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The story so far

Hello! Welcome to another installment of Beneath the Dragoneye Moons! Here’s a quick recap of the story so far.

Book 1: Elaine is reincarnated on Pallos with some of her knowledge, Papilion having swiss-cheesed her memories before allowing her to reincarnate. Elaine grows up, realizes she still knows biology. Tries a little too hard to lie low, and accidentally kills her friend, Lyra. Takes her healing [Oath] and meets Artemis. When her family tries to marry her off at 14, she decides to run away from home and join the Rangers. She gets kidnapped by runaway slaves-turned-bandits. The Rangers smash the group, and Elaine asks to join. Julius denies her until she reveals the full extent of her reincarnated status. He changes his mind and lets her tag along. They arrive in Virinum, where a monster is terrorizing the locals. The Rangers come up with a plan to take down the monster, and Elaine is critical in keeping Kallisto alive. After the fight, Julius offers for Elaine to join them as a real Ranger, and she accepts. The book ends with Elaine classing up, merging her Light and Dark healing classes into a Celestial class. With the open class slot, she takes a Fire mage class.

Book 2: Elaine starts practicing with her new skills, learning her new limits and capabilities. Kerberos, her fiance, hires some adventurers to retrieve Elaine. They kidnap her, but her Ranger teammates come to the rescue, killing most of them and arresting the rest. Shaken but undeterred, Elaine continues with the team, experiencing just how dangerous life is on the road for a Ranger team. From dinosaur swarms and bandits, to twitchy teammates and deadly monsters, there’s never a moment’s rest for the team. They arrive in Perinthus, a town dying to multiple plagues. Elaine shines, healing as many people as she can while slowly building a map of the victims. It soon becomes clear that one is mundane, and the other is caused by a Classer. The Rangers investigate, determining who the culprit is, and execute him without a trial. Leaving Perinthus, the team continues on, getting into various situations as they complete their round. During this time, Elaine writes the Medical Manuscripts. After two years, they arrive back in Ariminum, the capital, where Elaine is interrogated by Priest Demos and reunites with her parents and they come to an understanding. She is told that she’ll need to attend Ranger Academy to ‘properly’ become a Ranger, and Arthur is promoted to Sentinel Toxic during the Ranger Convocation.

Book 3: Elaine attends the grueling Ranger Academy, where she meets Sentinel Night, her mentor. While she’s there, she’s brought to the front lines against the endless Formorians, in one part to directly fight them and level herself, and in another to keep an eye on Sentinel Toxic’s mass-poisoning efforts, checking that they’re not going to blow back on the soldiers. After returning from the front lines, she’s pitted in a colosseum match against her former fiancé Kerberos, where she blows his head off. She classes up, trading Fire magic for Radiance magic, achieving one of her lifelong dreams - flight. Upon graduation, she isn’t assigned to a team, instead being promoted to Sentinel Dawn. She goes on a failed date with Jaclyn, and learns that Night is a vampire. He teaches Elaine about the creation of the world. After starting to figure out some work and getting an apprentice, Autumn, Elaine goes off on her first Sentinel missions, shaking down her gear and experience. She encounters a weak plague and a pirate attack, and returns triumphant. A series of reports shows a few more years of Elaine’s Sentinel work.

Book 4: The book begins with the Formorians breaching the wall, and all hands are on deck. All available Sentinels, along with Priest Demos, fly out to the front lines, where they entrench themselves deep within the horde for a last desperate strike against the Formorians. Destruction channels a massive earthquake, while Demos beseeches a god to intervene on their behalf. Both go off, each killing one of the Formorian Queens, and the Sentinels split, forming a strike team to kill the last Queen. Elaine and Bulwark return back to help the remaining soldiers against the horde, and they finally succeed in winning their thousand year war against the Formorians. Elaine classes up, obtaining [The Dawn Sentinel] and building a skill to obtain in the future - Immortality. Hunting and Elaine are sent to make sure there are no other Formorian Queen eggs or anything like that in the hostile wastes the Formorians came from. The two delve deep into the Formorian territory, finding someone else was on the other side - dwarves. The two of them split, with Hunting returning to report their findings while Elaine hangs out with the dwarves. They convince Elaine that they’re not the people to talk with, and she should be brought to the capital and talk with someone important. She agrees, but while they’re traveling, they’re interrupted by Lun’Kat fighting with the Guardians. In order to stay alive, Elaine and the surviving dwarves dive down an old mine shaft, finding themselves deep underground.

Book 5: Elaine and the dwarves are trapped underground, trying to survive the monsters, traps, and orcs. Ned is replaced by a shapeshifter, but they finally find an underground dwarven city. Elaine shows off her healing prowess once again, slicing open dwarves to find out how their implanted augments work. She discovers that the dwarves have no intention of letting her go, and devises a plan to escape. She flees once again to the underground, where she is chased by the inevitable shluggoth. Running away, she finds Lun’Kat’s lair, where the dragon is injured. Elaine is sworn to heal anyone, and enters to heal Lun’Kat. She mostly resists taking any treasure, only snagging a single small, hot, red egg before fleeing back to the open air and freedom. Elaine gets [The Stars Never Fade], the immortality skill. She unfortunately has no idea where she is, and starts heading north when she bumps into a trio of elves. They’re heading in roughly the same direction, and Elaine joins up, for safety and guidance. They fight a hydra and emerge victorious.

Book 6: After pissing off some trolls, they encounter a gnoll, whom Elaine makes young again with [The Stars Never Fade], practicing her immortality skill for the first time and meeting White Dove. They travel further to Ochi, a city infested with Shimagu who can hijack other people’s bodies. After struggling with her ethics and morals, Elaine heals the people infested with Shimagu, killing the intelligent bodyjackers in the process. The action devastates her though, and being close enough to Remus, she travels the rest of the distance alone. She finds herself in a city, with a Ranger team nearby - home at last! The book ends with the egg hatching in a blaze of fire, Auri emerging from the flames.

Book 7: Elaine struggles with looking after a newborn Auri, eventually realizing that she’s one of the rarest and most legendary creatures to ever exist - a phoenix. The two make their way back home, where they find Artemis has been sold into slavery and Julius is missing. After freeing Artemis, Elaine reports back to the Sentinels, where she finally hits the level 512 milestone and unlocks her third class. Elaine has a tearful reunion with her friends and family. News of her ability to make people young again makes its way to the Emperor, who pressures Elaine into making him young again, no matter the price. Elaine negotiates - poorly - women getting equal treatment in the eyes of the law. Augustus agrees, and Elaine has a triumphant parade through the city, where Augustus announces both the change, and a war against the Shimagu. News reaches the Sentinels about where Julius went missing - a fairy ring - and Elaine, along with Artemis, Auri, and Autumn - enter the ring, intent on retrieving him. They succeed, but fae trickery and divine intervention mean they leave the fairy ring tens of thousands of years after when they entered.

Book 8: Elaine and the rest are utterly lost in this new world. They don’t speak the language, and half of what they do is illegal. They’re fortunate to meet Iona, a Valkyrie, who has a blessing to speak any language. She helps orient them to the world, and Elaine decides it’d be best for her to attend the School of Sorcery and Spellcraft, to gain as much knowledge and information that she can. Julius and Artemis decide they want to try joining the Hunter’s Guild, and Autumn - now called Amber, after she sold her name to the fae for power - wants to kickstart her dream of becoming disgustingly rich. Elaine attends the School, where she learns as much as she can, and takes a ‘practice’ third class, Biomancy, in order to make modifications to herself that’ll last her entire lifetime - eternity. It also gives her a good view on the remaining classes she has. She also starts to learn the art of Wizardry, etching runes and glyphs to create any magical effect - at a steep knowledge, time, and efficiency cost. Iona and Elaine fall for each other and start dating, and the book ends with Elaine performing a massive biomancy operation on herself and Iona, permanently improving their bodies. The book ends with Elaine taking her third class ‘for real’ - [Bookwyrm].

Book 9: Elaine and Iona are continuing their School adventures. Elaine is a member of the School’s combat team, and the Gladiator Gauntlet is the main event. Elaine attends along with Iona, who discovers that Rolland has effectively disbanded the remnants of the Valkyrie order. Iona enters the tournament, intent on extracting a pound of flesh from the nobility, while Elaine struggles to win the event for the School’s glory. They’ve given her five years of free tuition, the least she can do is return with a trophy for them. Both are victorious, and return to the School. Elaine’s body is on a shorter lifespan than usual with her dramatic biomancy modifications, and chooses to get cursed sooner rather than later by White Dove, because at the School she can research mitigation tactics. She’s cursed, and graduation is around the corner. She graduates in multiple tracks, and gets recognized as the founder of modern medicine due to her efforts with the Medical Manuscripts back in the day… regardless of how many other people contributed over the eons to the book. After graduating, Iona and Elaine fly off together to Exterreri, hoping to find Night.

Book 10: Elaine and Iona leave the School, seeing if they can find Night, Elaine's old mentor. He's the only one likely to have survived long enough to make it to the present-day, and there are hints that he exists in the Exterreri Empire, home of vampires. Journeying from the School to Exterreri, Iona and Elaine encounter the Black Plague and the ruthless Pekari, mechanized golems that terrorize villagers. They finally arrive in Exterreri, where after stumbling around in the dark Elaine catches the attention of Arachne, current leader of the Sentinels. Arachne knows Night, and the two are finally reunited. Elaine and Iona fight off a wyrm to claim a mountain as their new home, Elaine is offered a position as a Sentinel once again, and Arachne teaches Elaine enough to let her qualify as a [Loremaster] in her third class. Iona acquires a new squire, Nina.

The Magic System Refresher

This is a simple refresher, covering the major points without getting bogged down in the minor details. Beneath the Dragoneye Moons is a litRPG magic system. There are 8 stats - Strength, Dexterity, Speed, Vitality, Mana, Mana Regeneration, Magic Power, and Magic Control. Most people have two classes, with people over level 512 unlocking a third class. Each class has an element. The eight basic elements are Light, Dark, Water, Fire, Wind, Earth, Nature and Metal. Each combination of two of the basic elements creates an advanced element - Light and Dark make Celestial, for example. Each element has things it can and can’t do, along with the class. People get experience for doing things their class wants to do. A [Lumberjack] gets experience for cutting wood, and not very much for killing a monster. A [Knight] gets a lot of experience for killing a monster, and very little for chopping wood. Leveling up a class gives stats, and raises the cap on skills for that class. Each class can have up to 8 skills, and there are 8 general skill slots.

