentle currents, a single thought began to take shape, darker and heavier than the rest. The unthinkable.

I gripped the railing tighter, my knuckles whitening as the idea lingered. Perhaps it would be simpler—to let the current take me, to sink beneath the waters and find the silence I had craved since Naxos. A silence where Antoine’s face wouldn’t haunt me, where the cries of the dying wouldn’t echo in my mind every time I closed my eyes.

But another thought surfaced, fragile yet insistent, like a flicker of light in the dark. Queen Elara.

Her name stirred something in me—something I thought I had lost. Hope? No, not hope. But maybe... a purpose. A chance to face her one last time, to see her kindness again, even if only for a fleeting moment. I needed to know if someone could still look at me, with all my scars, my shame, and my brokenness, and see something worth saving.

The river murmured below, the cold wind brushing against my face as if urging me to decide. My mind swirled with uncertainty, my chest tight with conflicting emotions. I couldn’t stay here, trapped between what I had been and what I had become. But before I could make my choice, I needed to see her.

Just once more.

Only then would I know. Would I let the river claim me, or would I find a reason to carry on?

With a deep, trembling breath, I straightened, the iron railing still cold beneath my fingers. The Clémence would wait. For now, my path led to Arlenia—to Queen Elara. To my answer.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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Armand's Passage

The wind howled as the ship cut through the churning waters of the Channel. The horizon stretched endlessly, gray and tumultuous, mirroring the uncertainty in my heart. Each passing wave seemed to whisper of paths untrodden, of choices waiting to be made.

Two weeks had passed since I left Parisia, and still, the ghosts of war clung to me. I stood at the prow, gripping the railing as if to steady myself against the storm within. The salt spray stung my face, mingling with the cold sting of the early morning air. Ahead, the jagged coastline of Arlenia loomed, its cliffs shrouded in mist and shadow like the veiled promise of a new beginning. 

The captain barked orders to the crew as the ship approached the coastline, his voice barely audible over the roaring wind. The vessel was a small fishing sloop, its hull battered and patched from years of hard service. It wasn’t built for comfort or speed, but for slipping unnoticed across dangerous waters. Perfect for a man like me, who needed to disappear.

The Arlenian coastline grew sharper as we neared, its cliffs rising like the jagged teeth of some ancient beast. The storm clouds above cast long shadows over the sea, and I wondered, not for the first time, if this journey would end with me dashed against the rocks instead of finding safe harbor.

A hand clapped me on the shoulder, and I turned to see the first mate, a wiry man with a weathered face and a permanent scowl. “We’ll be making landfall soon,” he said, his Arlenian accent thick but clear. “Keep your head low once we’re ashore. The shore watch still has patrols even this far out.”

I nodded, saying nothing. My throat felt tight, my stomach churning—not from the rolling waves, but from the weight of what I was about to do. Crossing into Arlenia without papers, without permission, was treason in the eyes of the Eclairean government. If I was caught, no medal or heroic tale would save me. But staying in Eclairea had become unbearable. The parades, the hollow praise, the suffocating weight of memories—it had driven me to this desperate course.

he sloop eased its way into a narrow cove, hidden from view by jagged cliffs and overhanging trees. The sun had yet to rise, leaving the world cloaked in a pre-dawn gray that blurred the line between sea and sky. The first mate muttered something to the crew, and they sprang into action, lowering the sails and preparing the small rowboat that would ferry me to shore.

“Take only what you need,” he said, gesturing to the canvas bag slung over my shoulder. “The less you carry, the less you’ll be slowed down if you have to run.”

I nodded, gripping the bag tightly as I climbed into the rowboat. The first mate joined me, taking up the oars with practiced ease. The waves slapped against the hull as we pushed away from the ship, the sound muted but relentless. I glanced back one last time at the sloop, its dark silhouette fading into the mist. There was no turning back now.

The rowboat scraped against the rocky shore, and the first mate jumped out, steadying the vessel as I followed. My boots sank into the wet sand, the cold biting through the leather. The cove was eerily quiet, save for the distant cries of seabirds and the rhythmic crashing of waves against the cliffs.

“This is where we part ways,” the first mate said, his voice low. “Follow the path up through the trees. It’ll take you to the edge of the village. Your contact will be waiting by the old chapel.”

“What does he look like?” I asked.

“You’ll know him,” he said cryptically, his scowl deepening. “And remember—keep your head down. The Shore Watch doesn’t ask questions, and they don’t give second chances.”

I nodded again, shouldering my bag and turning toward the narrow path that snaked up the cliffside. The first mate pushed the rowboat back into the water without another word, the sound of the oars fading quickly into the distance. Alone now, I adjusted my coat and began the climb.

The path was treacherous, littered with loose stones and tangled roots that threatened to trip me with every step. The air grew colder as I ascended, the wind cutting through the trees and biting at my exposed skin. My breath came in shallow bursts, my pulse quickening with each creak of a branch or rustle of leaves. Every shadow seemed to move, every sound magnified in the stillness of the predawn.

At the top of the cliff, the forest opened up to reveal the faint outlines of a village nestled in the valley below. Smoke curled from a handful of chimneys, and the faint glow of lanterns illuminated the narrow streets. The village was small, its buildings weathered and leaning with age, but it exuded a quiet resilience that spoke of generations carving out a life on this harsh coastline.

I made my way down the slope, sticking to the cover of the trees until I reached the outskirts of the village. The chapel was easy to find—its crumbling stone walls and leaning bell tower stood out against the otherwise unremarkable skyline. The faint sound of the bell swaying in the wind added to the air of abandonment.

A figure waited near the chapel, leaning casually against the broken remnants of a stone wall. He was tall and broad-shouldered, his face obscured by the hood of his cloak. As I approached, he straightened, his posture shifting to one of wary readiness.

“You’re late,” he said, his voice low and even, the accent unmistakably Arlenian.

“Storms,” I replied, my own voice hoarse from the cold and exhaustion. “You’re my contact?”

“That depends,” he said, stepping closer. His eyes, sharp and assessing, studied me for a long moment. “Julien Mercier, right?” I stiffened, feeling the weight of the name like a shackle around my neck. For a moment, I hesitated, the words catching in my throat. Finally, I shook my head, my voice low and firm.

“Not anymore,” I said. “It’s Julien Armand now.”

Kell raised an eyebrow, his expression caught between confusion and annoyance. “Armand? What the bloody hell is that supposed to mean? You think this is a game, changing names like you’re swapping coats?”

“It’s no game,” I replied, my tone sharper than intended. “Mercier died on the front. Along with everything that name stood for.”

Kell stared at me, his jaw tightening. The wind whistled through the crumbling chapel, carrying the faint scent of the sea. For a long moment, neither of us spoke, the tension stretching thin like a wire ready to snap.

“Right,” Kell said at last, his voice clipped. “Whatever you want to call yourself, it doesn’t change what I’m risking here. If the Redcloaks catch us, it won’t matter if you’re Mercier, Armand, or bloody Emperor Lucien himself. You’ll hang just the same—and so will I.”

I met his gaze, unflinching. “Then you’d better make sure they don’t catch us.”

Kell snorted, the hint of a bitter smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “You’ve got nerve, I’ll give you that. Stupid, maybe, but nerve all the same.”

He turned sharply, motioning for me to follow. “Come on, then, Armand, or whatever you’re calling yourself these days. The Redcloaks aren’t the patient sort.”

I fell into step behind him, the gravel crunching beneath our boots as we left the chapel and slipped into the shadows of the forest. The trees closed around us like silent sentinels, their branches clawing at the sky. My mind churned with Kell’s words, the bite in his tone, the weight of my choice.

The forest swallowed us whole, its silence broken only by the rustle of leaves and the occasional snap of a twig beneath our feet. The path twisted and narrowed, weaving through thick undergrowth and the skeletal remains of trees long dead. Every now and then, Kell glanced back at me, his expression unreadable, but he said nothing more. His pace was relentless, and I struggled to keep up, my breath forming pale clouds in the cold air.

When the trees finally thinned, the coastline emerged, and with it, the small, crumbling town Kell had spoken of. It clung to the edge of the cliffs like a dying creature, its stone cottages leaning against one another for support. Most of the windows were dark, their glass long shattered, and the streets were eerily empty.

I paused, scanning the horizon. The sea stretched out beyond the cliffs, its gray waves pounding against the rocks below. Somewhere in the distance, a gull cried, its lonely call swallowed by the wind. The village seemed frozen in time, abandoned yet not entirely dead.

As my gaze drifted over the horizon, a sense of unease began to settle in the pit of my stomach. The gray waves churned violently against the jagged rocks, their endless rhythm broken only by the faint shadow of something beneath the surface. I squinted, unsure if it was the trick of the light or my imagination, but the shape was gone as quickly as it had appeared.

“Keep moving,” Kell urged from ahead, his tone clipped. “The cliffs aren’t safe after dark.”

I hesitated, the wind tugging at my coat like a warning. “What do you mean by that?”

He didn’t answer immediately, instead adjusting his hood and quickening his pace. “The sea’s always been dangerous here. Ships vanish, people too. Best not to linger.”

I glanced back at the water, where the waves now seemed darker, their crests tinged with an unnatural hue. The faint cries of the gulls had fallen silent, leaving only the low roar of the sea and the whistle of the wind. My skin prickled, but I shook the feeling off and followed Kell.

The path wound its way deeper into the village, where signs of life grew even scarcer. Rusted machinery lay abandoned in the streets—carts overturned, gears corroded, and cables coiled like sleeping serpents. The remnants of industry hinted at a time when this place had been vibrant, a hub of activity. Now it felt like a tomb.

“Arlenia wasn’t always like this,” I said, breaking the silence. “What happened here?”

Kell’s jaw tightened, and for a moment, I thought he wouldn’t answer. But then he spoke, his voice low and grim. “Progress, they called it. Factories, refineries, steamworks. We built wonders, machines that could shape the world. But the deeper you dig, the darker it gets. The mines, the engines—they unearthed more than coal and iron.”

He stopped abruptly, his eyes scanning the shadows that clung to the edges of the ruined buildings. “You can’t just rip into the earth without waking something. The sea’s no different. There are things out there, Armand. Things that don’t belong in the world of men.”

I frowned, uneasy but unwilling to give in to the creeping dread that his words stirred. “Superstitions,” I said, though the conviction in my voice felt hollow.

Kell gave a bitter laugh. “Call it what you want. But those factories shut down for a reason. The mines were abandoned for a reason. And the people who lived here?” He gestured to the empty streets, the hollow-eyed windows. “They had reasons too.”

As if on cue, a sound echoed from somewhere deep within the village—a low, guttural noise that sent a shiver down my spine. It wasn’t human, nor was it any animal I recognized. Kell froze, his hand instinctively going to the hilt of the knife at his belt.

“What was that?” I whispered, my voice barely audible over the wind.

“Nothing we want to meet,” Kell replied, his eyes narrowing as he scanned the darkness. “Stay close. And whatever you do, don’t look back.”

We pressed on, the air growing colder with each step. The buildings seemed to lean closer together, their shadows pooling in the narrow streets like spilled ink. The wind carried faint whispers, indistinct but persistent, as if the ruins themselves were alive with secrets.

At the edge of the village, Kell stopped again, his expression unreadable. “The hills will be safer,” he said. “But only if we keep moving. There’s no rest for us here.”

I nodded, gripping the strap of my bag tightly as we stepped onto the overgrown path that led out of the village. Behind us, the ruined chapel stood silhouetted against the fading light, its broken steeple pointing accusingly at the sky.

For a fleeting moment, I thought I saw movement in the shadows—a flicker of something pale and serpentine slipping between the buildings. But when I turned to look, there was nothing there. Only the wind and the whisper of the sea, carrying with it the unshakable sense that we were being watched.

Whatever horrors Arlenia harbored, they were not content to stay buried.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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Echoes of the Goetics

The woods swallowed us whole, their gnarled trees rising like twisted sentinels in the endless gray fog. Rain pattered ceaselessly against the leaves, dripping down in icy rivulets that soaked through my coat and left me shivering. The trail, if it could even be called that, was little more than a ribbon of mud winding through the underbrush. Each step sucked at my boots, and I cursed under my breath as I struggled to keep up with Kell’s brisk pace.

“How can anyone live like this?” I muttered, glancing up at the oppressive canopy. The branches were so thick with mist and rain that they blotted out the sky entirely, leaving the forest cloaked in perpetual gloom. “Does the sun ever shine on this gods-forsaken continent?”

Kell didn’t turn around, but I caught the faintest hint of a smirk in his tone. “Welcome to Arlenia, Armand. Land of rain, fog, and a million ways to die. You’ll get used to it—if you live long enough.”

“I’ll take my temperate fields and sunny skies back in Eclairea any day,” I snapped, pulling my coat tighter against the damp chill. “At least there, you don’t feel like the forest is trying to swallow you whole.”

Kell chuckled dryly. “The forest isn’t trying to swallow you, Armand. The rain is just making you soft.”

Soft. The word stung more than I cared to admit. Back home, I had been hardened by the fields, by labor, by war. But here, in this relentless, sodden wilderness, I felt out of place—an outsider floundering in a land that refused to yield even an inch of comfort.

The path grew steeper, and I nearly lost my footing as my boots slid on the slick ground. Kell moved ahead with the surefootedness of someone who had navigated these woods countless times. His silhouette was a blur of gray and black, half-hidden in the mist, and for a moment, it felt as though he might vanish entirely, leaving me alone in this suffocating wilderness.

“You could slow down, you know,” I called, struggling to keep my footing. “Not all of us are born to this miserable place.”

He finally stopped, glancing back with an exasperated look. “Keep your voice down,” he hissed. “You don’t want to draw attention out here.”

I frowned, glancing around at the trees. They loomed closer than before, their roots writhing through the soil like frozen tendrils. “Attention from what?”

Kell’s gaze darkened, and for the first time, I saw genuine unease in his expression. “From whatever’s listening.”

The words sent a chill down my spine, though I wasn’t sure if it was from fear or the relentless rain seeping through my clothes. I followed him in silence after that, my senses heightened to every rustle of leaves, every snap of a branch. The woods seemed alive, breathing, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were being watched.

By the time we reached a clearing, my legs ached and my temper was frayed. The rain had lessened to a steady drizzle, but the mist clung to the ground like a living thing, swirling around our boots as we paused to rest.

“Not much further,” Kell said, scanning the treeline. He crouched to check the muddy path behind us, his hand resting on the hilt of his knife. “We’ll camp at the old hunter’s cabin up ahead. Should give us some cover for the night.”

“Will it be dry?” I asked, my tone sharper than I intended.

Kell gave me a look that bordered on pity. “Dry doesn’t exist here, Armand. Get used to being uncomfortable.”

I bit back a retort, too exhausted to argue. Instead, I dropped my pack onto a fallen log and leaned against it, letting the damp wood press into my back. The fog coiled lazily around the clearing, and for a moment, I allowed myself to relax.

That was when I heard it.

A low, guttural noise, faint but unmistakable, carried on the wind. It wasn’t the sound of an animal, nor was it human. It was something in between, something that didn’t belong. I froze, my hand instinctively going to the small blade at my belt.

Kell straightened instantly, his head snapping toward the sound. His expression turned grim, and he motioned for me to stay silent. He crouched low, scanning the fog with the predatory intensity of a man who had seen too much and lived to tell about it.

“What is it?” I whispered, barely daring to breathe.

“Don’t know,” he murmured. “But it’s close.”

The guttural noise came again, closer this time, echoing through the mist like a predator testing the air. My grip on the knife tightened, the cold steel doing little to steady my trembling fingers. I glanced at Kell, whose sharp eyes darted through the shifting fog, scanning for movement.

“It could be a drifter,” Kell said under his breath, though the tension in his voice betrayed his uncertainty. “But if it’s not...”

“What?” I pressed, unable to keep the edge of panic from creeping into my tone.

Kell turned to me, his expression grim. “Have you heard of skinwalkers, Armand?”

I shook my head, but the name alone sent a ripple of dread through me.

“They were Goetic creations,” Kell continued, his voice barely above a whisper. “Ancient weapons, twisted things bred for deception and slaughter. They can take the form of a man, wear his face, his voice. The Inquisition wiped most of them out centuries ago—or so they claimed.”

I swallowed hard, my throat dry despite the damp air. “And you think... that’s what’s out there?”

Kell didn’t answer. Instead, he gestured for me to follow, his movements deliberate and silent. We edged deeper into the clearing, sticking close to the treeline. The mist seemed thicker now, swirling in unnatural patterns that made it impossible to tell where the ground ended and the fog began.

The noise came again, louder and closer, followed by the unmistakable sound of something wet dragging across the mud. My breath hitched, and I felt the weight of Kell’s hand on my shoulder, grounding me.

“Stay close,” he murmured. “And don’t trust anything you see. Skinwalkers can mimic their prey, but they’re not perfect. Look for the cracks.”

We moved slowly, each step calculated to avoid the scattered twigs and leaves that might betray our presence. The air was heavy, thick with an unnameable dread that seemed to press down on my chest with every breath. Somewhere in the distance, the dragging noise stopped, replaced by a chilling silence.

I barely had time to process the shift before a figure emerged from the fog—a man, or at least something that looked like one. His clothes were torn, his skin pale and glistening with rain. He stumbled toward us, his movements jerky and unnatural, as though he were a marionette on invisible strings.

“Help me,” the man croaked, his voice cracked and desperate. He reached out a trembling hand, his eyes wide and glassy. “Please...”

I froze, my instincts screaming at me to run, but Kell stepped forward, his knife at the ready. “Stay where you are,” he barked, his voice sharp and commanding. “Don’t come any closer.”

The man hesitated, his head tilting at an unnatural angle. For a moment, he looked almost confused, as though he didn’t understand the command. Then his lips pulled back into a grotesque imitation of a smile, revealing teeth that were too sharp, too numerous.

“Found you,” it hissed.

Kell didn’t wait. He lunged forward, his blade slashing through the creature’s outstretched hand. The thing let out a screech that sent shivers down my spine, its form flickering and shifting like a shadow caught in a strong wind. Where the man had stood, something else now loomed—tall, pale, and sinewy, its limbs elongated and grotesque. Its empty sockets locked onto me, and I felt my legs turn to lead.

A deafening gunshot ripped through the mist, startling me out of my paralysis. The skinwalker staggered, its unnatural form jerking violently as dark ichor sprayed from the gaping hole Kell’s pistol had torn into its chest. The creature let out a shriek, a high-pitched, bone-rattling sound that made my ears ring and my stomach churn.

“Get your head together, Armand!” Kell roared, firing again. The second shot caught the thing in the shoulder, but it only seemed to enrage it further. It lurched toward him, its long, clawed limbs swiping through the air with unnatural speed.

Kell sidestepped, narrowly avoiding its strike. “Use your weapon!” he barked at me. “Don’t just stand there!”

My hands fumbled for the club tucked into my pack—a simple length of hardwood, crudely fashioned but solid enough. Gripping it tightly, I willed my legs to move and charged at the creature. It was faster than I expected, twisting toward me with its gaping, eyeless sockets, its jagged teeth gnashing as it hissed.

I swung the club with all the strength I could muster, and it connected with a sickening crunch against the creature’s side. It reeled, letting out another unearthly screech, but its movements didn’t slow. Instead, it turned its full attention on me, its elongated limbs twitching as it advanced.

The skinwalker lashed out, its claws grazing my arm and tearing through my coat. Pain flared, but I didn’t stop. Adrenaline surged as I swung again, this time aiming for its head. The impact sent the creature staggering, its form flickering and distorting like smoke caught in a storm.

Kell took the opportunity to fire another shot, this one hitting the skinwalker square in the chest. The force drove it back, and it collapsed to the ground in a twisted heap. It writhed, its limbs flailing as it let out a guttural growl that seemed to echo through the trees.

“Don’t stop!” Kell shouted. “It’s not dead yet!”

I didn’t need to be told twice. Raising the club, I brought it down with all my strength, striking the creature again and again. Each blow sent dark ichor spraying across the mud, the creature’s screeches growing weaker until they were nothing more than faint, guttural whimpers. Finally, it stilled, its twisted form lying motionless in the muck.

I staggered back, gasping for breath, my arms trembling from the effort. The club slipped from my fingers, landing with a dull thud in the mud. Kell approached cautiously, his pistol still aimed at the creature. He nudged it with his boot, and when it didn’t move, he finally lowered his weapon.

“That’ll do,” he muttered, though his expression remained tense. “For now.”

I stared at the corpse, its once-shifting form now solidified into something grotesque and alien. The ichor pooling around it steamed faintly in the cold air, and the faint stench of rot began to permeate the clearing. My stomach churned, and I looked away, struggling to suppress the bile rising in my throat.

“We need to move,” Kell said, his tone urgent. “The Coast Watch will have heard that.”

I glanced at him, still catching my breath. “The Coast Watch?”

“They hunt things like this,” Kell explained, already reloading his pistol. “But they’re not interested in asking questions about who killed it—or why. They’ll arrest us, or worse, if they think we’re involved.”

“So what do we do?” I asked, my voice shaking.

“We run,” Kell said simply. He grabbed my arm, pulling me away from the clearing. “Now.”

With no time to argue, I stumbled after him, the weight of what had just happened pressing heavily on my mind. The woods seemed darker now, the mist thicker, as though the land itself was conspiring to conceal the horrors it harbored. Whatever safety I thought Arlenia might offer, it was becoming clear that this place was far from salvation.



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
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A Fool’s Journey South

We broke free of the forest just as the first light of dawn spilled across the hills. The trees behind us still loomed like a wall of shadow, the faint stench of ichor and rot clinging to my clothes and skin. But here, in the open, the air was different—cleaner, sharper, filled with the scent of damp earth and heather. The rain had slowed to a drizzle, and the mist that had suffocated the woods seemed to lift, revealing a sprawling landscape of rugged beauty.

The hills rose and fell in great, sweeping arcs, their slopes dotted with jagged rocks and patches of wildflowers. Streams wound their way through the valleys, their waters sparkling in the pale sunlight. In the distance, a range of mountains loomed, their peaks shrouded in clouds that seemed to hover like watchful sentinels. This was no longer the oppressive, haunted terrain of the forest. It was something wilder, freer—a land untamed but not yet corrupted.

Kell stopped on the crest of a hill, scanning the horizon with practiced eyes. His pistol was still in his hand, though he held it loosely now, as though the immediate danger had passed. I collapsed onto a flat rock nearby, my chest heaving as I tried to catch my breath. My arm throbbed where the skinwalker had grazed me, and the damp chill seeped into my bones.

“Welcome to the Highlands,” Kell said, his voice breaking the silence. “This is the Arlenia most people know—the part they write songs about. The part they romanticize.”

I glanced up at him, my exhaustion laced with skepticism. “Romanticize? In this weather?”

He smirked, his gaze still fixed on the hills. “It grows on you. Besides, it’s better than the coast, or the cities. Cleaner. Quieter.”

“Quieter except for the monsters,” I muttered, wiping the mud from my hands. My eyes drifted to the distant mountains, their jagged peaks disappearing into the clouds. “And the Coast Watch. You think they’ll follow us this far?”

“They’ll try,” Kell said, holstering his pistol. “But we’ve got a head start, and they’re not as keen on trekking through the highlands. Too many places to hide. Too many things worse than us.”

I frowned, his words settling uneasily in my chest. “Worse than skinwalkers?”

Kell didn’t answer right away. Instead, he crouched down, pulling a map from his pack and spreading it across the rock. “We’re here,” he said, pointing to a spot near the edge of the forest. “The nearest settlement worth mentioning is Drakemont, a day’s walk from here if we keep up the pace. It’s civilized enough—inns, markets, people who don’t shoot strangers on sight.”

“Sounds almost like home,” I said, though the sarcasm in my voice rang hollow. Eclairea was a world away, and the longer I stayed in Arlenia, the more foreign and unreachable it seemed.

Kell folded the map and stood, his movements brisk and efficient. “Get used to the rain and mud, Armand. It’s not going away. But if we make it to Drakemont, we’ll have a chance to regroup. Maybe even find someone who can help with your... situation.”

“My situation,” I repeated, standing slowly and adjusting my pack. “Right.”

He grumbled, already moving down the slope. “Come on. The Coast Watch doesn’t like loose ends, and neither do I.”

I followed him, my legs aching with every step. The hills were deceptively steep, their slopes slick with rain and dotted with sharp stones that threatened to turn every misstep into a twisted ankle. But the further we walked, the more the land opened up, revealing scattered farms and clusters of stone cottages nestled in the valleys. Smoke curled lazily from chimneys, and the faint bleating of sheep echoed across the hills. It was the first sign of life I’d seen since leaving the village, and it brought a strange mix of relief and unease.

“This is Arlenia’s heart,” Kell said as we passed a crumbling stone wall that marked the edge of a farmstead. “The highlands are older than the cities, older than Arlenia. The people here have their own ways, their own beliefs. They’re not like the ones in the cities.”

“Superstitious?” I asked, glancing at the weathered stone crosses and carved runes that adorned the cottages.

“Practical,” Kell corrected. “They know what lives in the dark. And they know how to survive.”

As we descended into the next valley, the sound of a stream grew louder, its waters rushing over smooth stones. Kell stopped by the bank, crouching to clean the grime. I joined him, dipping my hands into the icy water and letting it wash away the grime and blood from my skin. For a moment, the world felt almost peaceful, the horrors of the forest and the skinwalker a distant memory.

But peace, I realized, was a fleeting thing in Arlenia. The land might seem calm here, with its rolling hills and scattered farms, but there was something beneath it all—a tension, a lingering shadow that refused to be ignored.

“We’ll camp here for a bit,” Kell said, standing and shouldering his pack. “But not for long. Drakemont’s still half a day away, and I’d rather be indoors before nightfall.”

I nodded, my eyes drifting to the horizon where the mountains loomed. Arlenia might have seemed more civilized here, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that it was just a mask—a thin veil hiding something far older and far more dangerous.

***
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THE JOURNEY SOUTHWARD was grueling but steady. The rugged hills of the highlands slowly gave way to gentler slopes and rolling plains. Each day brought a subtle change to the landscape: the craggy ridges softened, the patches of dense forest thinned, and the mist that had clung to us in the highlands lifted, revealing wider skies.

By the fourth day, the horizon stretched endlessly, marked by the faint shimmer of rivers and the dark smudges of distant towns. The air grew warmer, losing the bite of the highland chill, though it carried a faint tang of coal smoke that became stronger with each passing mile.

Kell remained focused, setting a brisk pace as we followed dirt paths that gradually widened into well-worn roads. The threat of monsters seemed to fade with the landscape. The villagers we passed in the highlands had spoken in hushed tones of the creatures that stalked the woods and cliffs, but as we moved south, such warnings gave way to more mundane conversations—weather, trade, and the latest news from the railways.

On the seventh day, we crested a hill and saw it: the first signs of Arlenia’s industrial might. A ribbon of steel snaked through the plains below, the gleaming tracks of a railroad that stretched as far as the eye could see. In the distance, the dark outlines of factories rose against the horizon, their chimneys belching plumes of smoke that blurred the line between sky and earth.

Kell stopped, taking a swig from his canteen as he surveyed the scene. “Welcome to the new Arlenia,” he said, his voice tinged with something that might have been bitterness. “This is what they call progress.”

I stared at the distant factories, the smoke rising in thick, oily clouds. The rolling plains, once vibrant with wildflowers and grazing animals, were now dotted with rail stations and worker settlements—clusters of squat, uniform buildings that seemed to grow like weeds around the factories. The sound of distant machinery hummed through the air, a low, rhythmic pulse that seemed to vibrate in my chest.

“It’s impressive,” I admitted, though the words felt hollow. The sight reminded me of parts of Eclairea, where industrialization was slowly taking hold, but here it was overwhelming—a vast, sprawling machine consuming the land itself.

“Impressive until you’re the one working in it,” Kell muttered. He adjusted his pack and started down the hill. “Come on. Drakemont’s this way.”

The road turned from dirt to cobblestones, then to smooth paving stones as we approached the outskirts of the industrial heartland. Railcars clattered in the distance, their wheels screeching against the tracks as they ferried goods and passengers between towns. The towns themselves were stark and orderly, their streets lined with identical brick houses and the occasional shop or tavern. Children played in the alleys, their laughter mingling with the hiss of steam engines and the clanging of metal.

The people here were different too—hard-faced men and women with soot-streaked clothes and calloused hands. They eyed us with suspicion as we passed, their gazes lingering on my weathered coat and Kell’s pistol at his side. We kept our heads down, blending into the flow of workers heading to and from the factories.

By the time we reached Drakemont, the sun was sinking low, casting a fiery glow over the smoke-filled sky. The town was larger than I had expected, its streets bustling with activity despite the hour. Gas lamps flickered to life along the main thoroughfare, their yellow light illuminating the soot-streaked faces of workers spilling out of the factories.

Kell led us to a small inn tucked away on a quieter street. The sign above the door read The Iron Stag, its paint faded but still legible. Inside, the air was thick with the smell of ale and the low murmur of conversation. The patrons barely glanced at us as we entered, too focused on their drinks and their card games to care about two strangers.

The Iron Stag’s interior was as worn as its sign—wooden beams darkened by years of smoke, mismatched tables and chairs scattered haphazardly, and a fire burning low in the hearth. The barmaid, a stout woman with a no-nonsense air, plunked two mugs of ale on the table without a word, her attention already elsewhere.

Kell took a long drink, sighing as he set the mug down. “You’re lucky, Armand. Most Eclaireans can’t mimic our accent without sounding like fools. But you? You could almost pass for Arlenian.”

I raised an eyebrow, cradling the mug between my hands. “Almost?”

Kell smirked. “You’re still too polite. Give it time. This country has a way of sanding down the edges.”

I took a sip of the ale, its bitterness spreading across my tongue. It wasn’t bad—rougher than what I was used to back home, but it warmed me from the inside out. “So what now? You said we’d plan in Drakemont.”

Kell leaned back, stretching his legs under the table. “Plan’s simple. You’ve made it this far, Armand. If you can survive the highlands, dodge the Coast Watch, and kill a skinwalker without running off screaming, you’ll be fine. Head south, stick to the rail lines. The cities are easier to blend into.”

I frowned, setting the mug down. “I didn’t pay for ‘fine.’ I paid for a guide to Londarion.”

Kell’s smirk faltered, replaced by a look of incredulity. He sat forward, elbows resting on the table. “Londarion? You’re serious?”

I met his gaze, my jaw tightening. “That’s what I said.”

“You’re mad,” Kell said, shaking his head. “Londarion’s no place for a man like you—no place for anyone without papers or connections. And even if you somehow make it, what are you going to do? Stroll up to the palace gates and ask to see Queen Elara?”

“Something like that,” I replied, my tone flat but firm. “I didn’t come this far to stop in Drakemont. I’m going to Londarion.”

Kell let out a low whistle, his expression a mix of amusement and disbelief. “You’ve got nerve, I’ll give you that. But nerve won’t keep you out of the Watch’s hands, and it sure as hell won’t get you an audience with the Queen.”

“I’ll find a way,” I said, my voice steady. “She’s the only one who can help me.”

“Help you with what, exactly?” Kell asked, narrowing his eyes. “You haven’t told me why you’re here, Armand. Running from something? Trying to find something? Or is this just some grand, foolish idea cooked up in the heat of desperation?”

I hesitated, my fingers tightening around the mug. The truth hovered on the edge of my tongue, but I wasn’t ready to share it—not with him, not yet. “It doesn’t matter why. I just need to get there.”

Kell studied me for a long moment, his sharp eyes searching for something beneath my words. Finally, he leaned back, letting out a breath. “You’re insane. But fine. I’ll take you as far as Casterwick. That’s where my route ends. From there, you’re on your own.”

“Fair enough,” I said, lifting the mug to my lips. The bitterness of the ale felt oddly comforting now, grounding me against the swirl of doubts and fears in my mind.

Kell drained his mug in one go, slamming it down on the table with a decisive thud. “You’ve got guts, Armand. I’ll give you that. But Londarion’s a different beast. The city’s not like these little towns or the highlands. It’ll chew you up and spit you out if you’re not careful.”

“I’ll manage,” I said simply, though the weight of his words settled heavily on my chest.

“Maybe you will,” Kell said, his tone light but his expression serious. “Or maybe I’ll be reading about you in the papers a week from now, some poor fool who thought he could outsmart the Coast Watch.”

I didn’t reply. Instead, I stared into the amber depths of my mug, the firelight reflecting in its surface. Londarion felt impossibly far away, but it was my only hope. Queen Elara was my only hope. And no amount of skepticism or danger would stop me from reaching her.

Kell finally stood, tossing a few coins onto the table. “Get some rest. We leave at dawn.”

I nodded, watching as he made his way to the bar, exchanging a few quiet words with the innkeeper. The room buzzed softly with the chatter of other patrons, their voices a background hum against the crackle of the fire. Despite the warmth of the room and the ale in my belly, I couldn’t shake the cold knot of anxiety that had taken root inside me.

Londarion loomed ahead, distant and daunting. But I would get there. I had to.



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
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On the Path of Betrayers

The road to Casterwick was smoother than the muddy trails of the highlands. Paved in places and well-trodden in others, it wound its way through rolling plains and patches of sparse forest, flanked by signs of increasing civilization. Rail lines crisscrossed the countryside, their gleaming tracks cutting clean paths through the landscape. Villages dotted the way, smoke curling lazily from chimneys and the occasional locomotive rumbling past in the distance.

But the journey wasn’t without its unease. Kell had grown quieter over the last day, his usual sarcastic remarks and gruff demeanor replaced by a subtle tension I couldn’t quite place. He kept glancing over his shoulder, his hand resting on the hilt of his knife more often than usual. I chalked it up to caution—he had warned me more than once about the dangers of this region, after all.

It wasn’t until we reached a secluded stretch of road, bordered by tall trees and out of sight from any rail lines or settlements, that I realized something was wrong.

“Kell,” I said, slowing my pace as the gravel crunched beneath my boots. “You’ve been quiet. Is something on your mind?”

He didn’t answer immediately, his gaze fixed on the path ahead. When he finally spoke, his tone was carefully neutral. “Just making sure we’re not being followed. This stretch of road isn’t exactly safe.”

I nodded, though a prickle of unease worked its way up my spine. The forest around us seemed unnaturally still, the usual rustle of leaves and calls of birds absent. I tightened my grip on my pack, my eyes scanning the shadows between the trees.

That was when I heard it—a faint rustling, followed by the soft creak of leather and the jingle of metal. Before I could react, three figures emerged from the trees, their movements casual but deliberate. They were well-dressed for highwaymen, wearing long coats and polished boots. Two of them carried pistols, while the third leaned on a walking stick with an ornate silver handle.

“Well, good day to you, gentlemen,” the one with the walking stick said, his voice smooth and pleasant. “What a fine day for a stroll, wouldn’t you agree?”

Kell stopped, his hand still on his knife but not drawing it. “Evening,” he said curtly, his tone giving nothing away. “We don’t want trouble.”

“Trouble?” The man with the stick feigned surprise, his polished accent carrying a hint of amusement. “Oh, heavens no. We’re not here to cause trouble, are we, boys?”

The other two smirked but said nothing, their pistols hanging loosely at their sides. My heart began to pound, my grip on my pack tightening. I glanced at Kell, but his expression was unreadable.

“Then what do you want?” I asked, my voice steady despite the growing tension.

The man with the stick tilted his head, his sharp eyes studying me like a merchant appraising wares. “Well, my good man, we’re here for you. Or rather, for the bounty that someone”—he glanced at Kell with a sly smile—“has been kind enough to bring to our attention.”

I froze, the words hitting me like a blow. Slowly, I turned to Kell, who avoided my gaze, his jaw tight. “Kell,” I said, my voice low and dangerous. “What is he talking about?”

Kell finally looked at me, guilt flashing briefly across his face before it hardened into resolve. “Look, Armand, this isn’t personal. But you’re clearly not some farmer from Eclairea. You’ve got that noble air about you, no matter how much you try to hide it. And a man like you? Worth a fortune in the right hands.”

My stomach turned, a mix of anger and betrayal surging through me. “You sold me out.”

“It’s just business,” Kell said, his tone flat. “These fine gentlemen are going to split the ransom with me. You’ll be fine. Nobles always are.”

The man with the stick clapped his hands together. “See? Nothing to get worked up over. Now, if you’ll kindly hand over your belongings and come quietly, we’ll make this quick and painless.”

My blood boiled, and I felt my grip tighten on the club tucked in my pack. “You think I’ll just let you hand me over?”

Kell sighed, drawing his knife. “Don’t make this harder than it has to be, Armand. You’re outnumbered.”

The weight of the situation pressed down on me as I took stock of the scene. Three highwaymen, armed and composed, flanked by Kell, whose knife glinted faintly in the waning light. My mind raced with possibilities, but none of them ended in my favor. I was outnumbered, outgunned, and betrayed.

“I don’t suppose talking this through is an option,” I said, my voice sharp with suppressed fury.

The man with the walking stick chuckled, a cultured, almost theatrical sound. “Oh, I assure you, we’re quite reasonable. Surrender your weapons, follow our instructions, and this need not devolve into unpleasantness. Cooperation, you see, is the cornerstone of a civilized society.”

Civilized. The word almost made me laugh. Yet I couldn’t deny the futility of fighting. My fingers twitched toward the club hidden in my pack, but I stopped myself. Picking a fight would only get me killed—or worse, give Kell and his new friends an excuse to put a bullet in my back.

“Fine,” I said through gritted teeth. Slowly, I raised my hands, my every movement deliberate. “But let me save you the trouble of disappointment. There’s no one to pay your ransom.”