Skills as of the start of this book:

Elaine:

[Class 1: [The Dawn Sentinel - Celestial]] Elaine’s healing class.

[Celestial Affinity] Affinity skill. Empowers all of her Celestial skills, lets her get better skills, and more efficiently uses mana for Celestial magic

[Cosmic Presence] Passive AOE improved healing speed aura. It won’t regrow an arm, but it’ll clot and passively heal at a 300x+ rate

[The Stars Never Fade] Makes a person’s body young again. Immortality skill - using it will annoy White Dove, who’ll curse whoever Elaine uses it on

[Center of the Universe] Anti-pain skill. Let’s Elaine know she’s been hurt without being debilitating. Can be broken with enough pain.

[Dance with the Heavens] The main healing skill. Practically a panacea, it only struggles with esoteric injuries, such as petrification

[Wheel of Sun and Moon] Gives [Dance with the Heavens] range, but only when Elaine and her patient are both touching moonlight or sunlight

[Mantle of the Stars] Weak barrier skill. Flexible, movable, and can be reimaged and reshaped however Elaine visualizes.

[Sunrise] Energy skill! Uses to invigorate and reenergize. Better than a cup of coffee in the morning

[Class 2: [Butterfly Mystic - Radiance]] Elaine’s blasting mage and wizardry class. Likes exploring and learning new things to gain experience, also levels from fighting.

[Radiance Affinity] Same as Celestial Affinity, but for Radiance skills.

[Radiance Resistance] Stops Elaine from burning herself with her Radiance skills

[Nova Lance] A powerful Radiance beam from her fingers, Elaine can control the intensity, brightness, heat, and more! Uses it as anything from a kill-spell, to pointing at things far away

[Lepidoptera] Wizardry skill! Used to draw runes made out of glowing Radiance. Has a few skill enhancements folded into the skill itself - Enchanting lets her make enchantments on things (so-so - the class and the skill aren't set up for it), and the skill will also nudge almost right runes to be correct.

[Nectar] Simple mana-generating skill

[Solar Corona] Massive buff to Elaine’s offensive Radiance skills. Lets [Nova Lance] and [Kaleidoscope] hit much harder than expected.

[Scintillating Ascent] Flight skill! Can be improved by studying other flying creatures.

[Kaleidoscope] Summons butterflies of Radiance that Elaine can mentally control for a short time. Explodes at the end of lifespan (Elaine can dismiss them instead of them going boom)

[Class 3: [The Very Hungry Bookwyrm - Spatial]] Elaine’s reading books class!

[Spatial Affinity] See Celestial Affinity

[Comprehensive Speed Reading] Lets Elaine read and understand super fast, and improves how vividly she imagines things. Also lets her always know where she left off in a book, always open the book to the right page, read in the dark, and read better.

[Channeled Blink] A short-range teleport that requires a few seconds to wind up.

[Bookwyrm's Hoard] Spatial storage for books and book-like objects.

[Beneath the Dragon's Eyes] Can read books when they’re closed, break through magical encryption.

[Vivid Dream Reading] Can read anything in [Bookwyrm’s Hoard] while sleeping. Combos amazingly well with [Parallel Thoughts] to read multiple books at once, as well as [Comprehensive Speed Reading]. Level while sleeping!

[Astral Archives] Perfect memory skill, also lets her organize her memories, store them, and ‘pull’ large amounts at once to the forefront of her mind.

[Hunger for Knowledge] Experience skill! Elaine gains more experience for everything she does.

General Skills

[Long-Range Identify] Gives Elaine the level and class abstraction of people

[Parallel Thoughts] Lets Elaine think about multiple things at once.

[Companion Bond between Elaine and Auri] Bond between Elaine and Auri. Elaine gets to be fireproof and think much faster, while also being more vain.

[The World Around Me] Insane sensory skill. Sphere of perfect perception around Elaine, as well as helping her manage her super senses.

The super senses aren’t a skill, they’re the result of her biomancy.

[Oath of Elaine to Lyra] Elaine’s solemn healing Oath. Insane boost to her healing abilities, at a price.

[Sentinel's Superiority] For being a Sentinel. 25% boost to all of Elaine’s class skills.

[Persistent Casting] Lets Elaine “set and forget” skills. Primarily used to be permanently healing herself.

[Imbue] A new skill of Elaine’s lets her “attach” one skill to another. Elaine thinks it’ll be useful for healing.


Chapter 1 - Phenomenal Cosmic Powers!

I didn’t have a lot on my plate.

I had a full buffet of things that I needed to do.

Check my new class. Check my level. Grab my new skills. Figure out the small hill’s worth of iron Night had sent me as backpay. Read the letter Tyrannus sent. Figure out what I was doing next, and a thousand other tasks.

Iona just slowly shook her head as she looked at the pile of iron.

“Do you need my help picking skills, or can I head into town?” She asked.

“I should be good.” I loved Iona to death, but I felt fine with my own insights and judgements for my skills. If I did have a major conflict, I could just hold off on grabbing skills until she came back.

“Gotta run a few errands and pick up dinner. Want anything?” She asked.

“Mangos.” I promptly replied as I split my mind with [Parallel Thoughts] to try and handle all of the different problems.

Iona gave me a quick peck, jumped on Fenrir, and the two were off a moment later.

Meanwhile, I was reviewing my new skills and class.

[*ding!* [The Very Hungry Bookwyrm - Spatial] has upgraded to [Ancient Loremaster of Legend - Spatial]!]

[*ding!* [Ancient Loremaster of Legend] has leveled up! 128 -> 180. +100 Dexterity, +100 Vitality, +800 Mana, +800 Mana Regen, +1600 Magic Power, +1600 Magic Control from your Class per level! +1 Strength, +1 Dexterity, +1 Speed, +1 Vitality, +1 Mana, +1 Mana Regeneration, +1 Magic Power, +1 Magic Control for being Chimera (Elvenoid)! +1 Mana, +1 Magic Power from your Element per level!]

I shuddered as I saw the notification. Not due to any changes in particular, just due to the sheer overwhelming power it represented.

I had been impressed when I’d gotten [The Dawn Sentinel], and the ‘measly’ 500ish stats per level. Now I was getting over 5000 stats per level, an entire order of magnitude difference.

I knew what my stats had been, and I looked up what they were now, just to see the change.

Stats

[Strength: 1,335 -> 730]

[Dexterity: 10,946 -> 16,191]

[Vitality: 33,142 -> 38,394]

[Speed: 33,174 -> 33,226]

[Mana: 94,870 -> 136,574]

[Mana Regeneration: 94,992 (+118,265) -> 136,644 (+170,122)]

[Magic Power: 58,527 (+1,521,702) -> 131,425 (+3,417,050)]

[Magic Control: 58,392 (+1,518,192) -> 131,231(+3,412,006)]

Speed was my easiest stat to process. It had gotten a small bump up thanks to my racial passive.

Strength was the biggest loser. I lost 1 point of strength for every 8 of dexterity I got, and vice-versa, and the strong dexterity with no offsetting strength was cratering the stat. It was useful for day to day life, but not critical, and with my biomancy operation, I was still only 8 times as strong as a Systemless human.

I wasn’t going to be throwing logs anytime soon, but with the right supports, I could still probably pick up a cart. If I found myself wrestling a physical Classer, something, somewhere, had gone horribly, horribly wrong.

Vitality and dexterity had naturally gotten a nice little boost, and enough dancing around the issue.

My magic stats.

By the twin goddesses of the moons, my magic stats.

I had more than doubled my magic power and magic control. Doubled. They had been absurd to start with, and the base doubled, which was being multiplied by my [Oath] to some utterly absurd numbers.

Over three and a half million magic power and magic control when I was healing?! I’d been getting nervous as I was declared War Sentinel Dawn of the Sixth Legion, concerned about living up to the expectations and hype.

I was significantly less concerned now. I’d need to run some extremely detailed calculations on how much trauma I could fix at once to see exactly what my limits were - position in the army, combined with degree of trauma, combined with distance from me were all variables that swung things around - but the absolute largest trauma I could reasonably heal was decapitation, and I could heal about 35 heavy-weight people decapitated at the same time.

Also, [Imbue] changed the math quite a bit, but I didn’t think I’d be throwing out healing-infused Radiance beams all over the place in a fight. For one, I needed line of sight, and two, in a battle between two armies?

I could think a lot. I couldn’t track that many things. Still, I could squeeze out some minor efficiency gains here and there, which added up.

The math on how many people I could heal was for people close to me. [Wheel of Sun and Moon’s] penalty became significant, but how often were people getting actually decapitated, and not ‘simply’ having their head bashed in?

Never mind that most injuries were on a much smaller scale. Stab wounds, burns, crushing blows and the like. Much easier to fix, and [Cosmic Presence], the poor neglected child of my [The Dawn Sentinel] skills, thrived in that sort of situation. It dramatically accelerated ‘natural’ healing to an absurd degree. It wouldn’t repair limbs, but any injury that would ‘naturally’ heal up - regardless if it’d normally be fatal in the meantime, like a severed femoral artery - would be fixed, at no mana cost to myself.

No, my main problem and bottleneck at this point was my mana, and in large scale conflicts, my mana regeneration. As long as I was topped up, it was extremely difficult to die under my aegis.

I had no illusions of invincibility. Running me out of mana would see people start falling like flies. A sufficiently lethal blow to the head would kill someone, even with all my skills combined. A strong Canceler on the other side might be ‘better’ than me in a local area. I couldn’t save anyone who’d gotten buried underground, whose head was encased in stone, who…

Frankly, there was a terrifyingly long list of things I couldn’t manage, even with all the mana in the world.

Which I didn’t have.

[Ancient Loremaster of Legend] was strongly weighted towards magic power and magic control, thanks to the Spatial element. The mana and regeneration were amazing, stronger than all the stats of my other classes combined, but when it came to healing, it fell a little flat.

Because it wasn’t a healing class. It was a [Loremaster] class, and a Spatial one.

Time to see what skills I’d gotten!

[*ding!* [Spatial Affinity] has upgraded to [Spatial Authority]!]

Woooooooooo!