The man arched an eyebrow, clearly intrigued. “Oh? That’s an unusual claim for someone of your bearing. Perhaps you’d care to elaborate.”

“No one’s coming,” I said coldly. “No family, no friends, no fortune waiting for me back home. Whoever you think I am, whatever you think I’m worth—it’s nothing. You’ve wasted your time.”

Kell frowned, his knife lowering slightly. “You’re lying. Nobody like you ends up in a place like this without someone waiting to bail them out.”

“Then you’ve misjudged me,” I snapped, my eyes locking on his. “I’m worth nothing to you, Kell. You’ve betrayed me for a fantasy.”

The man with the walking stick stroked his chin thoughtfully, his sharp eyes narrowing. “A curious development. If what he says is true, then our little enterprise may not be as lucrative as hoped. Still, it would be remiss of us not to verify such a claim.”

“I told you—” I started, but he held up a hand to silence me.

“Peace, my good man,” he said smoothly. “You’ll have ample opportunity to convince us of your destitution. For now, however, we must proceed with caution.”

One of the other highwaymen stepped forward, his pistol pointed at me. “Bag off. Hands where we can see ’em.”

I hesitated, anger and humiliation warring with the pragmatic voice in my head urging compliance. Reluctantly, I shrugged off my pack, tossing it at their feet. The man knelt to rifle through it, his movements methodical and professional.

“You’re making a mistake,” I said, my voice low.

“Possibly,” the leader said with a casual shrug. “But in our line of work, risks are an inevitability.”

“Nothing fancy in here,” the man with my pack muttered. He looked up at the leader and Kell, clearly unimpressed. “Just a club, some food, and a few coins.”

Kell’s frown deepened, and for a moment, I saw a flicker of doubt in his eyes. He opened his mouth to say something, but the leader cut him off.

“Secure him,” the leader ordered, gesturing toward me with his cane. “If he truly has no ransom, then we’ll deal with the matter later. But for now, better to err on the side of caution.”

The highwaymen moved with practiced efficiency, binding my hands tightly behind my back and searching me for concealed weapons. I didn’t resist, knowing it would only end in pain. Instead, I focused my glare on Kell, my fury burning hotter with every passing second.

“You’d sell me out for this?” I hissed as one of the men tightened the ropes around my wrists. “After everything?”

Kell avoided my gaze, his jaw tight. “It’s just business, Armand. Don’t take it personally.”

“Don’t take it personally?” I barked, struggling against the ropes. “You’re a coward, Kell. A backstabbing coward.”

“Enough,” the leader said sharply, his polished demeanor hardening for the first time. “You’ll have your chance to air grievances later, but for now, I suggest you save your energy.”

The group began moving, the leader gesturing for the others to flank me as they guided me off the road and into the woods. The air grew colder, the shadows deeper, and the weight of my situation heavier with each step.

As we walked, my mind churned with anger and despair, but beneath it all was a simmering determination. I didn’t know how yet, but I would find a way out of this. And when I did, Kell would pay for his betrayal.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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The Walk to Londarion

The highwaymen led me deeper into the woods, their movements practiced and deliberate. The leader, ever polite and composed, hummed softly as he walked, his cane tapping a steady rhythm against the ground. The two others flanked me, their pistols at the ready but held loosely, as though they didn’t expect me to try anything. Kell brought up the rear, his silence heavy with unspoken tension.

We stopped in a small clearing where the leader gestured for me to sit on a fallen log. One of the highwaymen adjusted the ropes around my wrists, ensuring they were secure but not overly tight, as if to maintain some semblance of courtesy.

“Well then,” the leader said, standing before me with an air of casual authority. “Let’s get to the heart of the matter, shall we? You claim you’re worth nothing, and yet you carry yourself like a man of station. It’s... intriguing.”

I glared up at him, my pride stinging more than my wrists. “Believe what you want. There’s no one left to pay a ransom.”

He tilted his head, his sharp eyes studying me like a specimen under a glass. “No one left... That’s quite the dramatic statement. Perhaps you’d care to elaborate?”

I hesitated, my jaw tightening. The truth was bitter, and the thought of sharing it with these men—strangers who had bound me like an animal—filled me with rage. But I knew I had little choice.

“My name is Julien Armand,” I said finally, my voice low but steady. “My family is dead. Executed by the Republic of Eclairea during the revolution. Every last one of them.”

The leader raised an eyebrow, his expression curious. “Executed, you say? And their assets?”

“Seized,” I spat. “Every coin, every property, every scrap of land. The Republic took it all.”

The clearing fell silent save for the distant rustle of leaves. The two armed highwaymen exchanged glances, their postures shifting with disappointment. Even Kell, standing at the edge of the clearing, looked unsettled, though he said nothing.

The leader leaned on his cane, tapping his fingers thoughtfully against the silver handle. “Armand... Yes, the name does sound familiar. I recall hearing of a noble family by that name. Prominent landowners, were they not? Loyalists, if I’m not mistaken.”

He smiled faintly, his sharp eyes locking onto mine. “And now you, the last of your line, reduced to traveling through Arlenia with nothing but a pack and a borrowed name. Tragic, really.”

“You’ve done your research,” I said bitterly. “So you know I’m telling the truth. There’s no ransom. No fortune. Nothing.”

The leader sighed, straightening. “It seems you’re correct. A pity—Kell led us to believe otherwise.” He turned to the former guide with a pointed look. “I hope this won’t become a habit, my dear Kell. Wasting my time isn’t something I take lightly.”

Kell avoided my gaze, his face pale. “He fooled me too. I thought—”

“You thought wrong,” the leader interrupted smoothly. “Fortunately, this isn’t an insurmountable loss. There are... alternative ways to ensure we’re compensated for our trouble.”

One of the highwaymen stepped forward, his pistol shifting slightly in my direction. “Want us to kill him, boss? He’s no good to us alive.”

The leader’s face darkened, and he shook his head with an almost paternal disappointment. “Let’s not be so hasty. Killing is a sin, after all. We’re not common butchers.”

The man hesitated, then stepped back with a reluctant nod.

The leader turned back to me, his demeanor softening. “No, we won’t kill you, Armand. But we will take everything you have. Consider it a... redistribution of wealth. You’ve traveled light, so it won’t take us long.”

One of the highwaymen knelt to rummage through my pack, his hands methodical as he emptied its contents onto the ground. The club, my meager rations, and the few coins I had left were collected swiftly. My coat was next, stripped from my shoulders despite my protests. The chill of the evening air bit into me, but I bit my tongue, refusing to give them the satisfaction of complaint.

When they were done, the leader clapped his hands together, as if settling a business deal. “There we are. No harm done, and no blood spilled. You may not have been the prize we hoped for, but you’ve proven yourself... educational.”

I glared at him, my fury simmering just below the surface. “And what now? You leave me here to freeze?”

“Hardly,” the leader said with a faint smile. “We’re not monsters, despite appearances. You’ll find the road to Casterwick not far from here. Untie him, boys. Let him walk the rest of the way.”

One of the men knelt behind me, his blade slicing through the ropes with practiced ease. My hands fell free, and I rubbed my wrists, glaring at the group of them as they pocketed the last of my belongings.

The leader tipped his hat, his polished smile never wavering. “Safe travels, Armand. And do take care—it’s a dangerous world out there.”

Without another word, the highwaymen disappeared into the woods, their polished boots crunching softly against the undergrowth. Kell lingered for a moment, his eyes meeting mine with something that looked like regret. But he said nothing. He simply turned and followed the others, leaving me alone in the clearing.

I stood there for a long time, the chill of the evening sinking into my bones. The weight of my failure—and Kell’s betrayal—pressed heavily on my shoulders. But beneath it all, a small ember of determination burned.

They’d taken everything. But they hadn’t taken my purpose. Londarion was still ahead, and I would reach it—even if I had to crawl the rest of the way.

***
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THE ROAD STRETCHED endlessly before me, its gravel biting into my bare feet with every step. The highwaymen had taken everything—my pack, my coat, my boots. Even the few coins I’d carried were now gone, leaving me with nothing but the tattered clothes on my back. The cold gnawed at my skin, the wind cutting through my threadbare shirt like a knife.

By mid-afternoon, the clouds had thickened, and the faint drizzle turned into a steady rain. The water soaked through my clothes, chilling me to the bone. Each step felt heavier than the last, my body screaming for rest, for warmth, for food. But the town ahead was my only hope, and stopping wasn’t an option.

When I finally stumbled into the outskirts of the settlement, the sky was already darkening. It was a modest place—stone and timber houses clustered around a central square, their chimneys releasing thin trails of smoke into the damp air. The scent of baked bread and roasted meat teased my senses, making my stomach clench painfully.

I wandered the streets, each step drawing curious and suspicious glances from the townsfolk. Children whispered to one another, pointing at me from behind their mothers’ skirts. A group of workers loading crates onto a wagon paused to stare, their expressions a mix of pity and disdain.

“Move along,” one of them muttered, his voice low but firm. “We don’t need trouble.”

Trouble. Was that all they saw when they looked at me? I lowered my gaze and kept walking, the weight of their stares pressing down on me like the cold rain. My pride, already battered, crumbled further with every passing moment.

By the time I reached the center of the town, my legs were trembling from exhaustion. I leaned against a low stone wall, my breath coming in ragged gasps. The square was bustling with activity—vendors selling produce from carts, a butcher advertising fresh cuts of meat, and a baker pulling loaves of bread from a steaming oven. My stomach twisted again, and I knew I couldn’t last much longer.

Swallowing what remained of my dignity, I approached one of the food stalls. An older woman stood behind it, her hands deftly arranging bundles of carrots and potatoes. Her sharp eyes flicked to me as I hesitated near the edge of the stall.

“Something you need?” she asked, her voice brusque.

I hesitated, my gaze dropping to the ground. The words felt heavy in my throat, tangled with shame. I’d begged before, back in Parisia, when the revolution had reduced me to little more than a ghost of the boy I had been. Back then, I had learned to expect sneers, kicks, and the cold sting of rejection. Here, I expected no different.

“Please,” I managed, my voice hoarse. “I don’t have anything... I just need a little food. Anything.”

The woman’s hands stilled, her sharp eyes narrowing as she looked me over. I braced myself for the inevitable dismissal, the sharp words or worse, but to my surprise, she didn’t sneer. Instead, her expression softened, and she reached out to pluck a slightly bruised carrot from the pile.

“You look half-dead,” she said, handing it to me. “Here.”

I blinked, momentarily stunned. My hands trembled as I took the carrot, mumbling, “Thank you. I—thank you.”

She waved me off. “Go on, eat it before you keel over.”

I bit into the carrot, the crunch and earthy taste a small but powerful relief. The woman watched me for a moment, then sighed. “Where’re you from, boy? Those scars - I haven’t seen anything like that before.”

The woman’s sharp gaze bore into me as I hesitated, chewing over my words along with the carrot she’d handed me. My mind raced for a plausible answer—something far enough removed to deflect curiosity, yet believable enough to pass scrutiny.

“From the north,” I said finally, swallowing the last bite. “A little village near the borders. You wouldn’t have heard of it.”

Her eyes narrowed slightly, her fingers drumming against the edge of her stall. “Try me. I’ve lived in these parts all my life. I’ve heard of plenty of places.”

I fought the urge to shift under her scrutiny, forcing my expression to remain neutral. “Harrowstead,” I said, plucking the name from thin air. “Near the hills.”

She raised an eyebrow, leaning forward slightly. “Harrowstead, is it? Funny, don’t recall ever hearing about a village by that name. And the hills, you say? The ones near Drakemont?”

“Farther north,” I said quickly, cursing my choice of words. “A little out of the way. Small place. Not much to talk about.”

She tilted her head, studying me for a moment longer. The silence dragged, and I braced myself for the inevitable callout. But then she shrugged, seemingly letting it go.

“Out of the way, all right,” she said, handing me a small piece of bread from under her stall. “You look like you’ve come farther than that, though. Those scars? They don’t come from farmwork.”

I hesitated, unsure how much to say. “Life’s not easy near the border,” I muttered. “Things happen.”

Her gaze softened, though she didn’t press further. “Hmph. Well, life’s not easy anywhere these days. At least you’ve got some fight left in you.”

She pushed the bread into my hands, her tone brisk but not unkind. “Here. Eat that and get moving before you attract more attention.”

“Thank you,” I said, keeping my voice steady despite the relief flooding me. “I won’t forget this.”

“See that you don’t,” she replied, her lips curving into a faint smile. “And Harrowstead, huh? Maybe I’ll pay a visit someday.”

I nodded quickly, offering a tight smile of my own before turning to leave. As I walked away, clutching the bread like a lifeline, my thoughts churned with unease. Londarion was only a few days away. Would I make it?
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
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A City Without Kindness

The outskirts of Londarion loomed like the edge of a great machine, its towering chimneys belching dark smoke into the sky. The air was thick with soot and the acrid tang of industry, a stark contrast to the rolling hills and quiet towns I’d passed through on my way south. The city felt alive, but not in the way of a vibrant community—it was a beast, a relentless engine fueled by the sweat and blood of its people.

The cheap shoes on my feet pinched with every step, and the coat I’d been gifted, though threadbare and oversized, offered some relief from the biting cold. My reflection in a puddle stopped me briefly: a gaunt figure with hollow eyes, marked by scars that told a story far too grim for someone my age. I adjusted the coat and pushed onward.

As I entered the outer districts, I was struck by the sheer scale of Londarion. Factories lined the streets, their massive iron gates flanked by grim-faced workers trudging in and out in steady shifts. Rows of identical brick houses stood in orderly lines, their windows clouded with grime. The air buzzed with the sound of machinery, a deafening symphony of hammers, steam engines, and the occasional hiss of pressure valves.

The kindness I’d encountered in the countryside seemed to dissipate here, replaced by hurried glances and closed-off expressions. People moved quickly, their faces set in grim determination, as though each second lost could mean disaster. I felt invisible in a way I hadn’t since leaving Eclairea—neither pitied nor despised, just ignored.

A young boy darted out from a side alley, nearly colliding with me. He froze when he saw my face, his wide eyes flicking over the scars before he muttered an apology and disappeared into the crowd. I touched my cheek instinctively, the boy’s reaction a sharp reminder that I didn’t quite belong here, either.

The streets grew narrower and more chaotic as I ventured further into the city. Vendors shouted over the clamor, hawking everything from roasted chestnuts to worn tools, their voices competing with the distant roar of the factories. I passed a man with a cart selling second-hand clothes and considered stopping, but the few coins I’d managed to scrounge wouldn’t stretch far. Survival, for now, would have to come first.

I found a quieter spot near the edge of a square where factory workers gathered, their faces streaked with sweat and soot. They were a stark contrast to the farmers and shopkeepers I’d encountered in the countryside—lean, hardened figures who looked like they hadn’t smiled in years. I watched them from a distance, unsure of my next move.

Kindness here seemed as scarce as clean air. When I’d begged in the towns, there had been sympathy, even generosity. But in Londarion, the people looked past me with eyes dulled by exhaustion and survival. It wasn’t cruelty—it was indifference, born of a city that had no time for strangers or their stories.

The faint sound of music caught my ear, a fiddle being played somewhere nearby. It was a strange contrast to the harshness of the city, a melody that spoke of simpler times. I followed the sound, weaving through the crowds until I found a small group gathered around a busker. The man played with surprising skill, his battered hat on the ground collecting a meager handful of coins.

I lingered on the edge of the crowd, letting the music wash over me. For a moment, it was easy to forget the soot, the cold, the endless churn of the city. The song ended, and the busker’s gaze flicked to me, his eyes narrowing slightly. I realized he was staring at my scars.

“You new here?” he asked, his voice carrying over the murmurs of the crowd.

I hesitated, then nodded. “Just arrived.”

He studied me for a moment, then gestured to his hat. “Got a coin to spare?”

I almost laughed at the irony but kept my face neutral. “Not yet.”

He smirked faintly, as if amused by my honesty. “Good luck, then. You’ll need it in this place.”

I lingered, unsure why I didn’t simply turn away. The busker had gone back to adjusting his fiddle, the strings creaking softly as he tuned them. His words hung in the air, though—“You’ll need it in this place”—an unspoken challenge or perhaps just a resigned truth. Either way, it gnawed at me.

“You’ve been here long?” I asked, breaking the silence.

The busker glanced up, his fingers pausing mid-tune. “Long enough to know how the city chews up folks like you. And me, for that matter.” He gave a wry smile, tilting his head. “What’s your story, then? Run out of luck somewhere else and decide to try here?”

“Something like that,” I said, deflecting. “And you? You don’t exactly look like the kind of man who planned to make a living on the streets.”

He chuckled softly, the sound almost bitter. “You’re sharper than most. Used to work in the factories, back when I thought honest work would mean something. The lungs don’t agree with the soot, though. Got to the point where I couldn’t keep up. Boss tossed me out like yesterday’s rubbish.”

He plucked a string, the note reverberating through the air. “Figured the fiddle was better company than the hammer anyway. Pays about the same, too—next to nothing.”

I leaned against a lamppost, studying him. His wiry frame and weathered face spoke of hard years, but there was something unbroken in his tone. “Doesn’t sound like you’ve given up,” I said.

“Given up?” He snorted, his lips twisting into a smirk. “Londarion doesn’t let you give up. You keep going because there’s no other choice. Until the city finally spits you out, that is.”

I nodded slowly, letting his words settle. He was right—Londarion wasn’t a place to stop. It was a machine, grinding forward without care for the lives caught in its gears.

“Let me guess,” he said, cocking an eyebrow. “You’re not from around here. You’ve got that look about you—fresh off the road, no idea what you’ve walked into.”

“Is it that obvious?” I asked, suppressing a grimace.

“Not a bad thing,” he said with a shrug. “Just means you’ve still got hope. Be careful with that, though. This city eats hope faster than a starving man eats bread.”

I couldn’t help but laugh softly at the irony. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

He tilted his head, watching me more closely now. “You got somewhere to go? Or are you just wandering?”

“I’ve got somewhere to go,” I said, though the certainty in my voice felt more like a mask than the truth. “I just... haven’t figured out exactly how to get there yet.”

The busker gave a low chuckle, resting his fiddle against his shoulder. “That’s how it starts for most of us. The city draws you in, chewing on whatever scraps you’ve got left—money, pride, hope. Then it spits you out when there’s nothing left to take.” He tapped his fiddle’s bow lightly against the edge of his battered hat. “You think Londarion’s the answer, do you?”

“It has to be,” I replied, squaring my shoulders. “I don’t have anywhere else to turn.”

“Bold words for someone with no coin and shoes that look like they’re held together with spit and prayers.” His eyes flicked to the cheap coat I wore, the faintest smirk playing at the corner of his mouth. “You don’t look like a beggar. Too much steel in your eyes, too many scars for that. But you don’t fit here either. Not yet.”