Honestly, it was a shame it hadn’t gone all the way to [Spatial Mastery], or even in my dream of dreams, [Spatial Spirit]. The class was black quality, but I hadn’t done tons with the Spatial part of it. The book about the class had suggested that the class did have the potential to get Spatial Spirit, some of the stories about the class involving it.

The skill description was nothing special. Better skills, more efficient, yada yada yada.

I added Figure out how to improve Spatial Authority to my to-do list. Way at the bottom.

[*ding!* [Bookwyrm’s Hoard] has upgraded to [Loremaster’s Library]!]

Loremaster’s Library: A [Loremaster] is nothing without her library, and a library is more than just books. Libraries contain every medium of knowledge known, carefully preserving and making them available to all. You are the keeper of knowledge, the preserver of truth. Dramatically increased storage space per level.

Ooooooh, a solid upgrade! I could store more things inside my personal storage, and I suspected it was now ludicrous-tier sized. I suspected it was one of THE skills in my class, the way [Reading] had been the keystone skill for [Bookwyrm] or [Dance with the Heavens] was the keystone skill for [The Dawn Sentinel].

I could be wrong.

[*ding!* [Hunger for Knowledge] has upgraded to [Lust for Lore]!]

Lust for Lore: Knowledge is power. 3% increased experience per level.

I was a little insulted by the skill name. I had perfectly normal lusts, mostly centering around Iona. I didn’t get off reading books, my enjoyment of reading wasn’t sexual or anything.

A powerful skill was a powerful skill, I did love knowledge and reading, and the experience boost was nothing to sneeze at, especially with the boost from [Sentinel’s Superiority]. It was also the remnant of [Learning], one of my earliest skills.

A weird name was nothing. Though Iona was sure to have a field day with it.

[*ding!* [Channeled Blink] has upgraded to [Blink]!]

Blink: Take a step through space instead of a little step through space! Short-range channeled teleportation skill. Can bring minor objects with you. 0.1% decrease in cost per level.

Even with everything [Ancient Loremaster of Legend] was giving me, even with [Spatial Authority], even with the buy-off, I still didn’t have enough magic power to instantly teleport myself. Frustrating.

Hopefully, with enough practice, grinding the skill, and levels, I might finally be able to do it in the next decade or so.

That was if Auri didn’t decide to burn down a forest. Then I’d be measuring the time in hours. I didn’t want Auri to start a forest fire, but the idea of being able to instantly [Blink] around tomorrow was appealing…

I could totally see how some Classers just snapped and went ‘fuck it, let’s go get those levels.’

[*ding!* [Vivid Dream Reading] has partially merged into [Astral Archives]!]

Astral Archives: Your perfect memories are like books, able to be rearranged and reordered at will. Archive memories for later, and hold open the knowledge you want directly at the forefront of your mind, vividly experiencing their contents! Improved granularity, control, open books at once, and vividness of recall per level.

The skill description here was almost exactly the same as it’d been before, with a mention of being able to more vividly replay things. I’d have to test it out, and see exactly how it had changed. This could also arguably be the capstone [Loremaster] skill, since so much of the class was about knowing the right thing at the right time and place.

I wonder if the class passively leveled? That’d be nice.

A bit of a shame that [Vivid Dream Reading] had almost entirely bit the dust. I was a [Loremaster] now, not a [Bookwyrm], and it looked like I wouldn’t be reading in my sleep anymore.

Shame.

At the same time, I’d been using the skill less and less. In order to use the skill, I needed to have books available to read at night. In order to use it to its full potential, I needed a lot of books in my [Bookwyrm’s Hoard] - now [Loremaster’s Library] - at the same time. It just wasn’t happening. I had enough downtime with [Parallel Thoughts], and the library was just far enough away that I was usually done with any reading I wanted to do before it was nighttime. Granted, I did have Sentinel-level resources for trying to fill it up, but…

Ah well, no more leveling in my sleep. It was fun while it lasted.

[*ding!* [Comprehensive Speed Reading] and [Beneath the Dragon’s Eyes] have merged into [Manuscript Mastery]!]

Manuscript Mastery: Read everything!

That was both the worst skill description I’d ever seen, and the best.

Short, succinct, to the point.

I could read everything. Probably at high speeds, and understand it to boot. I’d already been ripping through books in a fraction of the time Earth-me had taken to read the same amount of words, now how much faster would I be?

Two skills merged into other skills! Two new skill slots were opened!

New skills! New options!

[*ding!* You’ve unlocked the Class Skill [Rapid Reshelving]!]

Rapid Reshelving: Librarians and Loremasters often need to rapidly rearrange shelves. Instantly teleport objects from one place to another. Slightly increased range per level.

Oh this was a nice one! Teleporting other things around was huge, and I didn’t notice any sort of restrictions on what I could take or move, implying that I was gated only by my magic power, control, and mana.

I’d need to do some serious testing, especially with the range portion - slightly increased range implied I couldn’t move things far - but this was huge!

Straight to the top of the list it went.

[*ding!* You’ve unlocked the Class Skill [Spatial Sense]!]

Spatial Sense: A [Loremaster] needs to be able to find the hidden rifts and pocket dimensions of the world, for all manner of horrors are sealed within. What good is making a warning if you don’t know exactly where you need to put a caution sign? Increased sight radius per level.

I’d never really considered that Spatial rifts could be hard to find. Then again, when I’d encountered Spatially compressed spaces in the past, there hadn’t been any indicators. It wasn’t obvious.

The skill felt extremely niche - I wasn’t encountering Spatial manipulations regularly - but possibly obnoxiously required, in a sense. Also, it’d probably do wonders for improving [Spatial Authority]. Being able to intimately and directly study how space twisted and warped under various effects was exactly the sort of thing I needed to do to improve the skill.

Hopefully I’d find something better.

[*ding!* You’ve unlocked the Class Skill [Rift Repair]!]

Rift Repair: You are Elaine, you are The Healer. Careless mages rip and shred the fabric of reality, defying the divine decree against harming the fabric of reality. Heal the tapestry of the world the same way you heal people with this skill! Neater repairs per level.

Ugh.

A significant part of [Loremaster’s] strength seemed to come from my Medical Manuscripts work, which was part of what had pushed it to a black quality class. Couldn’t complain there. This skill was clearly a minor reflection of that, moving from healing people to healing the world. But this skill was far beyond what I wanted to do as a [Loremaster]. It was far beyond a [Loremaster’s] duties, and I knew I wasn’t the only one trying to repair parts of the world. There was a literal organization dedicated to it, and I’d be pulling the class in a direction I didn’t want.

Plus, I’d almost be forced to take the [Spatial Sense] skill.

It was good work. It was necessary work.

But I wasn’t trying to fix the woes of the world on my own. I had no interest in being a [Rift Repairer], and who knew how long it’d take before Selene and Lunaris started to ‘nudge’ me via Iona to fix things up.

Once again, it was good for improving [Spatial Authority]. Directly manipulating rifts and tears in space? Seeing how it was broken to put it back together? [Authority] was a brutally difficult skill to upgrade, and I couldn’t imagine a faster way to improve [Spatial Authority] than staring at rifts and trying to piece them back together.

You know, only half a footstep away from disaster and falling out of the world. No biggie.

I’d almost leave the skill slot blank over taking that skill. It just wasn’t for me.

[*ding!* You’ve unlocked the Class Skill [Vault of Ages]!]

Vault of Ages: Everyone needs a little hidden personal vault to wait out the ravages of an Immortal War. One additional room per level.

This sounded suspiciously like [Lair] again, but with fewer restrictions.

Hey, I had a few hours to kill, I could totally grab the skill and see if anything had changed, if I still hated the skill or not. I knew the cold mathematics on a personal dimension - I couldn’t bring anyone I loved with me, not with the vitality defense. If I had a personal dimension to wait out a war, I’d be leaving the rest of the Eventide Eclipse to their own devices, which was a huge no-go for me. That was before the unnerving way the world just ended in [Lair] had creeped me out.

I was willing to give the skill a shot, but I didn’t have high hopes for it.

[*ding!* You’ve unlocked the Class Skill [Here There Be Dragons]!]

Here There Be Dragons: From the depths of the earth to the heights of the sky, you have seen the distant corners of the world. And, from accidentally stumbling into a dragon's lair to being lost in a spider's nest, you are acutely aware of all the dangers the world can hold. With this skill, you will never be surprised as to where you find yourself again, limited only by your knowledge of nearby hazards. Take the skill [Here there be Dragons], and get a fantastically detailed internal map based on your knowledge! -64 mana regeneration.

The skill seemed fine. Broadly useful in day to day life, while being minimally powerful. I’d have to test it out to see what I thought.

My list of skills that I liked, in rough order, was as followed:

[Rapid Reshelving] - Teleporting other stuff was an insane skill, and I couldn’t wait.

[Here There Be Dragons] - Mostly second because the other offerings weren’t that attractive.

[Spatial Sense] - Could be interesting, but wouldn’t apply a ton to my day to day life. I hoped.

[Vault of Ages] - I’d had [Lair] in the past and I hadn’t been impressed.

[Rift Repair] - I’d almost want a blank skill over this.

I briefly debated taking the one-two combo of [Rift Repair] and [Spatial Sense] just for upgrading [Spatial Authority].

I wasn’t thrilled with the idea. I’d need to be haring off to various rifts for decades, if not more, just to push the skill enough to get [Spatial Mastery]. Oooooor I could just level, do some big [Loremaster] things, then class up, hopefully pushing the skill that way.

It wasn’t ideal, I didn’t want to do it, but I’d be an idiot not to consider it. Unless there was a rift right here, I didn’t want to spend the hours, days, or weeks needed to find a rift and repair it just to get the achievement. Most of the offered skills would fade in the meantime.

Thing was, [Rapid Reshelving] promised to be so good, so potent, so damn useful, it was almost impossible to justify taking the one-two punch. A skill that sounded like a ton of fun, versus two skills that sounded like a chore?

No, I’d done fairly well for myself so far sticking to things I enjoyed, that I liked doing. [Ancient Loremaster of Legend] was the first time I’d taken my second most preferred class, and even then, it was so close to my preferred class that it had been alright. I wasn’t going to start screwing myself on the skills, that was a great way to never use them.

[Spatial Sense] wasn’t super promising as a skill on its own, but there was a strong argument to having it as a stand-alone. Seeing where rifts were, where the secrets I needed to protect were directly located if I needed to be there, was useful. That, and I could probably spot dimensional crates, spatial pouches, storage rings, personal spaces, and more. It… had a practical, if boring and niche, use.

I was torn.

Well, I had two other skills. [Here There Be Dragons] and [Vault of Ages]. Between the three of them, I’d need to pick one.

Problem was, once I tried and ditched a skill, it would be hard to get it offered again. I’d need to work at it.

[Vault of Ages] was the one I was the least likely to keep.

I knew I’d be taking [Rapid Reshelving], but I held off for a moment, accepting both [Vault of Ages] and [Here There Be Dragons].

If nothing else, playing with the skills briefly was cool! Magic was awesome.

[Here There Be Dragons] had an immediate effect, although it was subtle. I had a decent sense of where I was at any time, and how I was located in relation to my surroundings. Exactly the same way I knew what room of my house I was in, and where the other rooms were in relation to that.

Well, now that sense was huge. I swear it went all over the world. I knew exactly where Osengard was in relation to where I was now. I knew where Lyon was, where the fairy ring that had dumped me out was, Castle Stormwatch, Arachne’s lair under Bloodmoon Bay, and huge, huge swaths of land that the School of Sorcery and Spellcraft had traveled over.

It was both overwhelming, and underwhelming. It was so much stuff… at the same time, like, cool. I knew where towns and cities were, I knew where the road was. It didn’t exactly do that much for me.

I picked a random road in Rolland that we’d traveled on, and compared it to my [Astral Archives] memory of the place.

Yup. It looked exactly the same, down to the location of the pebbles. No way the current road looked exactly the same, no way nobody hadn’t kicked any pebbles that very day, let alone five years later. The map was simply a handy representation of what I already knew.

It did do things like fully reconstruct the path I’d taken when Arachne had pulled me through the tunnels flawlessly. Nothing I couldn’t have done with a few hours of reviewing my memories, but it was handy that it was automatically done for me.

Fascinatingly, I didn’t have a sense where Remus had been, where my old stomping grounds were. What was going on with that? Everything I’d seen suggested that this was the same planet… so why didn’t I ‘sense’ where Remus had been? Why couldn’t I picture the towns and the cities? Why didn’t I know where Aquiliea had been in relationship to the present day?

There was a mystery there. It was unlikely to be parallel worlds or anything like that - Night was still here, and wasn’t talking about anything like that.

Interesting, useful in many ways, but utterly useless in others.

Dead useful if I was ever kidnapped, which was a blessed rarity in my life.

I swore as I had the thought, and dashed over to a nearby tree.

“Brrrpt?” Auri asked.

“I’m an idiot.” I answered her as I knocked on the sturdy tree. “Don’t mind me.”

“Brrpt!”

[Vault of Ages] was up next. I grabbed a handful of the iron coins Archmage had dropped. I focused on the skill, teleporting into my own personal dimension.

[*ding!* [Vault of Ages] leveled up! 1 -> 2]

It was pitch-black inside the [Vault], and I found myself floating in the middle of the room. No light, no gravity, and it was freezing, but there was air.

I wondered how that worked? Was there a baseline amount of oxygen that I’d use up, or would the air remain forever fresh and useful? Where did the heat go? Would the place just heat up endlessly with excess warmth, until I was cooking every time I came here?

Some air-generating runes probably wouldn’t be a bad - wait.

They might be a terrible idea, raising the pressure of the place until it made my ears pop, or the space itself popped. I’d need to figure out a careful balance to make sure I could still breathe.

Skills usually didn’t require a ton of work or had obvious downsides though… Ah well, it wasn’t like I was likely to keep this skill.

I still had my clothes, and I was still holding onto the coins I’d grabbed. I could bring so much more into this one!

I was in a single room, smaller than [Lair’s]. Once again, beyond the stone wall was nothing. Not a void, not the emptiness of space, simply a terminus of the dimension. It was more than nothingness, it was more than a void, it was pure oblivion.

[*ding!* [The World Around Me] leveled up! 85 -> 86]

I shuddered at the end of the world.

Even as I started to process everything around me, another room slowly faded into existence from oblivion, from nothingness, an entire room almost the exact same size, but a different shape, as the one I was in. After it finished, a door appeared, granting me access to the next part.

[Vault of Ages] started off with itty-bitty living space, but looked like it was expanding.

I flew over and snorted.

The skill still had all the problems of [Lair]. But smaller… although I could bring more into it. I bet, with the right skills, I could get a little garden or something going, or stockpile years of supplies in here, and just… wait out an Immortal War.

By myself.

I’d go insane, but I’d survive.

No, I didn’t think the skill was for me.

I was about to fully dismiss it when my mental thought process slammed on the brakes, as a dozen pieces of the puzzle clicked, as my perspective shifted just a hair and I really saw the skill for what it was..

I could bring almost anything in here.

I started off with a full damn room at level 1, and the skill made it clear that I was getting a new room each level.

[Lair] had been bad because, in large part, I was extremely limited on what I could bring in. It was a little reading nook. I could bring in some blankets, some cushions, and books. It was useful as a private reading room, and nothing else.

[Vault of Ages]?

It didn’t seem to have those limits, and looked like it was growing rapidly.

I had one of the most powerful Spatial skills available, and I’d almost ditched it due to my prejudices.

I had the ultimate logistics skill. It’d take me months and hundreds of thousands of arcs to fully, properly outfit the place and fill it up, but in the end?

If the progression of rooms stayed the same, and I could indeed stock the place with anything - the skill had implied it was a hideout for years - then I could turn myself into a mobile warehouse. I’d never want for anything.

Blankets? A dozen in room 7.

Food? Grains are in room 10, fruits in room 11, vegetables in room 12, potatoes in room 13, and jerky in room 14.

Water? A water barrel in every room.

Weapons? Armor? I could totally get a half-dozen armories going.

Tables? Chairs? Other furniture?

Everything. Everything reasonably sized that I could teleport in. I was gated on my magic power and mana - each jaunt back and forth took a large chunk, and that was before acquiring everything entered the picture - but the skill promised to be huge, and move with me.

I’d need to teleport in arcanite. Get enchantments for heat and light working. The air problem I’d need to solve for real. I could keep it completely freezing - it’d preserve food better - but ehhh, I could probably spring for some creature comforts.

Figuring out how to expand things every time I leveled promised to be a chore, and my list of things to do increased again.

I’d been framing it wrong. Looking at it wrong.

The skill was designed to be an impenetrable fortress during a war, yeah. A place I could hide out.

I didn’t want to cower inside, leaving my friends and family out in the cold. That, combined with my poor experience with [Lair], had almost led to me ditching the skill.

But reframing it as an amazing storage facility? One that I could carry with me, and take anywhere?

Oh yes.

Oh yes, this skill would do nicely.

It reminded me of the Celestial Spire of the Astral Empyreans, one of the places Arachne had taught me about in my loremaster education. A fully armed, self-sufficient fortress in a personal world, much like my [Vault of Ages], except whoever had the skill could open a full portal to Pallos. It had stopped appearing 1400ish years ago, and it was one of numerous spots that was a question mark.

Were they still out there, building, plotting, a force of their own?

Or had the owner of the skill had a heart attack, or had a vase fall on their head, and the Spire was forever phased out of reality, the elves manning the fortress sustaining themselves in their own little world?

Would new elves born there have the System? Were they trying to find a way back? Or did they content themselves with a slice of paradise?

I teleported back to reality - both metaphorically, and literally.

I was completely surprised that [Vault of Ages] was busted. At the same time, it made the rest of my decision making easy. I’d be taking [Vault of Ages] and [Rapid Reshelving].

I still wanted to play with [Spatial Sense] for a minute.

I dropped [Here There Be Dragons], taking [Spatial Sense] instead.

And saw… nothing. Nothing at all. Well, good to know I wasn’t building my home on top of a dangerous rift or compressed space, but wow, the skill was not impressive at all.

I replaced [Spatial Sense] with [Rapid Reshelving], excited to test the skill out in all its different ways. With that, I had my new skills figured out.



[Name: Elaine]

[Race: Chimera (Elvenoid)]

[Age: 27]

[Mana: 1,365,740/1,365,740]

[Mana Regen: 1,001,094 (+1,701,218)]

Stats

[Free Stats: 0]

[Strength: 730]

[Dexterity: 16,191]

[Vitality: 38,394]

[Speed: 33,226]

[Mana: 136,574]

[Mana Regeneration: 136,644 (+170,122)]

[Magic Power: 131,425 (+3,417,050)]

[Magic Control: 131,231 (+3,412,006)]

[Class 1: [The Dawn Sentinel - Celestial: Lv 520]]

[Celestial Affinity: 520]

[Cosmic Presence: 330]

[The Stars Never Fade: 14]

[Center of the Universe: 473]

[Dance with the Heavens: 520]

[Wheel of Sun and Moon: 520]

[Mantle of the Stars: 495]

[Sunrise: 475]

[Class 2: [Butterfly Mystic - Radiance: Lv 498]]

[Radiance Affinity: 498]

[Radiance Resistance: 498]

[Nova Lance: 498]

[Lepidoptera: 498]

[Nectar: 498]

[Solar Corona: 498]

[Scintillating Ascent: 498]

[Kaleidoscope: 498]

[Class 3: [Ancient Loremaster of Legend - Spatial: Lv 180]]

[Spatial Authority: 180]

[Manuscript Mastery: 180]

[Blink: 42]

[Loremaster's Library: 180]

[Vault of Ages: 2]

[Rapid Reshelving: 1]

[Astral Archives: 180]

[Lust for Lore: 180]

General Skills

[Long-Range Identify: 418]

[Parallel Thoughts: 200]

[Companion Bond between Elaine and Auri: 520]

[The World Around Me: 86]

[Oath of Elaine to Lyra: 520]

[Sentinel's Superiority: 520]

[Persistent Casting: 432]

[Imbue: 195]


Chapter 2 - Trying Out New Skills

While I was going through all my skills, reading what I’d gotten and testing them out, I was also reading War Sentinel Tyrannus’s letter.

Dawn,

Entirely up to you, but the rest of the War Sentinels regularly meet and discuss. Every third day for lunch at the Celestial Supper.

See you!

War Sentinel Tyrannus.

I needed Iona to decode if the letter was a polite order, a request I couldn’t refuse, or actually entirely up to me. Still, I wanted to go. A smaller group of Sentinels to help me find my feet, who’d all been in the same situation I was in now? Sign me up! Looked like the next meeting was in two days, which suited me just fine.