“I’m not looking to fit in,” I said, a sharp edge creeping into my voice. “I just need to get where I’m going.”

“And where’s that?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. “You’re not about to tell me you’re chasing some grand dream of glory, are you?”

I let out a dry laugh, one devoid of humor, and shook my head. “No. Dreams of glory died a long time ago. I’m not chasing anything noble or grand. What I’m doing? It’s foolish, and I know it.”

The busker tilted his head, his expression somewhere between curiosity and pity. “Then why bother? Why not find something else? Something easier?”

I looked at him, and for a moment, I struggled to find the words. My gaze drifted skyward, past the chimneys belching smoke into the gray heavens. The clouds were thick and heavy, blotting out the light of the sun. It felt fitting, like the weight of the world pressing down, suffocating every spark of hope.

“Because there’s nothing else,” I said finally, my voice quiet but firm. “The life I had is gone, taken by war and revolution. My family, my home, everything I believed in—it’s all ash now. All that’s left is this... this one last thing. Even if it’s foolish, even if it doesn’t mean anything in the end, it’s all I have.”

He didn’t respond immediately, his fingers tapping the neck of his fiddle as he studied me. His expression softened slightly, and he sighed. “You’re a broken man, stranger. But I suppose most of us are, in one way or another.”

I smirked faintly, the corner of my mouth lifting despite the weight in my chest. “Broken or not, I’m still here. That has to count for something.”

“Maybe it does,” he said, shrugging. “Or maybe it just makes the fall that much harder when you reach the end.”

I glanced down at him, his words cutting deeper than I cared to admit. “Do you regret it?” I asked. “Living like this? Surviving day to day, knowing it might not lead anywhere?”

The busker paused, his bow hovering over the strings of his fiddle. His gaze drifted upward, as if searching for something beyond the haze of smoke and soot that blanketed the sky. For a moment, I thought he wouldn’t answer. Then, he let out a soft chuckle, the sound tinged with something deeper—something almost hopeful.

“Regret? No,” he said, his voice quieter now, as though the admission was meant for himself as much as for me. “Life’s worth living, even when it doesn’t feel like it. Even when it’s hard and ugly, and you can’t see a way forward.”

I raised an eyebrow, unsure if he was mocking me. “Is it, though? Look around. Everything here—the city, the people, the smoke—it all feels like it’s eating itself alive. What’s worth holding onto in a place like this?”

He met my gaze, his expression softer now, less guarded. “It’s easy to see the worst of it. The grime, the hunger, the way people turn cold just to survive. But that’s not all there is. Look closer, and you’ll find good in the cracks.”

“Good?” I echoed skeptically.

He nodded, his fingers absently plucking at the strings of his fiddle. “You might not see it right away, but it’s there. Deep, somewhere in there.”

“You really believe that?” I asked. “That it’s worth it, even when everything feels lost?”

The busker smiled faintly, the lines on his face softening. “I do. I’ve seen enough to know that life doesn’t stop giving, even when it takes so much away. You just have to be willing to look for it.”

I didn’t respond immediately, his words settling over me like the faint warmth of a dying fire. “Maybe you’re right,” I said at last, though the weight in my chest still lingered. “Or maybe I’m just not good at looking.”

He chuckled, lifting his fiddle once more. “Then keep walking, stranger. Keep looking. You’d be surprised at what you might find.”

As he drew the bow across the strings, a mournful melody filled the air, its notes weaving through the din of the city like a whisper of something better. I stood there for a moment, letting the music wash over me. Then, with a nod of thanks, I turned and continued down the street.

The busker’s words stayed with me as I moved deeper into the maze of Londarion, the city’s harshness pressing against me like a physical weight. His belief in the good of the world seemed foolish, naive even. But as I walked, I couldn’t help but wonder if he was right. If, in the cracks of all the ugliness, there was something worth holding onto after all.
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Three Shillings and a Dream

The boarding house was a squat, grimy building nestled between two factories, its walls streaked black from years of soot. A faded sign creaked in the cold wind, declaring in chipped paint: Rooms Available. I hesitated at the threshold, my stomach knotting as I considered my options. The evening chill bit through my thin coat, and my exhaustion demanded rest. But Londarion had already shown me its teeth, and I wasn’t expecting kindness.

The woman behind the counter barely glanced up as I entered, her sharp features illuminated by the weak light of a gas lamp. Her fingers tapped impatiently on the ledger before her.

“Looking for a room?” she asked, her voice clipped and businesslike.

I nodded, pulling the small handful of coins from my pocket. “How much?”

Her eyes flicked to the coins in my hand, and she snorted, her mouth twisting into a faint sneer. “Not enough.”

I frowned, the sting of rejection hitting harder than I’d expected. “What do you mean? How much is enough?”

She leaned forward slightly, her tone taking on an edge of mockery. “A room here’s two shillings a night. Four if you want something with a window that doesn’t leak. You’ve got pennies. Go on, move along.”

I clenched my fists at my sides, swallowing the sharp retort that rose in my throat. Fighting wouldn’t change the fact that she was right. I had no means to argue, no way to demand more than what scraps Londarion was willing to give.

“Anywhere else I can go?” I asked, keeping my voice steady.

She rolled her eyes, jerking her chin toward the street. “Try a sitting-down house. Won’t get much sleep, but it’s better than freezing in the gutter. Barely.”

With nothing else to lose, I turned and left, the woman’s dismissive laughter trailing behind me.

The sitting-down house was little more than a converted warehouse. Rows of wooden benches filled the dimly lit space, crammed with men and women hunched over in varying states of exhaustion. The air reeked of sweat, smoke, and despair, the faint murmurs of conversation blending with the occasional cough. I paid the meager fee for entry and found a spot near the corner, wedging myself between two other occupants.

The night passed in restless fits, my body aching from the hard bench and the constant press of bodies. I tried to close my eyes, but the ceaseless noise of the house—snoring, muttered curses, the scrape of boots on the floor—kept dragging me back to the present.

By the time dawn arrived, a faint gray light filtering through the high windows, I felt more drained than rested. I left without a word, stepping into the cold morning air. Londarion was already alive with activity, its streets bustling with workers heading to the factories, their faces drawn and pale in the weak light.

The air was cold, biting through the thin fabric of my coat as I wandered the streets of Londarion. The city was alive in the way a factory machine is alive: grinding forward with ceaseless energy, uncaring of the wear it inflicted on those within it. I moved through the chaos in a haze, my thoughts circling back to the same question: how would I ever reach Queen Elara?

It was a question I’d been avoiding since the moment I’d left Eclairea. The sheer impossibility of the task had loomed over me like a shadow, one I’d pushed aside with vague promises to “figure it out later.” But later had arrived. The city would eat me alive, just as it had so many others, if I didn’t act soon.

I found myself in a quieter street, the noise of the factories and markets fading to a distant hum. The cobblestones were slick with rain, and a thin mist curled around the edges of the buildings. I stopped in front of a shuttered shop, leaning against the cold brick wall as I tried to collect my thoughts.

What could I possibly offer a queen? I was penniless, worn down, my body a collection of scars and aches that told a story of survival, not nobility. Even if I reached her court, why would she listen to me? The thought made me laugh bitterly. The dream of meeting her seemed as absurd now as it had when I first whispered it to myself in the darkness of Parisia’s streets.

I glanced at my reflection in a rain-streaked window, taking in the hollow eyes, the gaunt cheeks. I looked like the masses of the city—another broken soul scrabbling to survive. If I didn’t do something bold, something reckless, I would fade into that mass and be forgotten.

As the rain tapered into a faint drizzle, I found myself wandering toward the center of Londarion’s endless churn of industry and commerce. The clamor of the city filled the air—the rattle of carts on cobblestones, the hiss of steam engines, the shouts of vendors hawking their wares. It was a cacophony of survival, and for a moment, I felt swallowed by it.

Then I heard the call.

“Join the Royal Crown of Arlenia! Two shillings a week, plus food and lodging! A future awaits those with the courage to fight for it!”

I turned toward the voice and spotted a makeshift booth set up near a crowded square. A banner hung above it, emblazoned with the emblem of the Arlenian military—a sword crossed with an anchor, symbolizing both strength and the empire’s pride. Behind the booth stood a man in a crisp uniform, his chest adorned with medals that gleamed even in the muted light. His voice rang out over the crowd, a practiced pitch meant to lure in the desperate.

I hesitated, watching as a few young men approached the booth, their faces a mix of eagerness and uncertainty. The recruiter greeted them warmly, his voice dropping to a more conversational tone as he explained the benefits of enlistment.

Two shillings. Food. Lodging. The promise of a future.

The idea struck me like a bolt of clarity. Back in Eclairea, the army had been the great equalizer. Men rose from nothing to command respect through service, their courage and skill valued above their station. I had seen it firsthand in the war, where farmers became captains and sons of laborers led battalions. If Arlenia’s military worked the same way, this could be my chance—a way to rise from the gutters, to gain the resources and recognition I needed to reach Queen Elara.

I approached the booth, my steps cautious but deliberate. The recruiter’s eyes flicked to me as I neared, his gaze sharp and assessing. He smiled, a practiced expression of warmth that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

“Looking to make something of yourself, lad?” he asked, his voice carrying the same practiced enthusiasm I’d heard from afar.

“Maybe,” I said, my tone measured. “What’s the pay?”

“Two shillings a week,” he said promptly, leaning forward slightly. “Plus a signing bonus. Three shillings upfront for those who enlist today.”

My stomach tightened at the mention of a bonus. Three shillings could buy a real meal, maybe even a place to sleep that didn’t reek of despair. “And the requirements?” I asked, keeping my voice steady.

“Healthy, able-bodied men,” he said, his eyes flicking over me. “And from the look of you, I’d wager you’ve seen action before. Those scars tell a story, don’t they?”

I nodded, unsure how much to admit. “I’ve fought before, yes. Not here, though.”

“Doesn’t matter,” he said with a wave of his hand. “Experience is experience. You’ll fit in just fine.”

He pushed a form across the counter, along with a pen. “Name and a mark, lad. That’s all it takes. You’ll be fitted for a uniform and assigned to a training company by the end of the day.”

I picked up the pen, my hand hesitating over the paper. The recruiter’s words had a magnetic pull, the promise of coin and purpose luring me in like a moth to flame. Yet a small voice in the back of my mind whispered caution. This was not Eclairea. Arlenia’s army might not be the equalizing force I imagined.

Still, what choice did I have?

I scrawled my name—Julien Armand—and handed the form back to him. The recruiter grinned, sliding the paper into a stack of others. “Welcome to the Army of Arlenia, Armand. Report to the depot on Kingsbridge Street by sundown. They’ll take care of the rest.”

He passed me three silver coins, the cold metal resting heavily in my palm. “Use that wisely, lad. You’ll need it.”

I nodded, pocketing the coins as I stepped away from the booth. The rain had started again, a light drizzle that coated the city in a faint sheen. My thoughts churned as I made my way toward the depot, a mixture of hope and unease swirling in my chest.

I thought of the Queen, of the path that lay ahead. If the army was a ladder, I would climb it. But as the chimneys of Londarion loomed ever larger, I couldn’t shake the feeling that the rungs of this ladder might be far more treacherous than they seemed.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
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Tools of the Arlenian Machine

The depot on Kingsbridge Street was a sprawling complex of barracks, supply sheds, and training grounds, its boundaries marked by tall iron fences. The sound of shouted orders and the rhythmic stomp of boots filled the air as I reported for duty. The recruiter’s promises of purpose and stability had carried me this far, but as I stepped into the barracks, a knot of unease settled in my chest.

They handed me a uniform first—a rough woolen tunic dyed in the navy and gray of the Arlenian Marines. It didn’t fit well, the shoulders too broad and the sleeves too short, but the quartermaster didn’t care. “You’ll grow into it, or you’ll learn to make do,” he said gruffly, tossing a wide-brimmed cap onto the pile of clothing.

Then came the rifle—a gleaming, well-oiled breech-loader with a lever action that felt shockingly advanced compared to the muskets and carbines I’d used in Eclairea. “The M1870,” the armorer said with pride as he handed it to me. “Reliable, accurate, and more than a match for any rabble you’ll face.”

I hefted the weapon, its weight familiar but strange. The engineering was impressive—modern, efficient. Yet something about the gleaming rifle in my hands felt incongruous with the scene around me: recruits milling about in mismatched uniforms, officers barking orders from horseback, their polished boots a stark contrast to the mud of the training ground.

My new company was a motley group of men—farmhands, dockworkers, and the occasional drifter like me. Most were green, wide-eyed boys who flinched at the sound of the first volley fired during drill. I recognized the look of fear, the way it clung to their faces as they struggled to adapt. But what struck me most was the difference in how fear was handled here.

In Eclairea, fear was an unspoken bond, shared and mitigated by camaraderie. We fought as equals, officers and soldiers alike, bonded by necessity. Here, fear was exploited. The officers wielded it like a weapon, their shouts filled with disdain as they berated the men for the slightest mistake.

Our captain, a broad-shouldered man with a perpetually sour expression, made no effort to hide his contempt for the enlisted men. “You’re not soldiers,” he sneered during one of our first drills. “You’re barely even men. But by the time I’m done with you, you’ll at least be useful.”

Useful. Not brave, not disciplined, not honorable. Useful.

It wasn’t just the captain. The entire officer corps exuded an air of superiority, their polished uniforms and carefully coiffed hair marking them as members of Arlenia’s aristocracy. They didn’t lead—they commanded, barking orders from a distance and punishing any perceived insubordination with a cruelty that bordered on sadism.

It didn’t take long for the officers to notice me. At first, it was subtle—the way I carried myself, the way I handled my rifle with the ease of someone who’d seen battle before. Then came the questions, casual but probing.

“Where did you learn to march like that, Armand?” one lieutenant asked, his tone laced with suspicion.

“Served before,” I said simply, keeping my gaze steady. “In the north.”

“The north?” He raised an eyebrow, his lips curling into a faint sneer. “Funny, you don’t sound like a northerner.”

I didn’t answer, but I could see the gears turning in his mind. They were always watching after that, their sharp eyes lingering on me during drills and inspections. They noticed the slight accent I couldn’t quite suppress, the way I hesitated when they barked orders in their clipped, aristocratic tones. The word “Eclairean” wasn’t spoken aloud, but it hung in the air like a blade, waiting to fall.

The other recruits picked up on it too. Most kept their distance, wary of drawing the officers’ ire. A few whispered behind my back, their words low but unmistakable: “Foreigner,” “refugee,” “spy.” Only a handful seemed indifferent, their own struggles too consuming to spare energy for suspicion.

The worst part wasn’t the isolation or even the cruelty of the officers—it was the growing realization that the army I’d joined wasn’t the equalizer I’d hoped it would be. The rifle in my hands might have been modern, but the structure around it was archaic, bound by a rigid hierarchy that valued lineage over merit and power over respect.

Eclairea’s army, for all its faults, had been a place where a farmer could rise to lead, where courage and competence mattered more than bloodlines. Here, in Arlenia, the officers were untouchable, their titles inherited rather than earned. And the enlisted men? We were tools, disposable and replaceable.

It didn’t take long for me to notice the cracks beneath the polished surface of the Arlenian military. For all its modern weapons and proud banners, the truth of this army was clear in the men who filled its ranks. Convicts, vagrants, and those with no other choice made up a substantial portion of the enlisted soldiers. Many had been conscripted straight from the city’s jails, trading chains for uniforms and rifles they barely knew how to use.

The barracks reeked of sweat, smoke, and desperation. Discipline, as the officers called it, was a cruel joke. Orders were shouted, punishments meted out, but the men followed more out of fear than respect. Fights broke out constantly—over rations, over stolen boots, over insults thrown in the heat of frustration. The officers barely bothered to intervene unless the brawls threatened their own comforts.

One of those officers was Lieutenant Edric Mallory, the noble youth assigned to our company. He couldn’t have been more than a year older than me, but he carried himself with the arrogance of someone who had never known hardship. His uniform was always spotless, his boots polished to a mirror shine, and his tone laced with disdain whenever he addressed the enlisted men.

Mallory was everything I despised about this army wrapped into a single, infuriating figure. His orders were barked from horseback or from the safety of the officer’s tent, where he spent most of his time drinking and boasting about his family’s estate. He sneered at the men under his command, treating us like dirt beneath his boots. And when his incompetence caused mistakes—botched drills, mismanaged supplies—it was always someone else’s fault.

He took particular notice of me, of course. My slight Eclairean accent, my scars, the way I carried myself—it all marked me as different, as someone who didn’t belong. He found every opportunity to remind me of that fact.

“Armand,” he called one day during drills, his voice dripping with mockery. “Why is it that a supposed ‘veteran’ like you struggles so much with even the simplest commands?”

“I follow orders just fine, sir,” I replied, keeping my voice level.

“Is that what you call it?” he sneered, circling me like a hawk. “You march like you’ve got a stick up your backside, and your rifle work is sloppy at best. Perhaps they did things differently in whatever backwater you crawled out of.”

I clenched my jaw, my hands tightening on the rifle. The urge to snap back was almost overwhelming, but I forced myself to remain silent. He wanted a reaction, I knew. And giving him one would only make things worse.

“Answer me, Armand,” he demanded, his tone sharp. “Do they train soldiers where you’re from, or do they just hand you a gun and hope for the best?”

“They train us, sir,” I said finally, my voice carefully measured. “They train us to fight. And to win.”

Mallory’s lips curled into a mocking smile. “Well, isn’t that inspiring. Pity it doesn’t seem to have done you much good.”

The other men stood silently, their faces carefully blank as they watched the exchange. Some of them, I knew, were grateful it wasn’t them in Mallory’s sights. Others seemed almost amused, as though enjoying the show. It was the kind of camaraderie bred by shared suffering—the kind that drew lines between those who suffered and those who inflicted it.

When Mallory finally dismissed me, I returned to my place in the ranks, my blood simmering with barely contained rage. This was the man I was expected to serve under, the one whose commands I was supposed to follow without question. He wasn’t just cruel—he was incompetent, and I knew it would only be a matter of time before his arrogance cost us dearly.

As I returned to my place in the ranks, I could feel the other men’s eyes on me. Some glanced away quickly when I caught their gaze, while others held it for a moment longer, their expressions unreadable. It wasn’t the first time Mallory had singled me out, and I doubted it would be the last. But his scorn, while humiliating, had an unintended effect. It placed me squarely among the men he despised—the downtrodden, the unwanted, the damned. And they noticed.

That evening, as we gathered around the sparse meal provided in the barracks mess, a man named Bren sidled up to me. He was broad-shouldered and rough-faced, with the kind of permanent scowl that came from years of hardship. I’d seen him in fights before—quick, brutal scraps that left his opponents bleeding but breathing. He carried himself like someone who had nothing to lose, which made his approach all the more surprising.

“Armand,” he said, his voice low enough to avoid attracting the officers’ attention. “You’ve got stones, I’ll give you that.”

I looked up from my bowl of watery stew, meeting his gaze. “Stones?”

“Standing up to Mallory like that,” he said, pulling out the bench opposite me. “Most of us just keep our heads down and hope he gets bored.”

I shrugged, taking another bite. “Didn’t feel like I had much choice.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Bren said with a faint grin. “There’s always a choice. You just picked the one that gets you noticed—for better or worse.”

He studied me for a moment, his grin fading. “You’re not like the rest of us, are you?”

I hesitated, unsure of how much to say. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Sure you do,” he said, leaning in slightly. “The way you talk, the way you carry yourself. You’ve been through it—same as us—but it’s different for you, isn’t it?”

I didn’t answer, but my silence must have been enough, because Bren nodded slowly. “Thought so. Doesn’t matter, though. You’re here now, just like the rest of us.”

As the days passed, Bren’s words proved true. The men, rough and unruly as they were, began to warm to me. They were a motley group—convicts, debtors, drifters—but beneath the grime and bravado, I saw the same desperation I felt. They had been cast out by society, beaten down by a system that saw them as expendable. And though they were hardened, they were not without loyalty.

It started small—a nod of acknowledgment here, a shared ration there. But over time, the bonds grew stronger. They saw me as one of them, a kindred spirit who had been thrown into the same pit but refused to sink. I listened when they spoke, sharing stories of the lives they’d left behind, and I didn’t judge. In return, they began to trust me in ways I hadn’t expected.

There was Cardin, a wiry man with a quick tongue and a knack for finding humor in the bleakest situations. He’d been a pickpocket before the army, his nimble fingers now put to use maintaining rifles and gear. Then there was Howl, a giant of a man with a quiet demeanor that hid a ferocious temper. He rarely spoke, but when he did, the others listened. And finally, Bren, who seemed to have appointed himself my unofficial guardian, stepping in whenever Mallory’s ire grew particularly sharp.

We trained together, marched together, suffered under the same brutal regime. And though the officers saw us as little more than tools, we began to see each other as something more—a unit, forged not by discipline but by necessity.

One evening, after a particularly grueling day of drills, I sat on my cot cleaning my rifle. The other men were scattered around the barracks, their voices a low murmur as they traded stories and complaints. Bren dropped onto the cot beside me, his broad frame making the wooden slats creak.

“You ever think about leaving?” he asked, his tone uncharacteristically serious.

I glanced at him. “Leaving?”

“Deserting,” he said bluntly. “Plenty of men do it. Just slip away in the night, find work on a farm or a factory, and never look back.”

I paused, the thought briefly tempting. But then I shook my head. “No. I have... something I need to do. I can’t leave. Not yet.”

Bren nodded slowly, as though he’d expected the answer. “Fair enough. But don’t let this place break you, Armand. You’ve got something the rest of us don’t—something worth holding onto.”

“And what’s that?” I asked, genuinely curious.

He smirked faintly. “Hope.”

I didn’t respond, but his words stayed with me long after he’d walked away. The bonds I’d formed with these men weren’t what I’d expected when I joined the army, but they were real. And in the bleakness of Londarion, they were a reminder that even in the worst of places, there was still something worth fighting for.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
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The Pillagers of Valtorea

The harbor was alive with the bustle of preparation, the air thick with the scent of salt and coal smoke. Marines crowded the docks, their uniforms mismatched and their expressions a mix of eagerness and trepidation. Around us, cranes groaned under the weight of crates filled with supplies, and officers barked orders that barely cut through the din. Beyond the chaos, the vast expanse of the ocean stretched out, gray and restless, the distant horizon obscured by a low mist.

We had been told little of our mission—only that we were to board the transports and sail for the northern coast of Valtorea. It was an invasion, they said, but one with little resistance expected. Eclairea, with its mighty army, was taking the lead. We were merely a token force, a gesture of alliance more than a serious contribution.

Yet, for all its supposed insignificance, the sight of the ships waiting in the harbor filled me with a strange sense of awe. The transports were simple enough—large, flat-bottomed vessels built for carrying men and supplies—but it was the battleship that captured my attention.

The Argent Fury loomed over the smaller ships like a titan, its steel hull gleaming even in the dim light. Smoke poured from its massive stacks, and its deck bristled with guns—big, rotating turrets that seemed capable of leveling entire cities. I had seen ships before, of course, but nothing like this. This was not a vessel of exploration or trade; it was a pure machine of war, an industrial behemoth forged for destruction.

I stood on the dock, staring up at it, unable to tear my eyes away. The hum of activity around me faded into the background as I took in the sheer scale of it—the towering funnels, the intricate lattice of rigging, the massive guns that seemed to point toward the future of warfare itself.

“You’ve never seen a battleship before, have you?” Bren’s voice pulled me from my reverie. He stood beside me, his rifle slung casually over his shoulder, a smirk playing on his lips.

“Not like this,” I admitted, my voice quiet. “Eclairea doesn’t have anything like it.”

“No one does,” Bren said, his tone carrying a hint of pride. “The Arlenians might be bastards, but when it comes to building things, they’re unmatched.”

“It’s a marvel,” I said, my eyes still on the Argent Fury. “But it’s also terrifying.”

“War machines usually are,” Bren replied with a shrug. “But don’t get too attached. That thing’s not here for us. It’s here to make the Eclaireans think we’re more invested in this fight than we really are.”

I frowned, glancing at him. “What do you mean?”

Bren gestured to the transports. “Look around. This isn’t an invasion force—it’s a show. A token effort to keep our allies happy while they do the heavy lifting. The brass isn’t sending their best because they don’t think this war is worth it. They’ve got bigger problems closer to home.”

His words made sense, but they didn’t sit well with me. The realization that we were being sent as little more than pawns, expendable in the grand scheme of Arlenian politics, stung. Yet, as I looked back at the battleship, I couldn’t help but feel a flicker of hope. If machines like that existed, perhaps the world wasn’t as broken as it seemed. Perhaps there was still something worth fighting for.

“Fall in!” The shout came from one of the sergeants, his voice cutting through the noise. “Get your gear and board the transports! Move it!”

The men around us snapped into motion, grabbing their rifles and packs as they made their way toward the ships. I slung my own rifle over my shoulder and fell into step beside Bren, the weight of the weapon familiar and grounding.

As we boarded the transport, the deck beneath my boots felt solid but strange—a bridge between the chaos of the harbor and the uncertainty of what lay ahead. The air was thick with the smell of oil and seawater, and the sounds of men shouting, engines rumbling, and waves slapping against the hull blended into a steady roar.

I found a spot near the railing, staring out at the harbor as the ship prepared to depart. The battleship loomed nearby, its guns swiveling slowly as if testing their range. It was a reminder of the power we carried with us, even if we were only a token force.

“First time at sea?” Cardin asked, sidling up beside me. His tone was light, but there was a flicker of nervousness in his eyes.

“First time for a lot of things,” I replied, gripping the railing as the ship began to move.

He nodded, his gaze drifting toward the horizon. “Let’s hope it’s not the last.”

The voyage across the strait was uneventful, the sea calm and the weather gray, as if even nature itself felt indifferent to our purpose. For three days, the transports sailed in formation, the Argent Fury looming nearby like a silent guardian. The men passed the time in restless anticipation—cleaning their rifles, playing cards, and sharing half-hearted jokes to mask their unease.

I spent most of the journey near the deck, staring out at the endless horizon. The salty air and the steady rhythm of the waves brought a strange kind of calm, a brief reprieve from the tension that coiled in my chest. Bren joined me occasionally, his presence a quiet reminder that I wasn’t entirely alone in this.

When the coastline of Valtorea finally came into view, the mood aboard the transport shifted. Men rushed to the railings, their voices rising in a mix of awe and apprehension as they caught sight of the city nestled along the shoreline. It was a small maritime hub, its harbor lined with wooden docks and its skyline dominated by squat stone towers and steeples. Smoke curled lazily from chimneys, and the faint outlines of coastal batteries could be seen atop the cliffs.

“Looks peaceful,” Cardin muttered beside me, his fingers drumming nervously against the stock of his rifle.

“Too peaceful,” I replied, my eyes narrowing. “They’ve had time to prepare. They’ll fight.”

As we drew closer, the Argent Fury took up position just outside the range of the Valtorean guns. The battleship’s main turrets swiveled into place, their massive barrels aimed at the batteries on the cliffs. The first salvo came without warning—a deafening roar that rattled the very air and sent a plume of smoke billowing from the ship’s deck.

The Valtorean batteries responded in kind, their smaller cannons firing sporadically, but it was a hopeless effort. The Argent Fury unleashed volley after volley with surgical precision, each shot striking its target with devastating force. Within minutes, the coastal defenses were reduced to rubble, their guns silenced and their crews scattered.

The men aboard the transport cheered, their voices rising in triumphant shouts that carried across the water. But I remained silent, my grip tightening on the railing as I watched the destruction unfold. This wasn’t war—it was a slaughter.

When the order finally came to disembark, the marines moved quickly, boarding landing craft that churned toward the shore. The water was cold as I waded the last few feet to the beach, my boots sinking into the wet sand. Around me, the other marines spread out in loose formation, their rifles at the ready, their eyes scanning for resistance.

But none came.

The city’s gates were wide open, and a small delegation of unarmed townsfolk emerged to meet us, their faces pale and their hands raised in surrender. The officer leading our company—a young lieutenant who barely looked older than I was—strode forward, his chest puffed out and his sword drawn as if he expected a fight.

“What’s this?” Bren muttered, lowering his rifle slightly. “They’re giving up?”

“It’s a trap,” I said automatically, my body tensing. “It has to be.”

But as the delegation reached us, their leader—a gray-haired man with stooped shoulders—spoke in a trembling voice. “We surrender. Please, no more violence. The city is yours.”

The lieutenant looked momentarily stunned, his expression flickering between triumph and confusion. Then, with a theatrical flourish, he sheathed his sword and smirked. “Wise choice,” Mallory said, his voice dripping with self-importance. “You’ve saved yourselves a great deal of suffering.”

I clenched my jaw as I watched him puff out his chest, addressing the trembling Valtorean delegation like a monarch bestowing mercy on his subjects. His polished boots barely touched the dirt, and his arrogance seemed to inflate with every word.

“You will cooperate fully with the Arlenian forces,” Mallory continued, his tone condescending. “Your compliance will ensure the safety of your citizens and the preservation of your city’s... modest assets.”

The leader of the delegation, an elderly man with stooped shoulders and eyes that betrayed exhaustion and fear, nodded quickly. “Of course, sir. The city is yours. We ask only for mercy.”

“Mercy,” Mallory repeated, as if savoring the word. “How fortunate for you that I am a man of magnanimity.”

The men around me exchanged glances, some stifling laughter, others rolling their eyes. Bren, standing to my left, muttered under his breath, “Magnanimity, my arse.”

I didn’t respond, my gaze fixed on Mallory. It was infuriating to see him bask in this moment, taking credit for a victory he hadn’t earned. The Valtoreans hadn’t surrendered because of his leadership—they’d surrendered because of the Argent Fury, whose devastating salvos had left their defenses in ruins. But Mallory acted as if his mere presence had been enough to bring them to their knees.

As the delegation was dismissed and the gates opened, Mallory strutted into the city at the head of the column, his posture regal, his sword still drawn for effect. “Secure the city!” he shouted, gesturing grandly. “And remember, gentlemen, we are representatives of Arlenia. Conduct yourselves with decorum.”

It took less than an hour for his words to unravel.

The marines poured into the city, their initial discipline quickly dissolving into chaos. Storefronts were broken into, homes ransacked, and bottles of wine passed freely among the men. The officers made half-hearted attempts to restore order, but Mallory, true to form, was more concerned with congratulating himself than enforcing discipline.

Bren sidled up to me as we watched a group of marines hoist a barrel of ale onto the street, their cheers echoing through the narrow alley. “Decorum, eh?” he said with a dry chuckle. “Mallory’s doing a fine job of setting the tone.”

“Idiots,” I muttered, my eyes narrowing. “This isn’t a victory—it’s a mockery.”

“And what would you do, Armand?” Bren asked, his tone curious rather than mocking. “Hold them all to account? Keep them in line like a good officer?”

“No,” I admitted. “But I wouldn’t let it turn into this.”

He nodded, taking a swig from a bottle he’d acquired somewhere along the way. “Well, we’re not officers, and this isn’t our city. Let the brass sort it out.”

But the brass wasn’t sorting anything out. Mallory stood in the town square, shouting vague orders that no one bothered to follow, his face growing redder with frustration as the chaos spiraled around him. A few of his fellow officers hovered nearby, their polished uniforms and disdainful expressions making it clear they thought themselves above the mess.

I found myself wandering the outskirts of the city, away from the drunken revelry. The streets were eerily quiet, the shutters of homes closed tightly, and the few civilians I saw moved quickly, their eyes averted. The surrender, bloodless as it was, felt hollow. This wasn’t war—it was pillage, and Mallory’s incompetence had only made it worse.

As night fell, the sounds of celebration continued unabated, the fires of the marines’ camps casting flickering shadows against the city’s stone walls. I sat alone on a low wall near the harbor, staring out at the darkened sea. The Argent Fury loomed in the distance, its silhouette a stark contrast to the debauchery unfolding onshore.

Bren found me there, his bottle half-empty, a wry grin on his face. “You’re missing the fun, Armand,” he said, plopping down beside me. “The lads are making the most of it.”

“I’m sure they are,” I replied, my tone flat.

He studied me for a moment, then sighed. “You’re thinking too much. This is how it works—take what you can, while you can. Tomorrow, we might not get the chance.”

“Maybe,” I said, my gaze still on the water. “But this doesn’t feel right.”

“War never does,” Bren said quietly, his grin fading. “But you’re not wrong about Mallory. He’s a fool, and everyone knows it. The only thing keeping him in command is his bloody title.”

“And what happens when his foolishness gets us killed?” I asked, my voice low.

Bren shrugged. “Then it’s just another day in the Arlenian army.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

[image: ]


A Cause Worth Dying For

As the fires burned low and the drunken songs of the marines faded into the early hours of morning, I braced myself for what I assumed would come next. The Valtoreans had surrendered the city, but they couldn’t be so defeated as to simply abandon the fight. Surely, somewhere inland, their forces were regrouping. Surely, a counterattack would come.

The marines, however, didn’t seem to share my concern. By the time dawn broke, most of the men were too hungover or distracted by their newfound spoils to think about the possibility of an enemy response. Even Mallory, despite his grand declarations of authority, seemed oblivious to the risks. He strutted about the city with an air of triumph, barking orders and inspecting the fortifications as if he’d masterminded the entire operation.

It wasn’t until midday that Mallory made any attempt to restore order. A line of marines, still groggy and disheveled from the previous night’s excesses, was assembled in the town square under the watchful eyes of their officers. In the center of the square, three men knelt in the dirt, their hands bound and their faces pale.

The crowd of marines murmured among themselves as Mallory stepped forward, his polished boots clicking against the cobblestones. He raised his voice, loud enough to carry over the assembled men. “Discipline,” he declared, “is the foundation of any army. Without it, we are nothing but rabble. And rabble does not win wars.”

His gaze swept over the crowd, lingering on me for a moment before moving on. “These men,” he continued, gesturing to the prisoners, “were caught looting beyond their orders. They took from civilians, violating the code of conduct set forth by this army.”

The crowd grew still, the murmurs dying away. I felt a knot form in my stomach as Mallory drew his pistol, his expression stern but self-satisfied.

“As a reminder to all of you,” he said, his tone cold, “that such behavior will not be tolerated.”

Without hesitation, he raised the pistol and fired. The crack of the shot echoed through the square, and one of the prisoners slumped forward, lifeless. A second shot followed, then a third, each man falling in turn.

The silence that followed was deafening. Mallory holstered his pistol, his face unreadable. “Let this be a lesson,” he said, his voice steady. “We are not savages. We are Arlenian marines.”

He turned and walked away, leaving the bodies where they lay. The officers dispersed the crowd, their faces as unreadable as Mallory’s. The marines returned to their posts—or to whatever distractions they could find—while I remained rooted in place, staring at the blood pooling on the cobblestones.

“It’s a show,” Bren muttered beside me, his voice low. “That’s all it is. He doesn’t care about discipline. Just wants to remind everyone who’s in charge.”

I nodded slowly, the weight of his words settling over me. The executions had done little to restore order; the men still looted and drank, albeit with a bit more caution. Mallory’s arrogance remained unchecked, his leadership defined more by theatrics than actual strategy.

As the days passed, it became clear that the campaign wasn’t progressing as I’d expected. Instead of pushing inland to seize more territory, we remained on the coast, fortifying the city and its harbor. The officers spoke vaguely of “supporting our allies,” but it was obvious that Arlenia had no intention of taking the fight to Valtorea. Eclairea’s forces were doing the heavy lifting, advancing further inland while we sat idle, holding the coastline like an ornamental guard.

The marines grew restless. Some complained openly about the lack of action, while others simply sank deeper into the vices that the city provided. Even the officers seemed content with their inaction, focusing more on maintaining appearances than preparing for battle.

I spent my days patrolling the streets, my rifle slung over my shoulder as I walked among the empty homes and shuttered shops. The city felt hollow, its once-thriving life reduced to whispers and shadows. The civilians kept to themselves, their eyes wary and their movements cautious. The occasional sound of laughter or music from the marines’ camps only deepened the contrast.

One evening, as I stood on the ramparts overlooking the harbor, Bren joined me, his expression unusually serious.

“You ever think about what we’re really doing here?” he asked, leaning against the stone wall.

“All the time,” I said, my eyes on the horizon. “And I still haven’t found an answer.”

He chuckled softly, though there was no humor in it. “We’re placeholders, Armand. The brass doesn’t care if we win or lose this place. They just want to keep Eclairea happy.”

“Then why bother sending us at all?” I asked, my voice tinged with frustration. “If they’re not going to commit, why not stay out of it?”

“Politics,” Bren said simply. “Allies, treaties, appearances. It’s all a game to them. And we’re the pieces they move around the board.”

***
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THREE MONTHS. THAT was how long I had been in Arlenia’s service, waiting for the promise of action to become reality. Instead, I had endured the monotony of drills, the indignity of Mallory’s theatrics, and the slow decay of discipline in a city that seemed content to stagnate. Each day dragged on, the restless energy of the marines simmering just below the surface.

But the boredom finally broke when Mallory called for volunteers to scout the countryside. I hadn’t been his first choice—his sneer made that clear when he saw me step forward—but the fact that few others volunteered gave him little room to refuse. “Fine, Armand,” he said, his tone laced with disdain. “Let’s see if you’re as good a soldier as you pretend to be.”

The mission was simple: ride out with a small group of marines and locate any signs of Valtorean troop movements. If we encountered resistance, we were to report back immediately rather than engage. Mallory had made that point abundantly clear.

“I don’t expect you to play the hero,” he’d sneered, glaring at me as if daring me to disobey. “Your job is to observe and return. Do you think you can manage that, Armand?”