Speaking of meetings, Legata Katerina mentioned that she wanted to have some private discussions with me. She was in command of the Sixth Legion, the one I was attached to, and I’d be working closely with her for the foreseeable future. So many things to do!

Like figure out how to clear out the damn pile of iron coins Night had left me with.

We needed to buy a bunch of boxes or a few spatially expanded boxes, then manually scoop every single coin, put them in the boxes, then figure out how to ship them back. We’d need enchanted boxes to handle the weight, figure out how to move them to the city, find a buyer, and… it was all a mess.

But way too much money to ignore.

Okay, there were a lot of moving parts to the problem, but none of them were insurmountable. Good boxes, ones that were spatially expanded, reinforced to hold the weight, and enchanted to be lightweight existed. They’d be useful for as long as the enchantments lasted for us generally, and I had faith that, even if I didn’t know the language, that I could maintain the enchantments.

A home always needed more storage.

While it was a huge hill of coins, a couple of good shovels combined with our stats should neatly clear the place up.

Problems always felt so much more manageable after they’d been broken down into pieces, and a solution for each part found. There was only one part of the problem I didn’t have a good solution to yet.

How was I going to prank Night back?



I almost wanted to facepalm at myself. I’d spent a ton of time ironing out the coin logistics, then picked up [Vault of Ages]. Minor downside to [Parallel Thoughts].

At the same time, bringing them all in with the skill was still a challenge, both on the ‘tons of tiny coins to pick up’ basis, and the ‘sheer amount of weight to be teleporting around’ basis. It was no panacea, but it might make some stages easier.

Taking a look at it with a silver lining - power leveling opportunity!

As soon as I was done picking out my skills, I wanted to give them a test run. Skills didn’t come with detailed instruction manuals - I had to test them out myself.

I had a brief pang of grief as I remembered Maximus and Artemis teaching me how to use Fire skills for the first time. Things to test, to experiment with. That had been - gods, that had been almost half my life ago.

I missed them. Now that I was settling in, I’d have to see if I could send Artemis and Julius some more letters. But… what would I do differently? I’d already sent a letter to every place I could think of telling them what my plans were. Was there any point in sending them more?

What if they got my letter and decided it wasn’t firm enough to come?

Yeah, that was a good reason to send out another wave.

Back to skills!

[Vault of Ages] I’d already given a test-run, and I was surprisingly impressed with it. No need to test it further right this second.

I rotated through books fairly quickly, and I didn’t have any easily on-hand to test [Manuscript Mastery] with. It’d be interesting to see how the encryption-breaking portion worked. I was sure some people in Sanguino worked hard on encrypting books - maybe I should track them down at some point to test my skills against them.

It could even be a win-win! I practiced my skills, they practiced against someone who could break their skills, it was a wonderful contest of pitting abilities against each other to level them both up, and possibly improve it. Diminishing returns meant we couldn’t just sit and stare at each other all day, but it could be worth a few levels per person.

I had a minor heart attack when I realized there had been a real chance [Bookwyrm’s Hoard] could’ve gone away while I was classing up, dropping the last thing I had from my parents - their prayer to me for good luck and safety.

I took a calming breath, centering myself.

If the skill had broken during my class up, Iona had been there. Auri was here. They knew how important it was to me. Iona would’ve caught it and protected it until I was awake again. It was still in my [Loremaster’s Library]. It was still safe.

I was going to have fun testing the limits of this skill. The Sentinels probably had ways to test various skills, although I wasn’t sure if they were equipped to test a skill so far out of the normal combat range.

Eh. There had to be somebody who could help me test skills out, for a price. Money was almost no object, it was all about finding the person… and Night would be exactly the right person to direct me.

Perfect.

[Blink] was a straightforward upgrade of an existing skill, and I already had a pretty good idea of how it worked. The major differences were that I could bring small items with me, and my dramatically improved power and control implied that I’d teleport faster, and more accurately. I stepped into a slightly clearer area, and gave Auri a warning.

“Hey Auri, careful, I’m going to try teleporting around a bit. I don’t want you to get caught in it.”

“Brrrpt!” She cleared out, and went over to the pile of iron, doing her own investigations on it.

I kept a half-eye on her. I wasn’t sure what being buried in coins would do to her, and while Auri was amazing, I wasn’t sure her flames could incinerate iron. Melt it into a slag heap on top of her, yes. Which would be worse than being buried by the loose coins in a lot of ways.

I focused on the skill, mentally picturing where I wanted to go. After three seconds, I popped out of existence, only to instantly reappear.

I was mostly where I was aiming for, and I sighed as I saw all my clothes fluttering to the ground behind me.

[*ding!* [Blink] leveled up! 42 -> 43]

Right. I had to do more to get this properly worked out.

Most magic required a strong image to work. It was why only some skills could be placed in gemstones. My [Blink] image clearly needed work.

I got dressed again, and focused on the same spot, imagining all my clothes still on me. After three seconds I [Blinked] again.

My hand shot out to snag my tunic that was fluttering to the ground next to me, grabbing it before it could hit the dirt again.

[*ding!* [Blink] leveled up! 43 -> 44]

I wanted to curse and swear, but I refrained.

I knew what the issue was.

My magic control.

I had the magic power and mana when channeling to activate the effect I wanted - teleporting a short distance. Thanks to System-shenanigans, my body always ended up in the right configuration - I wasn’t doing anything nasty like splicing my head off, or swapping my arms and legs, or just getting a mixer going to town on my guts.

Clearly, the same protection wasn’t extended to my clothing, and I was willing to bet that it wouldn’t extend to other small items I was bringing with me. My magic control wasn’t high enough to properly ‘control’ the skill, so it was going a little wild.

I bet if I had an armor or weapon skill, my teleportation would flawlessly and properly bring them along with me, since they’d be ‘me’.

Magic control was the ‘quiet’ magic stat. It wasn’t flashy like magic power. It wasn’t how many spells I could rapidly sling like mana. It wasn’t how fast my mana restored, calculating how much endurance work I could do like regeneration. It was there, quietly in the background, keeping everything working nicely.

Until it was neglected.

Then everything went haywire. Fireballs went in the wrong direction, Radiance beams unfocused and got too large, healing magic didn’t get the fine details right, and teleports didn’t keep everything together. While I was ‘under’ the limit, everything went fine, and the more I went ‘over’, the worse it was.

My tunic showing up within arm’s reach wasn’t a big deal, but it was annoying. I’d need to test more to see if this was a ‘close’ teleport miss, or a ‘far’ teleport miss.

Leveling up would fix almost all my issues. Leveling [Blink] would improve how efficient I was, which came hand-in-hand with needing less magic control. Leveling my class would improve my magic power and magic control by leaps and bounds, rapidly closing the gap. Leveling my class would also open up my [Spatial Authority] level cap, and as that went up, I’d get a weaker ‘broad’ buy-off for my skills.

The cold math on my [Blink] suggested that I should be able to do this in two seconds, not three, which also implied that something about my image was inefficient. It was like the difference between my ‘just heal them’ image, and my ‘this is exactly what’s wrong with them’ image, and ‘this is how we’re fixing them’ image.

I’d taken the classes at the School, I’d studied hard, but clearly the picture they’d taught was incomplete, or they were fundamentally missing something.

I wasn’t going to stress over it.

The one other thing I could, in theory, do, was revert my biomancy changes. I’d packed on a ton of dense weight with my changes, going from around 45kg to 80kg. [Blink] directly scaled how much mana, power, and control I needed based on how much weight I was moving around.

It was a horrible idea for uncountable reasons, but technically valid.

[Astral Archives] was up next, the skill so similar to its prior iteration that its skill name hadn’t even changed. I delved into my mental archive, finding it looking much like it always had.

Rows upon rows of neatly labeled books, filled with my memories. A desk that I could place books on, to have immediate access to everything inside. The entire place was rearrangeable, a way to easily find, store, and organize memories and knowledge.

I grabbed one of my favorite tomes, shelved right next to my mental desk. The big, fat book of all medical knowledge I knew. I grabbed it every time I wanted to perform any medicine on anyone.

I placed it on my desk, and my head was filled with every speck of knowledge I’d ever gained and put in this book. Interestingly, on my mental desk, little images shimmered to life. Anatomical diagrams. Surgery procedures. Plague response.

There might be more to it, but it looked like [Vivid Dream Reading] had given its ‘vivid visualization’ aspect to [Astral Archives].

[Lust for Lore] was entirely passive, nothing to investigate there.

Last was the big one.

[Rapid Reshelving].

Image was everything. I mentally ‘grabbed’ an arbitrary coin from the pile, and imagined it teleporting into my hand. Then I engaged the skill.

Almost predictably, nothing happened. I slowly walked towards the pile of coins, until the one I was visualizing popped into my hand, the rest of the pile shifting slightly.

[*ding!* [Rapid Reshelving] leveled up! 1 -> 2]

I grinned.

Ooooh, this could be fun!

“Hey Auri, make sure you stay away from the iron pile for a minute, going to try something.” I said.

“Brrrpt!”

A few quick experiments ensued.

I couldn’t teleport half a coin to my hand. I had no idea why - snapping a coin in half let me teleport the two halves no problem - but I couldn’t teleport half a coin, or any other object. The bark on a stick, for example, or leaves on a tree. Something about being ‘attached’ kept it attached.

‘That’s just the way it is’ was the best I could come up with. On a positive note, that meant things like my tunic kept all its little bells and whistles when being teleported around - no need to explicitly think of each piece.

I could teleport a single coin from the middle of the pile. Being crushed by the weight of tens of thousands of other coins didn’t stop me at all. Interestingly, I had to know the coin was there. I couldn’t imagine ‘a random coin that was surely there’ - I had to deliberately, explicitly pick that coin. [The World Around Me] made that a breeze.

I couldn’t teleport one object into another, which was really weird when I thought back to my Spatial class. Like, I was teleporting my coins into air all the time. What made air teleportable-into, what let my magic ‘shift’ air, but not a leaf? Why didn’t air count?

Could I displace water? A quick check with my waterskin indicated yes.

A quick spell traced into the air with burning light froze the water, and I tried to teleport a coin in again. Now it didn’t work.

I could go insane trying to work it all out. I left it to the [Scholars] and [Researchers] at the School of Sorcery and Spellcraft, and focused on simply mastering what I had.