“Yes, sir,” I’d replied through gritted teeth, resisting the urge to point out his own lack of experience.

The scouting party consisted of six marines, all of us mounted on horses borrowed from the city stables. I had no real experience with horseback riding, and it showed in the awkward way I handled the reins. The others weren’t much better—save for Bren, who seemed to take to the saddle with surprising ease. “Just stay balanced,” he’d said with a grin, watching me struggle to mount. “And try not to fall off.”

We rode out at dawn, the countryside bathed in a pale, gray light. The landscape was a patchwork of fields and forests, the air heavy with the scent of damp earth and distant rain. It was eerily quiet, the kind of stillness that set my nerves on edge. The horses’ hooves thudded softly against the dirt road as we moved deeper into Valtorean territory, our eyes scanning the horizon for any sign of movement.

By midday, we’d found nothing but abandoned farms and empty roads. The men grew restless, their earlier focus waning as the monotony of the ride set in. “Think they’ve all run off?” Cardin muttered, adjusting the strap of his rifle. “Maybe they heard we were coming and decided not to bother.”

“Keep your eyes open,” I said, my voice sharp enough to snap him back to attention. “If they’re out here, we’ll find them.”

It wasn’t long before we did.

The first sign of trouble came in the form of a distant cloud of dust, rising like smoke on the horizon. Bren spotted it first, his hand shooting up to signal a halt. “Riders,” he said, squinting against the sunlight. “A lot of them.”

We dismounted quickly, leading our horses off the road and into the cover of a nearby copse of trees. From our vantage point, we could make out the figures approaching—twenty, maybe thirty riders, their uniforms unmistakably Valtorean. They were hussars, their plumed helmets and sabers gleaming in the midday sun.

“They haven’t seen us yet,” Bren said, his voice low. “We should head back. Mallory will want a full report.”

But before we could move, one of the horses let out a sharp whinny, its call carrying across the open field. The hussars turned almost as one, their leader raising a hand to signal the charge.

“Damn it!” I cursed, yanking my rifle from its sling. “Get to the horses! Now!”

The marines scrambled to mount, their movements hurried and clumsy in the face of the oncoming cavalry. I managed to swing myself into the saddle just as the first hussars closed the distance, their sabers flashing in the sunlight.

The world became a blur of motion and sound—hooves pounding, rifles cracking, shouts and curses mingling with the clash of steel. I fired a shot, the recoil jolting me in the saddle, and saw one of the hussars topple from his horse. But there was no time to celebrate the small victory. Another rider was upon me, his saber arcing toward my head.

I ducked low, the blade whistling past my ear, and lashed out with the butt of my rifle, striking the hussar hard enough to send him reeling. My horse reared, nearly throwing me, but I gripped the reins tightly, forcing it back under control.

“Armand, watch out!” Bren’s shout came too late as another rider charged from the side, his saber slashing at my arm. Pain flared as the blade tore through my sleeve, but the wound was shallow. I turned my horse sharply, raising my rifle and firing point-blank into the hussar’s chest.

The hussar toppled from his saddle, his saber clattering to the ground. I steadied my horse, breath ragged and shallow, turning sharply to keep the circling riders in view. Bren was down, kneeling in the mud, blood streaking his face as his horse bolted into the woods. Around us, the rest of the Arlenians had fled, their retreat marked by the fading drumbeat of hooves pounding against wet earth.

The hussars regrouped with military precision, their officer—distinguished by his plumed helmet and ornately gilded saber—raising a hand to halt them. “Steady,” he called in Valtorean, his voice sharp but composed. “Form up!”

They encircled me, their horses prancing impatiently, sabers gleaming in the dim light. My horse sidestepped nervously beneath me, its fear mirroring my own as I tightened my grip on my rifle. There was no way out. No escape. My mind raced, but I knew the truth of it. I was alone.

The officer urged his horse forward, his piercing gaze locking onto mine. His tone changed, his voice laced with authority but also a surprising measure of respect. “Enough!” he barked in Valtorean, addressing me directly. “This fight is over.”

I swallowed hard, my rifle still raised, though I knew it was pointless. The officer gestured broadly to the field, his expression hard but not cruel. “Your comrades have abandoned you,” he continued. “You have fought well. Do not throw your life away for the pride of men who left you to die.”

His words struck a nerve. I had fought for pride, hadn’t I? For the vague promise of glory that had driven me from Eclairea, that had led me to endure Mallory’s arrogance and the squalor of the Arlenian army. And yet, here I was—alone, surrounded, with nothing but a rifle and a choice that no longer seemed like a choice at all.

I shifted in the saddle, my grip loosening on the rifle. “If I surrender,” I said in careful Valtorean, my voice hoarse but steady, “what happens to me?”

The officer’s eyes narrowed slightly, his surprise at my fluency quickly masked. “You will be treated fairly, as a prisoner of war,” he said. “You have my word.”

The circle of hussars tightened, their sabers held steady but their horses restless. I glanced at Bren, still on his knees, his hands raised in a silent plea for reason. “Armand,” he muttered, his voice low but urgent. “Don’t be an idiot.”

The officer raised his voice again, his tone firm but without malice. “You have fought with honor, soldier. Surrender now, and you may live to see another day. There is no shame in surviving.”

I let the words sink in, their weight pressing against the stubborn pride that still clung to me. Slowly, I lowered the rifle. The motion felt heavier than it should, like laying down a burden I hadn’t realized I’d been carrying for far too long. With a deep breath, I tossed the weapon to the ground. “I surrender,” I said, my voice steady despite the sinking feeling in my chest.

The officer nodded once, crisply, and signaled to one of his men. A dismounted hussar approached me cautiously, his movements deliberate as he unbuckled the belt holding my knife and bound my hands with a length of coarse rope. Another rider retrieved my rifle, tossing it into the mud with little ceremony.

Bren, seeing no other option, raised his hands in surrender as well. A hussar pulled him to his feet, securing his wrists with a practiced efficiency. “Well,” he muttered, shooting me a weary look, “at least you didn’t get us killed.”

The officer addressed his men in brisk Valtorean. “Take them to the column. We ride to the forward camp.”

The hussars fell into formation, their movements fluid and disciplined. Bren and I were placed in the center, our horses led by two riders who held the reins firmly, ensuring there would be no sudden escapes. As the column moved, the battlefield faded into the distance, the churned mud and fallen bodies a grim reminder of the fight that had just ended.

The officer rode near the front, his posture upright, his helmet plume swaying gently with the motion of his horse. He glanced back at me once, his expression unreadable. “You made the right choice,” he said in Valtorean, his voice quieter now. “Live to fight another day, soldier. Perhaps for a cause worth dying for.”

I didn’t reply. My jaw tightened as I stared at the horizon, the bitter taste of survival lingering in my mouth. This was not the glory I had sought, nor the purpose I had hoped to find. But as the hussars led us deeper into Valtorean territory, I knew one thing with certainty.

I was still alive. And for now, that would have to be enough.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
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A War Without Enemies

The Valtorean camp was a far cry from the chaos of the Arlenian military. Everything here was precise, orderly, and purposeful. Soldiers moved in disciplined lines, their equipment gleaming despite the mud, their uniforms neat and their expressions grim. Smoke from cookfires mingled with the scent of damp earth and pine, while the low hum of activity buzzed steadily around me.

The hussars led Bren and me through the camp’s center, drawing stares from the soldiers. Their expressions ranged from curiosity to contempt, though more than a few muttered something under their breath when their eyes fell on me. I caught snippets of their words in Valtorean—“Arlenian dog,” “cowardly invaders,” “brigands”—and clenched my jaw.

Bren, who spoke none of the language, glanced at me. “They’re not rolling out the welcome mat, are they?”

“No,” I muttered, my voice low. “They’re not.”

We were brought to a large, well-lit tent near the camp’s center. Inside, it was Spartan but meticulously arranged: a sturdy wooden table covered in maps and reports, a few chairs, and a lantern casting a steady glow. Behind the table stood the officer who had captured us, now without his helmet. His sharp, angular face was set in a calm expression, though his piercing gray eyes betrayed his calculating nature.

He gestured toward two stools in front of the table. “Sit.”

Bren hesitated, his posture tense, but I moved to the stool without protest. There was little point in defiance now. Bren followed reluctantly, muttering under his breath as he settled into place.

The officer sat across from us, steepling his fingers as he studied us in silence. His gaze lingered on me, his eyes narrowing slightly. “You speak our language,” he said at last, his voice calm but sharp.

“I do,” I replied evenly, meeting his gaze. “I learned it during the war.”

His eyebrows lifted slightly, a faint flicker of surprise crossing his face. “Learned it during the war?” he repeated. “You speak it fluently, with barely an accent. That is not the mark of a soldier picking up phrases on the battlefield.”

I hesitated, unsure of how much to reveal. “I had good teachers,” I said finally, keeping my tone neutral.

The officer leaned back slightly, his gaze still fixed on me. “Arlenians do not teach Valtorean,” he said, his voice firm. “And even if they did, they would never teach it so well. So, I will ask you again—who are you?”

I hesitated, the weight of the moment pressing down on me. Lying seemed futile; this man was sharp, perceptive, and clearly had no patience for falsehoods. Finally, I exhaled and chose the truth.

“I am not Arlenian,” I said, my voice steady. “I am Eclairean.”

The officer’s eyes narrowed further, his expression hardening for a moment before softening into something more curious. “Eclairean,” he said slowly, as if tasting the word. “An Eclairean in the Arlenian army. How... unusual.”

He rose from his chair, pacing slowly around the table. “You fled your homeland, then joined the ranks of its enemies. Why?”

I hesitated, feeling Bren’s tense gaze on me from the corner of my vision. “I had no choice,” I replied carefully, choosing my words with the precision of a soldier threading a needle. “The Republic left me no place in Eclairea. I sought refuge in Arlenia, and the army was my only means of survival.”

The officer tilted his head, considering this. “A familiar story,” he said quietly, more to himself than to me. “You are not the first of your kind to flee to Arlenia. Though I suspect you regret that choice now.”

His tone was calm, even almost conversational, but there was a weight behind it that made my stomach churn. I said nothing, holding his gaze steadily, waiting for him to continue.

“You are Eclairean, fluent in Valtorean, yet you found yourself among the Arlenians,” he mused, his lips curling slightly in what could only be described as amusement. “I wonder... What kind of man trades one crumbling empire for another?”

I stiffened at his words but forced myself to remain calm. “The kind who seeks to survive,” I said evenly. “That is all.”

The officer let out a low, humorless chuckle and returned to his chair, his movements measured. “I admire your honesty, at least. Though I find it curious. You speak with the refinement of someone who is more than just a soldier. Tell me, Armand—if that is your name—are you truly just a refugee?”

I hesitated, the weight of his scrutiny pressing down on me. “Julien Armand,” I confirmed. “And I am no nobleman, if that is what you’re asking.”

The officer’s expression shifted, a flicker of skepticism passing over his face. “No nobleman? Unlikely. Your bearing, your language—everything about you speaks of someone accustomed to privilege. And you fled to Arlenia, not out of loyalty, but because it was the only place that would take you.” He leaned forward slightly, his voice softening. “You need not lie, Armand. I am not one of your incompetent Arlenian officers, blind to subtlety.”

My heart sank. He was too perceptive, and I knew any further denial would only make him more suspicious. “And if I were an aristocrat?” I asked cautiously, testing his reaction. “What difference would it make?”

His lips twitched into a faint smile, as if pleased by my question. “It would mean that I am not dealing with an Arlenian imbecile, nor a blind revolutionary, but a man of reason. And reason, Monsieur Armand, is a currency I find far more valuable than blind loyalty.”

I glanced at Bren, who looked increasingly uncomfortable, shifting on his stool and darting his eyes between me and the officer. For a moment, I wondered how much Bren understood—if he could sense the tightrope I was walking.

“Very well,” I said finally, letting the truth emerge in small, controlled fragments. “I was a member of the old order in Eclairea. My family... suffered under the revolution. I survived. That is all.”

The officer’s expression shifted, softening into something almost like understanding. “A familiar story,” he said again, his voice quieter this time. “Many of your kind fled to Valtorea, hoping to find refuge among our own aristocracy. I assume you chose Arlenia instead because the ships sailed faster than your decisions.”

I didn’t answer, and he seemed content not to press further. Instead, he leaned back in his chair, regarding me with a mixture of amusement and curiosity. “An Eclairean aristocrat in Arlenian uniform,” he said, as though the phrase itself were a joke. “I must admit, you are far more interesting than the usual dregs they send to fight us.”

“The Arlenians are not my people,” I said sharply, my frustration momentarily breaking through my careful demeanor. “I wear their uniform because I have to, not because I choose to.”

The officer chuckled softly, as if he found my defiance amusing rather than offensive. “Good,” he said simply. “That makes you far more useful.”

I froze at his words, my mind racing. “Useful?” I echoed cautiously.

The officer leaned forward, his elbows resting on the table as he studied me with a calculated intensity. The flickering lantern light cast shadows across his angular face, making his expression seem even sharper. “Now, Monsieur Armand,” he began, his tone deliberate but calm, “let us speak plainly. You were in the Arlenian camp before your capture. I need to know their intentions. How many men remain? What defenses have they prepared?”

I stiffened in my seat, my hands still bound and resting heavily in my lap. Bren shifted beside me, his posture growing even more tense. “I can’t answer that,” I said evenly, holding the officer’s gaze. “I won’t.”

The officer’s eyes narrowed slightly, though his tone remained composed. “I expected as much,” he admitted. “Still, I must ask. Honor compels me.”

“Then you understand why I can’t,” I replied, my voice firm.

A faint smile flickered across his lips, as if he found my defiance amusing rather than insulting. “I do. But you must also understand my position. The Arlenians are invaders, and their occupation of the coast cannot stand. If I am to fulfill my duty to Valtorea, I need every advantage.”

I said nothing, the silence between us growing heavy. For a moment, the only sounds were the distant murmur of the camp and the faint crackle of the lantern’s flame.

“You are bound by loyalty, even to men you clearly despise,” the officer said finally, his voice tinged with something that might have been respect. “It is unfortunate, but admirable.”

“I’m bound by more than loyalty,” I replied, my voice low. “Honor isn’t just something you wear when it’s convenient. It’s what you live by.”

The officer’s expression softened slightly, his sharp gaze giving way to something more thoughtful. “Well said,” he murmured, almost to himself. He straightened in his seat, his hands resting lightly on the table. “Honor binds us both, then. But I cannot let that deter me from my duty.”

“And what is your duty?” I asked, my voice carrying more steel than I intended. “To march your men against a fortified city with a battleship like the Argent Fury still in the harbor? You know what that ship is capable of.”

The officer let out a soft chuckle, though there was no humor in it. “I am well aware. Your Arlenian engineers do not lack for skill, even if their leadership leaves much to be desired.” He leaned back slightly, his gaze drifting toward the maps on the table. “And yet, we cannot simply allow them to sit there, growing stronger by the day. The longer we wait, the more entrenched they become.”

“You’ll get your men killed,” I said bluntly. “You saw what that ship did to the batteries on the coast. What makes you think they’ll hesitate to turn those guns on you?”

The officer’s smile faded, replaced by a grim determination. “Perhaps they will,” he said quietly. “But honor demands that we try.”

His words struck me harder than I expected, the weight of them settling in my chest like a stone. He wasn’t naïve. He knew the risks, the odds stacked against him, yet he was willing to act because he believed it was the right thing to do. It was a stark contrast to the Arlenian officers I had served under, men like Mallory who viewed war as a game and soldiers as pieces to be discarded at will.

“You’re serious,” I said, more to myself than to him. “You’re really going to march against them.”

The officer nodded once, his expression resolute. “I am. The Arlenians have no place here. They bring nothing but greed and destruction. We will push them back to the sea, or die trying.”

For a moment, I was silent, my thoughts swirling in a storm of disbelief and reluctant admiration. “You’re willing to sacrifice your men,” I said finally, “for what? A coastline? A show of strength?”

“For Valtorea,” he said simply, as if the answer needed no further explanation. “Is it the Fatherland - and honor compels us to try, or die trying.”

I didn’t know how to respond. This was a kind of resolve I hadn’t encountered before—neither the blind fanaticism of the Eclairean revolutionaries nor the hollow arrogance of the Arlenian aristocracy. It was something purer, something that felt painfully out of reach.

“I don’t understand you,” I admitted, shaking my head. “You know the odds. You know the cost. Why not wait, regroup, and strike when the time is right?”

The officer's expression darkened slightly, his sharp gaze cutting through me. “Because there is no time, Armand,” he said, his voice steady but heavy with the weight of reality. “No reinforcements are coming. No great army waits beyond the horizon to sweep the Arlenians from our shores.”

I frowned, surprised by his candor. “Why not? This is Valtorea—your empire stretches across half the continent.”

He let out a low, bitter laugh, shaking his head. “An empire in name only. The Schwarzenfeld consumes Kaelitz’s forces, bogging them down in an endless cycle of raids and skirmishes. General von Sturm has abandoned his post entirely, retreating to the mountains with what remains of his army to play at being a warlord. And the court in Vien?” He scoffed, his lips curling in disdain. “They squabble over titles and treaties while the empire crumbles around them.”

The tent grew silent, the weight of his words settling heavily in the air. I glanced at Bren, who was watching the exchange with a furrowed brow, his discomfort growing with every passing moment.

“You’re saying it’s just you,” I said slowly, the realization dawning on me. “This camp, this force—this is all Valtorea has left to fight here.”

The officer nodded once, his expression grim. “For now. Perhaps another army will come in time, but not soon enough to matter. We are alone in this fight.”

The words hung in the air, heavy with a kind of finality that seemed to settle over us both. The officer leaned back slightly, his hands resting on the edge of the table, his expression steady but unyielding. Around us, the muted sounds of the camp drifted in through the canvas walls—the clatter of boots, the faint murmur of voices, the occasional bark of an officer calling out orders. Yet here, in this small space, there was an odd sense of stillness, a quiet that felt almost sacred.

I studied the man across from me, his sharp features cast in the flickering light of the lantern. There was no arrogance in his posture, no false bravado in his words. He knew the odds just as well as I did, perhaps even better. And yet, he sat there, unshaken, as though the weight of an empire’s collapse rested on his shoulders and he bore it willingly.

“I can’t imagine what that feels like,” I said finally, my voice quiet, almost reluctant to break the silence.

The officer’s gaze shifted to me, his sharp eyes softening just enough to betray a hint of weariness. “You would be surprised,” he said simply. “Sometimes, it is not the weight that crushes you, but the realization that you carry it alone.”

I nodded, unsure of what to say. In that moment, I could feel the vast chasm between us—the different paths that had led us here, the lives we had lived, the loyalties that had shaped us. And yet, there was something about his words that resonated with me, a truth that felt painfully familiar.

“You seem calm,” I said, the words slipping out before I could stop them. “Serene, even. You’re about to march against impossible odds, and yet you sit there like it’s just another day.”

He tilted his head slightly, as though considering my observation. “What choice do I have?” he asked. “To panic? To rage against the inevitable? What good would that do my men? They look to me for strength, for resolve. If I falter, so do they.”

I frowned, my thoughts swirling. “But don’t you ever wonder if it’s all for nothing? If the sacrifice will mean anything in the end?”

The officer’s sharp features softened, and for a brief moment, I thought I saw a flicker of uncertainty in his otherwise unshakable demeanor. “Of course,” he admitted quietly, his voice carrying a weight that belied his calm expression. “I wonder every day. I ask myself if this is folly, if the lives of my men are worth the cost. But what choice do I have? If we do nothing, then what remains of Valtorea slips further into ruin.”

I studied him in the dim light of the tent, my own doubts mirrored in his words. “And you think retaking the city will change that?” I asked, my voice laced with skepticism. “Even if you succeed, the Argent Fury will still be there. Its guns can turn this entire coast into ash.”

His faint smile returned, though it was tinged with a deep sadness. “Perhaps,” he said simply. “But there is still hope. If we can retake the city, perhaps some of the coastal batteries can be salvaged. The Argent Fury is powerful, yes, but it is not invincible. A few well-placed shots from those guns, and we could cripple her.”

I shook my head, the sheer audacity of his plan leaving me momentarily speechless. “You’re relying on broken defenses and outdated artillery to take down one of the most advanced warships Arlenia has ever built. That’s not hope—it’s suicide.”

“Maybe so,” he conceded, his tone even. “But bravery often masquerades as folly until it succeeds. And sometimes, even folly is enough to inspire men to fight.”

I leaned back slightly, letting his words settle. There was something deeply earnest about him, something I hadn’t expected. It wasn’t arrogance or blind optimism—it was a raw, unyielding determination to do something, anything, in the face of overwhelming odds. And in that, I saw a piece of myself.

“You really believe this,” I said, more to myself than to him. “You believe you can take the city, turn those guns, and strike back at the Arlenians.”

“I have to believe it,” he replied simply. “Because if I don’t, then how can I ask my men to march with me?”

The question hung in the air, and for a moment, I couldn’t find an answer. It was the kind of resolve that I had once thought impossible, the kind of belief that had long since withered in me. And yet, sitting across from him, I felt a strange pang of envy. He still had something to fight for.

“It’s a fool’s hope,” I said finally, my voice softening. “But I understand why you cling to it.”

The officer’s gaze met mine, his expression quiet but unyielding. “Hope is all we have, Armand,” he said, using the name I had given him. “Without it, there is nothing.”

I looked down at my bound hands, the rope biting into my wrists, and felt a strange mix of admiration and pity. This man, this officer who had every reason to despair, had chosen to believe in something greater than himself. And some part of me—despite everything—wanted him to succeed.

“Do your men share your hope?” I asked, glancing toward the entrance of the tent where the faint murmur of the camp could still be heard.

“They do,” he said confidently. “Because they see the same thing I see—a chance. However slim, it is still a chance. And that is enough.”

I nodded slowly, the faintest flicker of something unfamiliar stirring within me. It wasn’t quite hope, nor was it pity. It was something closer to understanding. This man wasn’t fighting for glory or conquest. He was fighting because he believed it was the right thing to do.

“And what about you, Armand?” he asked suddenly, his voice cutting through my thoughts. “What is it you believe in? What keeps you moving forward?”

The question caught me off guard, and for a moment, I had no answer. I thought of Eclairea, of the revolutionaries who had destroyed everything I once knew, of the Arlenians who had taken me in but never truly accepted me. I thought of the endless battles, the hollow victories, and the quiet, gnawing emptiness that followed.

The officer’s question lingered in the air, its weight pressing down on me like a heavy shroud. My thoughts churned, the memories of all I had lost and all I had endured rising unbidden. The faces of my friends, my comrades, my family—they haunted me like ghosts, whispering of a past that felt impossibly distant.

“I don’t know,” I said at first, my voice hesitant, almost trembling. But as I spoke, the words began to take shape, forming a truth I hadn’t dared to admit, even to myself. “Maybe... maybe the only thing that keeps me going is love.”

The officer tilted his head slightly, his sharp eyes softening with something that looked like curiosity—or perhaps understanding. “Love?” he echoed, his voice quiet but steady.

I nodded, the faintest trace of a bitter smile tugging at my lips. “Love for my homeland, even though it rejected me. Love for my friends, most of whom are dead now. Love for her...” My voice caught, the image of Elara flashing through my mind. “Even though she’s nothing more than a dream I’ll never reach.”

The officer said nothing, his silence inviting me to continue.

“And at every turn,” I went on, my voice thick with emotion, “it seems to be spat back at me. My homeland threw me out. My comrades died for nothing. And her...” I shook my head, unable to find the words. “It’s like every part of me that’s worth something is crushed underfoot, over and over again. But I keep going. Because I don’t know how to stop.”

The officer’s gaze lingered on me, his expression unreadable. Then, slowly, he nodded. “Love is a powerful thing,” he said softly. “It can drive us to do the impossible, but it can also destroy us.”

He paused, his eyes narrowing slightly as though weighing his next words. “I understand more than you think. Love for a homeland that crumbles under its own weight. Love for comrades who look to you for hope, even when you have none to give. Love for ideals that the world insists on tarnishing.”

His voice grew quieter, more reflective. “You and I are not so different, Armand. We both fight for things that slip through our fingers, for dreams that seem unattainable. But perhaps that is what makes us human. The willingness to fight for something, even when it feels hopeless.”

The silence that followed was heavy with unspoken truths. Bren shifted beside me, his bound hands clenching slightly as he watched the exchange. I could feel his unease, his impatience, but I was rooted to the spot, unable to tear my gaze away from the officer.

Finally, the Valtorean rose from his chair, his movements deliberate and measured. He stepped toward me, his piercing gray eyes locking onto mine. “I cannot promise you absolution, Armand,” he said, his voice steady but tinged with something softer. “But I can give you this: the chance to walk away. To find whatever it is you are looking for.”

I stared at him, stunned. “You’re letting us go?” I asked, the disbelief evident in my voice.

He nodded once. “You are not my enemy, not truly. And there is no honor in holding a man who has already lost so much. Take your friend, and leave this place. But know this—if we meet again on the battlefield, I will not hesitate.”

For a moment, I could only sit there, the weight of his words sinking in. “Why?” I asked finally, my voice barely above a whisper. “Why are you doing this?”

The officer stood still for a moment, his expression unreadable. The faint flicker of the lantern light cast long shadows across his sharp features, lending him an almost spectral quality. “Why?” he repeated, as though the question had caught him off guard. He exhaled slowly, folding his arms behind his back. “Because I see no honor in crushing a man who has already been broken.”

I flinched at the words, though I knew they weren’t meant as an insult. There was a truth to them I couldn’t deny. He continued, his voice quiet but firm, as if he were speaking to himself as much as to me.

“I’ve seen enough of war to know what it does to men like you,” he said, pacing slowly around the table. “Men who fight not for conquest or greed, but for something they love—something they cannot bear to lose, even when it’s already gone. You may wear an Arlenian uniform, but you are not one of them. That much is clear.”

His words struck deeper than I expected, cutting through the defensive walls I’d built around myself. “And that’s enough for you to let me go?” I asked, my voice trembling slightly. “To risk your own men’s safety? Your position?”

He stopped, turning to face me fully. His gray eyes were steady, unwavering. “Perhaps I am a fool,” he admitted. “But I would rather be a fool who believes in the possibility of redemption than a cynic who destroys without purpose. You spoke of love, Armand. Love for your homeland, your comrades, even a woman who is nothing more than a memory. That love is what keeps you alive, even when the world spits it back in your face.”

He leaned forward slightly, his voice soft but piercing. “And it is what makes you human. A man driven by love is not my enemy, no matter the uniform he wears.”

I swallowed hard, the lump in my throat making it difficult to speak. “You don’t have to do this,” I said, the words feeling both grateful and desperate. “You owe me nothing.”

He smiled faintly, a hint of sadness in his expression. “Perhaps. But I choose to let you go because I see no victory in your suffering. There is already too much of that in this world.”

The silence that followed was profound, a quiet acknowledgment of the shared humanity between us. For all our differences, for all the divides of war and loyalty, there was an understanding in his words that resonated deeply within me.

“Go,” he said finally, straightening. “Take your comrade and leave this place. But understand this—if you return, if you stand against us again, I will show no mercy. My duty to Valtorea remains, as does my honor.”

I nodded, unable to find the words to respond. My throat was tight, my chest heavy with conflicting emotions—gratitude, guilt, and an aching sense of something unspoken.

He gestured to the guards, who hesitated before stepping forward to untie the ropes that bound my wrists. I rubbed at the raw skin, watching as they freed Bren, who stared at the officer with wide, incredulous eyes.

“You’re letting us go?” Bren asked, his voice a mixture of relief and disbelief. “Just like that?”

The officer turned his gaze to Bren, his tone firm but not unkind. “You are not soldiers of honor, nor are you a threat to us. You will leave, and you will not return. That is all.”

Bren looked at me, his mouth opening as if to protest, but I gave him a slight shake of my head. Now was not the time to question our fortune.

As we were escorted to the edge of the camp, the cold night air biting at my skin, I cast one last glance over my shoulder. The officer stood at the entrance of the tent, his figure silhouetted against the faint glow of the lantern. For a moment, our eyes met, and I nodded in silent acknowledgment.

He returned the gesture, a small, almost imperceptible dip of his head, before turning away and disappearing into the shadows.

As Bren and I stepped into the forest beyond the camp, the silence between us was heavy with unspoken thoughts. Finally, Bren broke it, his voice low and cautious. “What the hell happened back there?”

I hesitated, my boots crunching softly against the damp forest floor. The moonlight filtered through the canopy in fractured beams, casting faint silver shadows on the path ahead. Bren’s question hung in the air, heavy with disbelief and curiosity.

“He let us go,” I said finally, my voice quiet. “Because he saw no honor in keeping us.”

Bren scoffed, shaking his head. “Honor? That’s what you call it? Sounds more like madness to me. Letting prisoners walk free in the middle of a war? If it were Mallory, he’d have had us shot just for looking at him wrong.”

“Maybe,” I admitted, glancing back toward the distant glow of the Valtorean campfires. “But he’s not Mallory. That officer—he’s different. He’s fighting for something real. Something he believes in.”

Bren snorted, his tone laced with skepticism. “Belief doesn’t win wars, Armand. Guns do. Men do. And that bastard’s going to march his men straight into an Arlenian slaughter because of some noble idea.”

I stopped walking and turned to face him, my voice sharper than I intended. “And what are we doing, Bren? Marching under Mallory’s orders, fighting for men who don’t care if we live or die? At least that officer has something worth fighting for. Can you say the same for us?”

Bren’s jaw tightened, his expression darkening. For a moment, I thought he might argue, but then he sighed, his shoulders slumping. “I don’t know, Julien,” he said, using my real name for the first time in weeks. “I haven’t a damned clue.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
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The Lash and the Sword

By the time Bren and I reached the outskirts of the Arlenian-held city, the first light of dawn was beginning to stretch across the horizon. The sprawling camp around the city walls was already alive with activity—soldiers preparing for the day’s duties, officers barking orders, and smoke rising from scattered cookfires. But despite the familiar hum of military life, there was an undercurrent of unease that made the air feel heavier.

As we entered the camp, a pair of sentries spotted us and quickly intercepted us, their rifles raised. “Who goes there?” one barked, his eyes narrowing as he took in our mud-streaked uniforms.

“Corporal Bren and Private Armand,” Bren replied sharply, his voice carrying the authority of a soldier who had seen too much to be intimidated by mere sentries. “We’re returning from a scouting mission.”

The sentries exchanged a glance, then lowered their rifles reluctantly. “You’ll want to report to Lieutenant Mallory,” one of them said. “He’s been asking questions about you two.”

Bren shot me a wary look as we followed the sentries toward Mallory’s quarters. The tension between us was palpable, both of us knowing that whatever waited for us inside would not be a warm welcome.

When we entered the lieutenant’s tent, Mallory was standing over a map spread across a table, his face flushed with anger. He looked up as we approached, his sharp blue eyes narrowing dangerously.

“Well, well,” he said, his voice cold and laced with contempt. “Look who decided to return. I was beginning to think you’d deserted.”

“Deserted?” Bren snapped, his tone incredulous. “We were sent on your damn scouting mission, Mallory. We didn’t desert.”

Mallory ignored him, his gaze locking onto me. “And yet, here you are, returning empty-handed, days late, and without a single report to show for it. What am I supposed to think, Armand?”

I held his gaze steadily, refusing to let his accusation rattle me. “We were captured,” I said evenly. “By Valtorean hussars. They let us go.”

“Let you go?” Mallory repeated, his tone dripping with disbelief. “Do you take me for a fool? Why would the Valtoreans let you go unless you gave them something in return? Or perhaps...” His eyes narrowed further, his lips curling into a sneer. “Perhaps you’re a spy.”

The accusation hit like a slap, but I forced myself to remain calm. “I gave them nothing,” I said firmly. “And I will not dishonor myself by giving you lies.”

“Dishonor?” Mallory spat, his voice rising. “You speak to me of honor? You—a man who can’t even prove his own loyalty? I should have you hanged right here for treason.”

Bren stepped forward, his face dark with anger. “We’ve done nothing wrong, Mallory. You sent us out there, and we came back. That’s all there is to it.”

Mallory rounded on him, his hand resting on the hilt of his saber. “Quiet, Corporal. You’re lucky I don’t string you up alongside him. Unless, of course...” He smiled coldly. “You have something useful to tell me.”

Bren hesitated, his jaw tightening. I shot him a warning glance, but the fear in his eyes was unmistakable. He knew what was coming, and so did I.

Mallory turned back to me, his expression darkening further. “Very well,” he said. “If you refuse to speak, we’ll see if a little persuasion changes your mind.”

He gestured sharply to a pair of guards stationed near the entrance of the tent. “Take him to the stockade. Let’s see if the lash loosens his tongue.”

The guards stepped forward, their hands gripping my arms with practiced force. Bren’s face paled, his lips parting as if to protest, but I shook my head slightly. “Don’t,” I murmured. “It won’t change anything.”

But as the guards dragged me toward the exit, Bren broke. “Wait!” he shouted, his voice cracking under the weight of desperation. “The Valtoreans—they’re planning an attack!”

Mallory froze, his hand hovering over the map. He turned slowly, his eyes narrowing as he studied Bren. “An attack?” he repeated, his voice low and dangerous. “When?”

“I don’t know exactly,” Bren stammered. “But it’s soon. They’ve got hussars, infantry—they’re coming for the city.”

Mallory’s face twisted in a mixture of surprise and fury, his piercing blue eyes fixed on Bren. For a moment, the tent was silent, save for the muffled sounds of the camp beyond. The tension in the air was suffocating.

“You knew this and kept it to yourself?” Mallory hissed, his voice trembling with anger. “You dare withhold information that could cost us the city?”

“I didn’t withhold anything,” Bren shot back, though his voice lacked its usual strength. “You didn’t give us a chance to speak before threatening to kill us!”

Mallory slammed his fist against the table, sending a stack of maps fluttering to the ground. “Enough excuses!” he barked. “If what you’re saying is true, then we’re all in grave danger. And if it’s not...” He turned his sharp gaze on me, his lips curling into a sneer. “Then perhaps Armand has poisoned you with lies.”

I met his gaze, my face stoic despite the accusation. “I told you before—I gave them nothing. And Bren? He’s only trying to save your sorry hide.”

Mallory’s expression darkened further, his jaw tightening as his hand hovered over the hilt of his saber. “You think I’ll take that from you, Armand? A man whose loyalty is as thin as the air in this tent? No. You’ll hang for this, spy, and I’ll make sure it’s slow.”

“Wait!” Bren interrupted, stepping forward. “Mallory, listen to me. If you kill him, you’re making a mistake. He’s no spy. He’s the one who kept us alive out there. And if you don’t believe me, then use your damn head! The Valtoreans are coming, and you’ll need every man you’ve got to stand a chance!”

Mallory hesitated, his eyes narrowing as he studied Bren. For a fleeting moment, I thought reason might win out. His hand hovered over the map on the table, his jaw tightening as if weighing the situation. But then his expression darkened, and his usual arrogance reasserted itself.

“You think I don’t know the risks?” Mallory snapped, his voice low and dangerous. “The Queen herself has just arrived, and we’re evacuating her at first light.”

“Mallory!” Bren shouted, his voice desperate now. “You’re making a mistake!”

Mallory ignored him, gesturing sharply to the guards. They seized me again, their grips like iron, and began dragging me toward the exit. Bren stepped forward, his fists clenched, but Mallory’s steely gaze stopped him in his tracks.

As I was pulled from the tent, I caught one last look at Bren. His face was pale, his eyes wide with guilt and frustration. “Julien,” he called after me, his voice cracking. “I’m sorry.”

I said nothing, my jaw tightening as I was hauled into the cold morning air. The camp was alive with activity now, soldiers moving with purpose as news of the impending attack spread like wildfire. But despite the chaos, my fate was sealed.

The guards led me to the stockade, a grim structure at the edge of the camp. They shoved me into a small, dank cell, the iron bars cold and unyielding. As the door slammed shut behind me, I leaned back against the wall, my mind racing.

Bren’s betrayal stung, but I understood why he had done it. Mallory’s cruelty, the threat of the lash—it had broken him. And though I resented him for giving Mallory what he wanted, I couldn’t bring myself to hate him. He was just a man, scared and desperate, caught in the same web of war and politics that ensnared us all.

The hours dragged on, the weight of my situation pressing down on me like a physical burden. As I stared out at the faint glow of the rising sun, I couldn’t help but wonder if this was how it would end—not on the battlefield, but at the hands of my own supposed allies.

And yet, some part of me refused to give up. The officer in the Valtorean camp had spoken of honor, of the need to fight for something greater than oneself. In that moment, I realized I still believed in that—despite the betrayal, despite the cruelty, despite the overwhelming odds.

If this was to be my end, I would face it with the same resolve that had carried me this far. Because even in the darkest moments, there was still something worth fighting for.

And perhaps, just perhaps, that would be enough.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
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A Risk Worth Taking

The night dragged on in the stockade, each passing minute a reminder of my impending execution. Outside the bars of my cell, the camp buzzed with activity. Soldiers rushed to and fro, their voices carrying news of the Queen’s arrival and the preparations being made to evacuate her safely in light of the rumored Valtorean attack.

The Queen. She was here. The thought struck me like a hammer, a strange mix of awe and urgency welling up inside me. I had heard of her arrival during Mallory’s tirade but hadn’t fully grasped the implications until now. 