Only worked with air and water… so far, that I knew about. The System knew why, but that’s the way it was, and there was no sense in complaining about it.

Some careful [Nova Lance] at a few coins melted and carved them a bit, and I was able to teleport them ‘together’. The prohibition on ‘can only teleport to air’ didn’t seem to also ban ‘teleport into insane configurations.’

[*ding!* [Rapid Reshelving] leveled up! 13 -> 14]

I was still working on how sending from place A to place B - neither of which was me - worked, when Iona returned on Fenrir.

A huge smile involuntarily split my face as I saw her coming, and I tilted my head in confusion when I saw she had a passenger.

Who was that?


Chapter 3 - Interlude - Nina - First Impressions

Nina clutched Iona’s waist, utterly terrified.

Valkyries were supposed to ride, like, horses and shit, or maybe even a triceratops.

Nobody had said anything about fuck-off huge wyverns!

Sure, she was strapped in, but the inches-thick leather looked practically flimsy next to the wyvern’s sheer size.

Her belly, full for the first time in years, completely overrode any thoughts of this possibly being a bad idea. No idea that resulted in Nina getting a full meal was a bad idea - even if the swaying and jostling of the wyvern was threatening to divest her of lunch.

Never. Nina swore to herself, locking her muscles down.

She’d never let this meal go, and the warm feeling that was more than just hot food.

Fenrir flapped again, and the sun hit Nina square in the face again. She squinted and turned her head.

The fucking sun.

Nina had never seen the sun before, Sanguino constantly shaded by Ashes. She’d heard story after story about it, which always detailed how beautiful and warm it was.

Not that it was as miserable as a copper’s boot to the face.

“Almost there!” Her Valkyrie called out, and Nina’s lunch lurched as the mighty beast - Fenrir! That was his name! - dove down.

Nina screwed her eyes shut as the ground came rushing up towards them, trusting that Iona and Fenrir knew what they were doing, but not wanting to see it happen.

The landing was as soft as a feather. Nina cracked her eyes open, eager to see the famed castle of the Valkyries.

She saw… nothing. A mountain, with a third of its trees bowled over, the circle of life already hard at work. A few larger clearings, a campfire, a steely-grey pile, a woman, and a bird on fire.

Must’ve been some skill or another. Nobody seemed distressed or alarmed at the little flitting fireball.

Nina killed the crushing disappointment building up in her.

If she couldn’t see the castle, maybe it was invisible! That made a lot of sense to her!

She cast [Examine] on the two, surprised at the result.

[Mage - 520] from the… bird?

Nina checked again, getting the same result.

[*ding!* [Examine] leveled up! 30 -> 31]

Huh.

She checked the person.

[Healer - 256]

[*ding!* [Examine] leveled up! 31 -> 35]

Whoa! Nina had no idea why that happened, but levels! [Examine] was famously hard to level up, and four from one person!

Iona stood up on Fenrir’s back, and turned to Nina.

“Hey, do you need any help getting down?” She asked.

Even if this somehow wasn’t a test, Nina didn’t want to be a burden. She didn’t want to show weakness.

On the streets, people who showed weakness were relentlessly mobbed, beaten, then left for dead. Vulnerabilities existed to be exploited, and Nina had done more than her fair share of it. An illusion of a crying kid to get people to drop their guard, followed by a swift blow to the back of the head.

That life was hopefully behind her, but years of survival instincts were only muffled by a single good meal and hope. They were nowhere close to dead and buried.

She wanted to show Iona that she could do it herself, that she’d be able to at least unbuckle herself.

Nina shook her head, the illusion overlaying her mimicking her every move.

“No, I think I’ve got it.” She said.

“Alright, shout if you need anything.” Iona bent her knees and jumped off the wyvern. Nina watched in awe as hundreds of pounds of coordinated muscle flew through the sky.

One day, that’d be her.

First, the buckles.

Nina did her best to split her attention between watching Iona, her Valkyrie, interact with this new person, and figuring out how all these thrice-damned buckles were put together!

Nina liked to think of herself as a people person. Seeing the tangled web of relationships, seeing how people interacted with each other, was a vital skill. Nothing worse than misjudging who was part of a group when getting into a fight.

It would take the blindest idiot not to realize the two women’s relationship. They were lovers, made clear by how enthusiastically they greeted each other. So maybe they were just here to pick her up, then keep going on to wherever the Valkyrie’s castle was?

That made sense to the kitsune.

The flaming bird flew over to Nina as she was cursing the buckle.

“Donkey-fucking stupid corn nuts!” The kitsune swore as the buckle just tightened, instead of loosened.

“Brrrpt?” Up close, the little bird was clearly a hummingbird, and had a bunch of different colored flames. Nina leaned back from the bird, and started to struggle against the straps.

Level 500 on a bird? That was a walking calamity. The [Mage] tag combined with the level implied that it had killed a lot of things, and birds weren’t famous for their intelligence or restraint. The moment it saw Nina as food, prey, or easy experience, her time as a squire would be over.

And Iona didn’t seem to notice what was going on!

Nina struggled against the restraints, trying to break out, rapidly flickering through her mental category of illusions.

What would scare the bird off? What would bore the bird into leaving?

Nina threw a bad illusion of a door over her. The door itself was a work of art, a fine one Nina had sneaked close to a modest business to copy in detail, but it was how it was presented that was a disaster. It wouldn’t fool anyone with a brain - four doors connected to each other, a blank void above, on top of a wyvern’s saddle? - but it should be enough to trick the bird into leaving her alone.

She stared at the hummingbird through the illusion.

“Brrrpt…” The bird… shook its head at her!?

Then a dozen flaming hands appeared around Nina, and closed in on her.

She didn’t scream. Screaming was how you got people to know there was a problem, and they’d join in on the beating. Instead she lashed out at the hands, determined to go down fighting.

Not that her punches did anything to the flaming fists. They swarmed around her, and-

Nina had been braced and ready for the punches, the grabs, an initiation beating. She was not ready for the hands to expertly undo all of the buckles, instantly freeing her.

“Brrrpt!” The little bird flew over to Fenrir’s head, and the two started chattering together.

The kitsune started, and shrugged.

Maybe that wasn’t a homicidal bird.

Nina didn’t even think to look the gift bird in the mouth. Things fell off carts all the time in Sanguino, and people who asked questions got a mouth filled with broken teeth at best.

She nimbly climbed down the ropes on Fenrir’s harness, marveling at how easy it was. No slick tiles, no broken bricks, no questionable handholds.

Was this what it was like, being rich? Not having to worry about things falling out from under her?

Nina was still half-convinced she was in a dream. Ying Long, [Crime Lord] of the Three Dragons Triad, must’ve noticed her lurking outside the casino. He’d thrown a powerful illusion over her, giving her one last moment of hope before ripping it all away, a cruel form of torture.

The kitsune reassured herself that it was too weird. Anyone trying to trick her would’ve had the illusion go to Castle Stormwatch or something, not… a clearing in the middle of a mountain.

Nina walked over to Iona, noting how short the other woman was.

Their relationship was probably also a working one. Stories of Valkyries escorting healers around from village to village were some of the least popular stories of the famed order, but they did exist.

There were worse fates than boring escort work. Nina bounded up, determined to make a good impression on the Valkyrie’s lover - and on Iona herself, by extension.

Her thought process was simple. A healer, with a Valkyrie? Protection was clearly the name of the game, and that was the role Nina believed she’d be taking. She’d still be hitting people over the head for money, but it was a socially acceptable way of hitting people over the head for money. That made all the difference.

As Nina approached, the healer started, and turned her side to the kitsune, pointing out a single finger at her.

“Hey love, you know there’s a girl under the illusion, yeah?” She asked.

Iona nodded.

“Yup. Nina, no need to be disguised here.”

Nina instantly obeyed, not wanting to find out what happened if she disobeyed the Valkyrie. Best case would be a light beating, which really wasn’t so bad, but she didn’t want to disappoint.

The healer’s reaction turned on a dime.

“Oooh, you poor thing. Here, this should feel better.”

Nina shuddered as tingles went through her body; her fingers shifted slightly, her broken and poorly fixed nose wrenched itself back into position, and so much pain just left.

The poor teenager had no idea how much low level pain she’d been living with until it all left. It was like gauze had been removed from her eyes, and she could see again. Her mind, no longer overburdened by a thousand screaming signals, could think.

Nina wasn’t particularly religious, but she sent a prayer of thanks to Argyra the Silver-Tongued, patron Goddess of thieves and crooks, thanking her for sending a healer her way.

She mentally frowned.

Iona might not like her praying to the goddess of thieves and crooks. Maybe it was time to find a new deity to worship? Was there a goddess of Valkyries?

Wasn’t the time for it. She needed to thank the healer, make a good first impression.

Nina drew herself up, thumping her chest. She didn’t know how Valkyries saluted, and had no helmet to tilt.

Good first impression, good first impression.

“Hi! I’m Nina! When Iona’s not around, you can rely on me to protect you!” She boldly proclaimed.

Iona and the woman traded amused looks, and burst into laughter together. Nina wilted, hot embarrassment flushing over her cheeks.

Why?

What had she done wrong?

It was so unfair. Just as things were starting to go well.

She fought back hot tears that threatened to spill over.

Show no weakness, show no weakness.

Iona figured out what was wrong sooner, and stopped. The giantess clapped a massive hand on Nina’s shoulder, giving a look to her lover.

“Do you want to do the introductions, or should I?” The healer asked.

Iona shook her head.

“It's your accomplishment, you should do it.”

The healer grinned at Nina, and stuck out a hand.

“Hi! War Sentinel Dawn, pleased to meet you!”

Nina swayed slightly at that, her ears understanding the words but her brain not comprehending. Iona’s steadying grip on her shoulder was all that kept her up.

War Sentinel? Her?

But… but…

Nina wanted to die of embarrassment. There was no reason to think the two of them were lying, and of course a Valkyrie would be shacking up with someone incredible.

She’d just suggested she could protect a War Sentinel. What would Iona think? Probably that she was stupid.

Wait. Hand still out.

Nina mechanically shook Dawn’s hand. The healer grinned at her.

“You can also call me healer.”

Nina scrunched up her eyebrows, confused. Wasn’t…?

The War Sentinel pulled her hand back and sighed. Nina trembled, worried she’d done something wrong, waiting for the blow.