I sat down on the cold stone floor, my back against the wall as my mind raced. Memories of Naxos bubbled to the surface, unbidden but welcome. The desperate siege, the unrelenting chaos, and the clever tactics we’d been forced to employ to survive. One memory stood out—a trick a veteran had told me about once.

I scanned the cell with fresh eyes, searching for anything that could serve my purpose. The stockade was old, its stone walls damp and crumbling in places. The barred window above let in faint moonlight, its iron frame rusted at the edges. Perfect.

I stood and tested the strength of the bars, gripping them tightly and pushing upward with all my might. They didn’t budge, but the faint groan of metal on stone told me what I needed to know—they weren’t as solid as they seemed.

“Time to see if the army really did teach me anything,” I muttered under my breath.

I shrugged off my tattered coat, wrapping it tightly around one of the bars to muffle the noise. Then, bracing myself against the frame, I pulled with everything I had. The bar shifted slightly, the rusted metal protesting as flakes crumbled away. I paused, listening for any sound of approaching guards. When none came, I redoubled my efforts.

Minutes dragged into what felt like hours as I worked, sweat beading on my brow despite the cold. My arms burned, and my breath came in ragged gasps, but I didn’t stop. Finally, with a low, grating screech, the bar gave way, leaving a narrow gap just wide enough to squeeze through.

I glanced toward the corridor, my heart pounding as I listened for movement. The stockade was quiet, the guards likely distracted by the preparations for the Queen’s evacuation. Timing was on my side.

I hoisted myself through the gap, gritting my teeth as the rough edges of the frame scraped against my arms and shoulders. Dropping to the ground outside, I landed in a crouch, pausing to steady my breath. The cool night air was a stark contrast to the stale confinement of the cell, and for a moment, I felt a fleeting sense of freedom.

But there was no time to savor it. I pulled the coat back on, keeping to the shadows as I made my way toward the castle. The camp was alive with movement, soldiers hurrying to and fro under the dim glow of lanterns. I moved carefully, slipping between tents and keeping to the darker corners of the camp. My familiarity with the city’s layout, gained during countless patrols, guided my steps.

As I approached the castle, its looming silhouette against the moonlit sky filled me with a strange mix of awe and determination. The old stone walls, weathered by centuries of wind and rain, seemed almost impenetrable. But I knew better. The Arlenians had made use of this fortress during their occupation, and I’d spent enough time here to know its weaknesses.

I skirted the main gate, where guards stood watch, their rifles gleaming in the faint light. Instead, I headed for a lesser-used side entrance, concealed by overgrown ivy and partially hidden by the curve of the wall. The lock on the door was old and rusted—a simple enough obstacle.

Fishing a thin piece of metal from my coat pocket—something I had stolen back from the cell—I set to work on the lock. My hands trembled slightly, both from the cold and the adrenaline coursing through me, but I forced myself to focus. The faint click of the mechanism releasing was music to my ears.

Slipping inside, I found myself in a narrow corridor, the stone walls damp and cold to the touch. I moved cautiously, the faint murmur of voices and the distant clatter of boots echoing through the halls.

The corridor stretched ahead of me, dimly lit by flickering torches mounted on the stone walls. Shadows danced in the flickering light, giving the ancient space an eerie, almost surreal quality. My heart pounded in my chest, each beat a reminder of how little I had planned. I wasn’t even sure what I hoped to accomplish—what could I possibly say to her?

And yet, some unshakable part of me refused to turn back. I didn’t know why. Maybe it was the knowledge that I had nothing left to lose. Maybe it was the faint, irrational hope that seeing her—just once—would give some meaning to all of this.

The faint echo of boots sent me pressing against the cold wall, my breath catching as two guards passed by a junction up ahead. They walked casually, their rifles slung over their shoulders, their voices low but unconcerned. Clearly, they weren’t expecting anyone to infiltrate the castle. That complacency was my only advantage.

I waited until their footsteps faded, then continued forward, my movements slow and deliberate. The castle’s layout was familiar enough; I’d patrolled its grounds before and knew that the main hall lay just beyond a set of double doors at the end of the corridor. The Queen would likely be in one of the rooms adjoining it—secure, but not unreachable.

Reaching the heavy wooden doors, I paused to steady my breathing. Beyond them, I could hear the faint hum of activity—guards talking, the scrape of boots on stone, the occasional rustle of movement. It wasn’t the din of chaos; it was the calm efficiency of a well-organized watch.

I slipped through a smaller side door, one I remembered leading to the servant’s passage. The narrow, twisting stairwell was unlit, the darkness swallowing me as I ascended. My fingers brushed against the damp stone walls, guiding me upward. The air grew colder, the faint sounds of the main hall fading behind me.

Finally, I emerged into another corridor, this one quieter, more refined. Rich tapestries adorned the walls, their vibrant colors dulled in the faint moonlight streaming through narrow windows. The faint scent of lavender hung in the air, a contrast to the damp and smoke-filled camp outside.

This was it. The Queen’s quarters were just ahead.

I moved forward, each step measured, my breath steady despite the storm raging in my chest. What was I going to say? What could I possibly tell her?

The truth was, I didn’t know. I wasn’t even sure I could make it past her guards. But I had to try.

As I reached the final turn, the faint sound of a soft, melodic voice stopped me in my tracks. It was quiet, barely audible over the pounding of my own heart, but unmistakable. The Queen was speaking—calmly, confidently—though I couldn’t make out the words. The sound was enough to root me to the spot, my mind racing.

The sound of approaching footsteps snapped me back to reality. I pressed myself against the wall, my heart racing as a pair of guards rounded the corner. They didn’t see me at first, their attention focused on their quiet conversation.

“Her Majesty says we’ll leave at first light,” one said, his tone hushed. “Can’t say I blame her. This city’s a powder keg.”

The other grunted in agreement. “Still, I’d rather not be here when it blows. You heard the rumors about the Valtoreans—hussars, infantry, artillery. They’re coming, no doubt about it.”

The two passed by without noticing me, their words lingering in the air. First light. I had until then.

I took a deep breath, steadying my nerves as I crept closer to the source of the Queen’s voice. The door to her chambers was just ahead, slightly ajar, the faint light of a lantern spilling into the hallway. For a moment, I hesitated, my hands trembling as I reached for the handle.

What was I doing?

The answer came as I pushed the door open, stepping into the light.

I was doing what I had always done: chasing something I couldn’t name, but couldn’t give up on.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
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Where Broken Paths Meet

The room was modest, far less opulent than I’d expected for a queen. A small desk stood by the window, its surface cluttered with letters and an open map. A single lantern flickered atop it, casting long shadows across the stone walls. The faint scent of lavender mingled with the damp chill of the night air drifting through the partially opened window.

And there she was.

Queen Elara knelt at the foot of a small altar, her delicate hands clasped together in prayer. Her figure was framed by the soft glow of the lantern, her auburn fur shimmering like burnished copper. She was dressed simply, her royal regalia exchanged for a flowing nightgown and a thin shawl draped over her shoulders. Her ears twitched slightly, as though she sensed my presence even before she turned.

The soft creak of the door caught her attention, and she froze, her head tilting ever so slightly. Slowly, she rose to her feet, turning toward me. Her luminous amber eyes locked onto mine, and for a moment, the world seemed to hold its breath.

We stared at each other in silence, the room’s faint lamplight casting long shadows that seemed to hold the breath of time itself. The world outside—the approaching war, the noise of soldiers preparing for battle, even the distant hum of the castle—faded into an indistinct haze. In that moment, there was only the two of us, caught in a stillness that felt both fragile and unending.

Her amber eyes, wide and searching, swept over me with the weight of someone staring into a mirror distorted by years of loss. I saw the faint rise and fall of her chest, her breaths shallow and uncertain. Her expression flickered, her composed mask slipping just enough to reveal the confusion, disbelief, and something more—something raw and vulnerable, like a wound reopened.

I wanted to speak, to say something to break the silence, but the words lodged in my throat. My hands clenched at my sides, trembling ever so slightly as her gaze moved over me. I knew what she saw—the scars that marred my face, the gauntness of my features, the weariness etched into my eyes. I was not the man she remembered, if she remembered me at all.

And yet, something in her eyes shifted. Her ears twitched, tilting forward as if catching an echo of a long-forgotten sound. She took a single step toward me, slow and deliberate. Her movement was tentative, as though I were a phantom that might vanish if approached too quickly.

Her lips parted, and for a fleeting moment, it seemed as though she might speak. But the words didn’t come. Instead, she stopped, her hand hovering slightly in the air, caught in an instinctive gesture of hesitation. Her amber gaze remained locked on mine, her confusion deepening into something that felt perilously close to recognition.

Another step. Her movements were so measured, so deliberate, that each one felt like an eternity. I could see her chest rise and fall, her breaths quickening as the distance between us shrank. My own heart thundered in my chest, a deafening rhythm that seemed to mock the silence hanging between us.

When she was close enough for the lamplight to catch the shimmer of unshed tears in her eyes, she stopped again, her voice finally breaking through the stillness.

“Do I... know you?” she asked, her words trembling as though she didn’t trust her own memory.

The sound of her voice hit me like a hammer, stirring something deep inside that I hadn’t felt in years. I opened my mouth to answer, but my voice faltered. The question was simple, and yet it carried the weight of a thousand unspoken moments between us.

“I—” The word caught in my throat, the emotions clawing their way to the surface. “Your Majesty...”

She flinched slightly at the formality, her eyes narrowing as if trying to pierce through the barrier of time and pain that separated us. Her hand, still hovering, lowered slightly, her fingers curling against her palm. “No,” she whispered, shaking her head almost imperceptibly. “It can’t be...”

Her gaze swept over me again, slower this time, lingering on every scar, every shadow etched into my features. I could see her mind working, sifting through memories buried beneath years of duty and loss. Her breathing quickened, her expression flickering between disbelief and something dangerously close to hope.

“Julien?” she breathed, the name barely audible, as if saying it aloud might shatter whatever illusion she thought she was seeing.

I swallowed hard, the lump in my throat making it difficult to respond. “It’s me,” I said, my voice rough and uneven. “Though I’m not sure there’s much left of the man you remember.”

Her hands flew to her mouth, her amber eyes widening as tears began to spill over. “No,” she whispered again, shaking her head as if to deny the reality before her. “They told me you were dead. That you’d... that you were gone.”

“For a while, I thought they were right,” I admitted, my voice quieter now, laced with the weight of everything I’d endured. “But no. I survived.”

Her composure, carefully maintained through years of courtly decorum, cracked like a fragile shell. Her shoulders trembled, and a soft, broken sound escaped her lips. She took another step forward, closing the last bit of distance between us, her hand reaching out as if to confirm I was real.

“You were the clerk,” she murmured, her voice trembling. “At the midsummer ball. Last year. The one who... who...” Her voice broke again, and she shook her head, overwhelmed.

“The one who made a fool of himself trying to impress you,” I finished softly, the faintest trace of a smile tugging at my lips despite the weight of the moment.

The silence between us stretched longer than I could bear. My heart pounded in my chest, each beat a reminder of how little I understood about the woman standing before me. She was so different now, so changed from the memory of the Queen I had admired from afar. And yet, despite the years, the distance, the war... she was still the same in so many ways.

I watched as her hand lingered in the air, hovering just a few inches from my face. Her fingers trembled, as though unsure of what to do with such proximity, unsure of what to do with me. We were strangers now, both of us adrift in a world far darker and more fragmented than the one we had known when we met.

I tried to speak, but the words wouldn’t come. What could I say to her? That I had been a prisoner? That I had fought and killed and lost so much that I didn’t even recognize the man who once stood at that midsummer ball?

I had imagined this moment a thousand times, and yet now that it had come, I realized I was no longer the same man. I wasn’t the naive clerk who had stood before her with starry eyes and youthful hope. That man had been buried long ago, swallowed by the horrors of war.

She stepped back slightly, as though the air had become too thick to breathe. Her eyes searched mine, flicking from one scarred feature to the next, trying to bridge the chasm that time and fate had created between us. There was a softness in her gaze, a longing for something I could never give her. And in return, I found only regret and guilt weighing me down.

Her lips parted again, but no words came. She opened and closed her mouth as though trying to find a way to say something, anything, that might make sense of the impossible situation.

"Julien," she whispered, as though tasting the name for the first time in years. “How... how are you here?”

The question seemed so simple, yet its answer was too complicated to share. How was I here? I had no idea. It felt like a dream, a madcap scramble to survive, and all I wanted in that moment was to disappear into the shadows of this room. But I couldn’t, not anymore.

"I don’t know," I said quietly, my voice thick. "I shouldn't be here. I should’ve died long ago. But something... kept me going." I swallowed, fighting the lump that had formed in my throat. "And now I’m here. For what it's worth."

The words hung between us like a fragile thread, one tugged taut by years of uncertainty, regret, and loss. I could feel her hand in mine, warm and real, but it only made the distance between us more apparent. I wasn’t the same man I had been before the war—before everything that had happened to me, to her, to the Empire. I wasn’t sure who I was anymore.

"I shouldn’t be here," I repeated softly, more to myself than to her. "I’ve seen too much. Done too much."

She opened her mouth to respond, but I couldn’t bear to hear the words that might follow. They weren’t meant for me—not now, not after all this time, after all I had lost.

Slowly, I began to pull my hand away, stepping back from her presence, the faint hope I had allowed myself to feel dissipating like mist in the cold night air.

“I’m sorry,” I said hoarsely, my voice breaking on the word. “It was foolish to come here. I don’t belong in this world anymore. Not in this room. Not with you.”

I turned away, my heart aching as I heard her take a sharp breath behind me. The weight of everything that had come before—the war, the violence, the loss—crushed down on me once more. There was no place for me here. No place for a man like me, someone scarred beyond repair, chasing the ghosts of a life that had been left behind.

But just as I reached the door, just as I placed my hand on the cold handle, her voice stopped me.

“Julien.”

Her voice was quiet but insistent, and I could feel her presence at my back, her warmth still lingering in the room, pulling at the broken pieces of my resolve. I didn’t turn to face her, but I could feel her moving closer, the sound of her soft footsteps behind me.

I stopped in my tracks, my hand still on the door, fingers cold against the iron handle. Her presence at my back felt like a pull, an invisible thread drawing me toward her, despite every instinct telling me to walk away, to leave this broken moment behind.

"Don’t go," she whispered. The words were soft, but they carried a weight that made my chest ache. "Please."

I closed my eyes, the words reverberating in my mind like an echo I couldn't outrun. What could I say? What could I do? I wasn't the man she remembered, not even close. I had broken too much of myself on the way here.

"Elara," I said, my voice hoarse, cracking under the strain. I turned, slowly, to face her once more. The silence between us hung heavy, thick with the things we hadn’t said, the things I was too afraid to admit. "I can’t stay. You don’t know what I’ve become."

She stepped forward, her hands trembling as they reached for me, as if she were afraid to touch the man who had once been a part of her life. Her eyes searched mine, flicking over every scar, every mark of what I had endured, and she saw more than just the man who stood before her. She saw the ghost of who I had been.

“You don’t have to be what you think you are,” she said, her voice a whisper, but steady. "Please, don’t leave."

The emotion in her eyes, the rawness of her plea, pulled me in. I wanted to stay—wanted to give in to the fragile thread of hope that still clung to me, but I couldn’t. It would be cruel. She deserved more than the wreckage I had become.

"You don’t understand," I murmured, the words escaping before I could stop them. "I’ve seen too much. Done too much. I don’t even know who I am anymore."

Her expression softened, the vulnerability in her eyes making my heart ache with a longing I had long buried. She took a step closer, her hands finally touching me—gently, as though afraid I might shatter if she held me too tightly. Her warmth seeped through the layers of cold and doubt I had wrapped myself in.

“You’re still Julien,” she whispered. “You’re still the man I met. The man who had dreams and courage, even if you’ve forgotten them.”

I shook my head, closing my eyes as a wave of guilt washed over me. I had never meant to become this person, this shadow. The war had taken so much from me. It had torn apart everything I had once held dear.

“Don’t go, Julien,” she repeated, her voice breaking through my resolve. "Not without hearing me say this. You don’t have to carry this alone. You don’t have to walk away.”

Her words, so simple, so pure, shattered the walls I had so carefully constructed around my heart. I was no longer the same man, but in this moment, in her arms, I felt a flicker of who I could be.

“Please,” she said, and then, without hesitation, she wrapped her arms around me, pulling me into her embrace.

The world seemed to stop, and for a brief, fleeting moment, it felt as though time itself was holding its breath. I froze, not knowing what to do, unsure of how to respond. But her warmth—her comfort—was so real, so tangible, that I couldn’t resist. I found myself wrapping my arms around her, pulling her close, and for the first time in what felt like forever, I allowed myself to feel something other than pain, something other than the weight of the world pressing down on me.

“I’m not going to leave,” I whispered, though the words were harder to say than I expected. “But I don’t know what happens next.”

She pulled back slightly, her hands still resting on my chest, her face full of quiet resolve. "We don't have to know. Not right now. Just... stay. For as long as we can."

In that moment, the weight of everything I had carried—of the war, of the guilt, the year - no, years of running—seemed to lift, even if only for a second. Her presence, her quiet plea, was enough to make me believe that maybe, just maybe, there could still be something good left in this broken world.

And for the first time in what felt like a lifetime, I allowed myself to stay.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
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Conclusion

Thank you for reading! Check out the next part in the series - Wars of the Betrayer, and the conclusion to Julien and Elara’s story in Thrones of the Betrayer.

To stay updated on the release of Wars of the Betrayer and my other works, follow me on Amazon! If you enjoyed Fusiliers, please consider leaving a review—it helps other readers discover the story and keeps me motivated to keep creating.

Once again, thank you for reading!
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        In the beating heart of Valtorea, where the Kaiser's divine mandate has ruled for centuries, an unsettling change stirs beneath the Empire's formidable hegemony. Here, in a land forged by faith and tempered through war, the old order stands on a precipice. A war unlike any other—one destined to reshape the fate of millions—looms on the horizon.
Lord-Marshal Kaelitz von Ardent, a scarred veteran and young man once hailed as a hero, now holds the Empire's highest military honor—a title granted not only for his deeds but also for his perceived loyalty. Yet he finds himself trapped. Once a rising star of the first war, his strength and cunning admired by his peers, he has been reduced to a pawn, bound to the Emperor's whims. His warnings go unheeded, his voice drowned by the will of a ruler he can no longer respect.
But beneath his growing disillusionment, Kaelitz senses a calling—a raw, almost primal pull toward the chaos of battle. Though disheartened by the Empire's stagnation, he feels himself drawn to the purity he once found in war: a purpose without pretense, a thrill in the clash of steel and survival, and a strange solace in the camaraderie of the front, and Kaelitz prepares to embrace this looming conflict not out of patriotism, but to rediscover himself in its brutal clarity. The battlefield, for all its horrors, has become his sanctuary—perhaps his only true calling left.
A new, dangerous era is about to begin in Wars of the Betrayer, an era forged in blood, gunpowder, and martyrdom.
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