Iona opened her mouth, and Nina flinched.

“Healer’s name is literally Elaine.” She explained. “It’s a really long story.”

The healer - no, Elaine - grimaced.

“Believe me, no fun. Call me Dawn or Elaine, they both work. This here’s Auri.”

“Brrrpt!” The little hummingbird flew over to Elaine, perching on her shoulder. She waved a jaunty wing at the little kitsune.

“She’s a phoenix.” Elaine confided, and Nina felt like her world had been rocked again.

Not a hummingbird with a fire skill.

A phoenix.

What was next, a dragon?

Nina involuntarily thought of her ride over.

Nope.

Nevermind.

Dragon was basically covered.

Iona was giving her a look, but Nina had no idea how to interpret it.

“Elaine, as I was saying, this is Nina. She’s asked to become my squire, and I’ve said yes. Going to have to train her up a bit.”

War Sentinel Dawn gave Nina a different, appraising look, then grinned.

“Hey! I think I solved our water issue!”

Nina did not like the sound of that, not at all.

But if that’s what it took to stay here, if that’s what it took to be a [Squire], then Nina would haul water all day, every day.


Chapter 4 - All The Planning!

I looked over the poor shivering waif in front of me once again.

Poor girl. I was no genius at people, but even I could see how she was flinching. I was frankly impressed at how she’d kept going, even with all the issues I spotted. Malnourished, underweight, broken fingers that hadn’t healed right, parasites all over, it was a testament to elvenoid tenacity that she’d been up and moving.

Iona had clearly fed her a large meal before coming back, and I eyed the clearing we were in.

I’d just declared that Nina was the solution to our water troubles, but this was no time to execute on that. We barely had a shelter for us, and we were tough.

Nina?

Nina was a city girl, like I’d been. We didn’t even have a wagon for her to sleep in!

“What are you thinking for the next few days?” I asked.

Iona switched to English, and started talking at the edge of her speed stat. A quick way to communicate a lot of information privately.

“I’ll be honest, I have almost no idea what I’m doing here with a squire. I figure I’ll start teaching her practical stuff that she needs to know now. The most basic, gentle wilderness survival, with all of us looking over her shoulder and helping. Nothing nearly so cruel as ‘hunt or go hungry’, not with what shape she’s in, but ‘here’s how to build a fire’, ‘here’s how to set up a camp’, and other fundamentals that we spot she’s lacking. She needs to start on this, make a clean break from her old life. To know that this is real, that it’s not some joke. Being out of the city, being away from the environment that was shaping her, should do a world of good. After that? Slow training in all things squire. Do you want to help?”

I crossed my arms and drummed my fingers. I was semi-staring at Nina through [The World Around Me], without the awkward social bit of actually staring at her.

“You’re not wrong, but at the same time, she needs rest. Food. She needs to build her body up a bit. She needs to be warm. I’d love nothing more than to help, and I’m sure as a War Sentinel I can tap a ton of resources to help her out. However. The healer in me is insisting that she take a break. Sleep in a warm room. She might not have wilderness survival, but I’m willing to bet that she’s spent more nights sleeping outside than we have. She’s got the survival knack, she’s not a sheltered kid. Tell her the history of the order. The philosophy. I get the sense that she wasn’t exactly on the straight and narrow, not with those callouses I’m seeing, and starting off setting her on the right road could be more valuable than wilderness survival.”

Iona clicked her tongue a few times, and gave Nina another appraising look.

“Healer’s orders? A few days of rest and food?” She confirmed.

I sized Nina up some more, thinking about potential paths. It was possible that I could apply my healing in such a way to turbo-charge her strength building and food, and there was something to be said for going hard, but…

I nodded.

“Yeah, healer’s orders.”

Iona switched back to High Elvish.

“Nina, we’re going to spend a few days in the city. Hot meals and warm beds while we review the basics of what it means to be a [Page] and a [Squire]. Dawn and I are also going to dissect your build, and frankly, you’ll probably need to reset both classes.”

A spark of an idea ran through me, but I let Iona and Nina finish.

Nina was looking defiant at the idea.

“Lady Valkyrie, ma’am, I don’t need no coddlin’. I’m tough! I can do it here. No need for fancy beds.”

Iona and I traded amused looks, neither of us missing Nina’s lack of denial over food. Iona tilted her head to me a hair, letting me know the next part was on me.

“Healer’s orders.” I brusquely told her in my no-nonsense voice. “You’re a mess, and we’re going to work on fixing that. I can’t just magic away all your issues. Think of it like a house. We can start trying to put beams up now, but then we’re building on a poor foundation. Let us fix the foundation, so you can be the best Valkyrie you can. No arguing.”

I was skipping over a bunch of stuff, like the fact that a [Biomancer] probably could magic away most of her issues - and that was the other thing I wanted to talk with Iona about. If she was resetting her classes anyway, she’d be in the perfect spot for a biomancer.

Nina looked like she wanted to protest more, but Iona drew herself up, crossed her arms, and glared with her best intimidating look.

The poor girl wilted under the potential for Iona’s disapproval, and the Valkyrie cracked a grin.

“Plus, all the hot meals you could want!”



We quickly found ourselves back at the Drop of Blood inn.

“Brrrpt.” Auri commented as we entered.

I sighed.

“Yeah, I thought we were done with this place as well.” I said in a language I didn’t think Nina knew.

We were doing the right thing, but it was a bit unfortunate to go from home to a tavern. Warm sheets, mattresses, toilets, and someone else doing the cooking quickly reminded me of why a tavern was actually quite nice.

“Brrrpt!”

“Go, have fun.” Auri flitted back out the door, heading into town. Night had promised to help us settle in, and a little bakery for Auri was one of the ‘easy’ things he said he could do. Auri figured this was a good time to get started, and really, she wasn’t needed here and now. She knew where to find us.

We settled into our rooms - different ones than last time, and Nina got her own private room, a luxury she protested that she didn’t need - and I set up a bunch of privacy wards in our room.

“Want me here?” I asked Iona.

She nodded.

“Oh yeah. You at least have some experience teaching, and I’ll admit, I’m a little scared. What if I screw this up? My first chance at a squire, and there are no other Valkyries around to give me a hand with anything. Jump in if I’m screwing something up.”

I nodded.

“Yup, can do.”

Iona grabbed Nina, and we started.

“What do you think a Valkyrie is? What do we do?” Iona started off by asking.

Nina frowned, immediately going deep into thought.

“You fuck monsters up!” She boldly proclaimed, like everything depended on her being right.

Iona shook her head.

“It’s okay to admit when you don’t know something.” She said, and Nina flinched at her words. She opened her mouth, as if to protest and argue that she was right, then closed it again, clenched her jaw, and nodded.

“It depends on the individual Valkyrie, but we do a lot. Broadly, we’re a knightly order, which means we try to make the world a little bit of a better place, mostly through force of arms. Often, yes, that involves slaying monsters. Killing goblins, pirates, bandits and marauders are all examples of killing monsters. At other times, we’ll engage at the edges of a war, on the side we believe is right. Sometimes, we’ll simply defend others from the war. We can also be called upon to be peacekeepers, negotiators, to show up and let people know that we’re ready to intervene. Amazing how many problems can be resolved when villagers suddenly know there’s a powerful force nearby that’ll intervene if things turn to blows. We escort healers, caravans, builders, and anyone else who’s trying to improve the world, but can’t travel alone.”

Iona shrugged.

“Broadly, we do what we think is right.”

Nina’s face scrunched up as she thought about it, and slowly nodded.

“Right. Tell me if this is a honkin’ stupid question, but how do I know what’s right? Till yesterday, muggin’ a man for his pouch was right, cause it kept me alive. Now, I know you all don’t do that sorta thing, and I’ll be the first to admit my compass’s all screwy, and I wanna do it right, I just…”

The last words were practically forced from her. I could see the sheer effort it took for her to say it.

“... I don’t know.” She admitted, almost flinching again.

Her little flinches were subtle, but Iona and I didn’t have crazy vitality and senses for nothing. It was clear as day to us.

Nina’s utter lack of any morals came as no surprise to either of us. Iona had picked Nina up off the street, and she’d already confided in me that the kitsune had a [Mugger] class. Not exactly the most auspicious start. Couldn’t blame her for it - we all did what we had to do to survive.

I had first hand experience with that. Ethics and morals quickly gave way when pure survival was on the line.

At the same time, it was physical violence - the key was directing it in a proper direction.

“Morals and ethics are tricky things.” Iona smoothly said. “Nobody gets it right all the time, and even to this day, I’ll wonder if I’m doing the right thing. Dawn and I will occasionally conflict on what we believe is right, and it wouldn’t surprise me if we disagreed more in the future. One fundamental, basic rule I’ll give you to start with - how would you feel if someone did it to you?”

Nina scowled at that.

“Like. How would I feel if someone hit me over the head with a cosh and stole my… pouch?” She stumbled over the last word, and I shivered at all the other fates possible.

Iona nodded.

“Exactly!”

Nina was still scowling.

“Pretty awful. But don’t the people you kill in a fight feel pretty awful about it as well?”

“Well, yes.” Iona said. “But…”

The two of them talked for hours, covering a wide range of topics. Nina’s reactions, and the information in question, was interesting enough to keep my attention… that and trying to work out everything that was going on in the kitchen just by the smells. I was probably on a three minute delay, but I think it was potato and leek soup tonight. Nina slowly grew more comfortable with us, and started opening up, asking her own questions in return.

“When do I become a Valkyrie, for real, and not just a squire?”

Iona laughed at the question. Nina grinned, a heady, reckless look that said ‘I can’t believe I just said that and got away with it!’

“Would you believe that was one of the first things I asked Alruna, my mentor?” Iona said.

Nina nodded.

“Nobody likes to see themselves at the bottom of the heap of shit.” She agreed.

“We go in three stages.” Iona said. “[Page], [Squire], [Valkyrie]. There’s more to it, but broadly, that’s it. [Page] is where you start, levels 8 to 32. Now, you’re coming to us after having unlocked, and you’re unlikely to have the [Page] class offered at the start. I’ll eat my helmet if you don’t have an [Apprentice] class available, and we’ll work out what you take. [Squire] comes after that, and after working with me for some time, when I decide you’re ready, you’ll class up at 32 for it, maybe merging your classes. After that -”

I was familiar with Iona’s process and how the Valkyries worked, and I loudly coughed in the middle. Iona paused and looked at me.

“Yeah?”

“You can do [Squire] at 128, you’re not gated at 256 here.” I pointed out, letting Iona process the rest on her own. With the look of enlightenment on her face, she got it.

“We’ll work out exactly what classes you’re getting when.” Iona corrected. “We could have you merge as late as 256, to try and get your first class as powerful as possible. After being a [Squire], traditionally, you’ve got until you’re 20 to perform a feat of bravery and valor, at which point you’ll be accepted as a full Valkyrie, be given a title, and set loose on your own.”

Nina looked a little worried at part of that.

“Work out my classes?” She asked.

Iona immediately saw the issue, and backpedaled.

“You’ll be the one to decide your path. What classes and skills to take, what your build will look like. Dawn and I both went to the School of Sorcery and Spellcraft, and we know a lot. We can guide you to the optimal classes, configurations, and paths, to help you get the most powerful classes and skills you can. It’ll save your life. For example, one skill we both have is an [Education] variant. It helps us level faster.”

Nina proudly drew herself up and thumped her chest.

“I’m a kitsune, and I’m good with my illusions! That’s going to be one of my classes!”

I couldn’t help but let out a snort of disbelief. I’d been around some really, really good illusionists, and Nina was massively overstating her abilities.

She looked offended.

“Watch!” She threw her ‘street tough’ illusion over herself. Iona shot me a look that clearly said ‘please take her down a few notches, but don’t utterly shatter her confidence.’

“Your shadow isn’t quite right. It’s close, but it’s not there. You’re missing the crossing impact of the fourth light source.” I immediately started analyzing. “Your clothes don’t have stitches, they have texturing. Your movements are locked to what you’re doing inside the illusion, it doesn’t look like it’s independent. Do I need to continue?”

A furious Nina dropped the illusion and scowled at me.

“Well, how about this!” She asked, standing up and going invisible.

It worked - for my eyes. [The World Around Me] gave me a perfect image of what was going on.

“Hold up some fingers.” I said, tracking her with my eyes as she tried to sneak around the edges of the room.

“Three. Four. Seven. Two, and yes, I can see what’s going on behind your back.”

Nina dropped the illusion and sagged, defeated.

“How?” She asked.

I shrugged.

“Powerful sensory and anti-illusion skill. Want to try again, without me using it?”

Nina nodded, trying to regain some of her pride. I paused [The World Around Me] as Nina went invisible again.

I closed my eyes for dramatic effect.

I pointed to her as the floorboards creaked, as the whisper of wind by her movement gave her away.

“Sense of hearing.” I announced, then swapped.

Foxes and kitsunes had a smell about them. Nothing pungent, nothing repulsive, but they had a smell. It was easy to tell where it was coming from, and I continued to point as Nina tried to move around the room.

“Sense of smell.” I reported, switching again.

Vibrations were harder in some senses, but exactly like sound in another. Air currents delicately brushing against my skin, small vibrations that I teased out from the rest of the activity in the inn on my feet.

“Sense of touch.” I said, and moved onto some easier ones.

I’d given myself a few exotic senses, like the ability to sense magnetic fields. Nina blazed like a beacon in that one, and I could also feel the heat she was giving off.

“Some exotic senses.” I explained, opening my eyes. “You can reappear now.”

Nina was fuming, and stomped over to the chair, throwing herself into it. She crossed her arms and glared daggers at me.

Iona started to say something, but I gave her a tiny shake of my head.

“It’s better that you know now.” I emphasized. “You have to know the limitations of your skills. I tried to pull off a slightly better version of your skill in a dragon’s lair. I have to think the only reason I’m alive is I was highly entertaining, healed her, and only touched what I had to. Better to find out now, today, against me that it’s full of holes, and not when it’s your life on the line. Yeah?”

Nina reluctantly nodded at that. I carried on before Iona could say anything - I’d been quiet for hours, which had to be a record or something. All the words were now coming out.

“Invisibility is useful. Proper invisibility. Here, I’m going to show you [Greater Invisibility] from Jiwa.”

I started to trace the rune in the air, burning light emanating from it. Better to recast it now, saving a charge from the one engraved on my bones, with the bonus of showing Nina what wizardry looked like.

The rune completed, and I vanished as I poured mana into it.

One downside - nobody could hear me, the rune muffled my noise as surely as it let light pass through me. I quickly let the skill disperse.

“Part of what Iona wants to do with you is show you all the tricks of an illusionist, and make you the best possible illusionist you can be.”

Iona opened her mouth to protest, and I kicked her under the table. I was on a roll!

“Now, Iona briefly touched upon [Oaths] and [Vows], and I think it’s fair to give you a heads up on this. Part of Iona’s [Vow] is a line against lies and deceptions, which Mirage as an element tends to trade in. If she’s giving you a hard time about it, feel free to tell me about it, and I’ll see what I can do.”

Iona looked furious at me, and I gave her a deadpan stare back. She closed her eyes, the tension in her shoulders loosened, and she gave a brisk nod.

“Dawn’s right, as much as I hate to admit it. I’m probably going to be giving you grief for your illusions for a long, long time, but if they’re right for you, they’re right for you, and I won’t take that away. The one thing I’m unsure about is merging for an illusionist class. Kitsunes innately have a strong Mirage affinity, I don’t know if we can get a Water and a Light element to merge for you. Might be worth getting that element after your primary merger. Do you have any thoughts on the elements you want?”

Nina frowned at that, thinking hard.

“Heck, do you know if you want to take the physical path, or the mage’s path?” I added in. “Mirage tends towards the magic stats in the first place.”

Nina shook her head at that, her face clearing up.

“Physical. I’m a fighter and a scrapper through and through. I can always rely on my body, none of this ‘oops no mana’ nonsense for me. Hit em, hit em hard, and hit em again so they don’t get up.”

It sounded like there was a story there, and I wasn’t going to argue.

However, I did have something to add.

“I’ve known a bunch of illusionists over my life.” I said. “One in particular springs to mind with your description. Awarthril, an elf. She was a powerful warrior that used illusions. She acted as the front-line fighter for her team, and used illusions to hide her team members, and create decoys of them. She then used Ooze and Mantle to try and chain monsters down before physically engaging. A style like that might be worth looking into.”

Nina looked interested, but Iona looked pained.

“You’re not the first kitsune Valkyrie.” She said. “The Untouchable was a kitsune. Used Mirage and Mist, deception, dodging, and misdirection. Was practically untouchable until a goblin swarm got to her. Having a strong personal physical prowess to back up Mirages is good, but I’ll always be concerned about when your tricks fail you. Then you’re in just as much trouble, with a fraction of the abilities of your opponents.”

The poor squire looked pained at the news that kitsune Valkyries, better trained and deeper into the art of deception could and had died, but was trying to put a brave face on it.

“You don’t have to decide right now.” Iona reassured her. “In fact, it might be good to study the fighting styles of a number of different people before you find one that’s comfortable for you. We’ve got time and years.”

Nina nodded agreement.

“If you figure out what you want around the time you reset your classes, we could also see about incorporating that into whatever biomancy we look into.” I added in.

Iona did a double-take at that.

“Wait, really?” She asked.

“Oh yeah. Thought it was traditional or usual for you lot, yeah?”

“Yeah, but…” Iona trailed off. I knew what she was worried about.

“Seriously, don’t worry about it.”

We were a team after all.

Who was I to be tight-fisted, or anything short of generous?

I knew the finances of our relationship were terribly lopsided, and I wasn’t going to start driving wedges between us over something so stupid.

“Let’s talk about squire duties.” Iona shifted track. “There’s going to be a lot of work that looks and feels like gruntwork. That’s because it is. Hauling water up a mountain is solid character and bodybuilding, but honestly, the primary reason is that it’s convenient for us. Not going to lie or sugarcoat that for you. Another part…”

I settled back down as Iona started to detail all the expectations she had of Nina, and lightly chuckled to myself.

In some ways, it was like looking into a mirror.


Chapter 5 - Death By Meetings I

Nina coming into our lives was interesting, and promised to keep us all busy for the foreseeable future. However, I still had a job to do, and the meeting with the rest of the War Sentinels was just around the corner.

Literally.

“Auri, can I get a dozen cookies, a loaf of your tastiest bread, and a stick of butter?” I think I was Auri’s first customer in her new bakery.

Rows upon rows of fairly basic goods lined her shelves, but to be fair, she’d just opened up for the first time. Burning flames were above each one, giving a price. The kitchen roared in the back, Auri effortlessly keeping a dozen different confections in various stages of cooking at once.

How the fuck she’d gotten a spot, supplies, a kitchen, and the required logistics chains in a few days, even with Night pulling some strings was astonishing.

Especially the location! There had to have been a working store here just a few days ago, what happened to it?!

The sheer speed boggled the mind, and I put it out of my head.

Tasty food was here, for sale, and Auri had a business. One that she was taking seriously.

“Brrrpt!”

I spluttered in outrage.

“Really!?” I protested.

Taking way too seriously.

“Brpt.”

One of Auri’s [Mage Hands] poked me in the chest, and made the ‘pay up’ motion. I sighed, fishing the coins out of my pouch, and handing them over.

“Thief! Scoundrel!” I protested.

“Brrpt!!”

“I knew Amber was a bad influence on you!” I shook my fist at Auri as she neatly packed everything up for me with a legion of hands.

“Brrrrrrrpt!”

“Yes, of course I’ll tell everyone where I got it from… if it’s good!” I teased Auri with one last parting shot before I left her store.

“BRRRRRRRPT!” A fireball chased me out, and I legged it.

The Celestial Supper was just around the corner, and the place was fancy. They were leaning hard into the Celestial theme, pillars of stars on the marble columns, the moons and sun over the entry arch. I went inside, discovering that the entire ceiling was an illusion. An inky black sky, scattered with stars, with various planets and suns slowly drifting through the vast cosmos.

Good taste.

I realized as I entered that I had no idea where in here we were meeting. Fortunately, the place had staff. I waved one down, noting that I seemed to be a little underdressed for the place.

I got a Look. I probably deserved it.

“May I be of assistance?” He asked, giving my bag a dirty look. It obviously had someone else’s food in it, and it was probably a little insulting to walk in here with it.

Sharing the glory of Auri’s baking would make it all worth it.

“Hi! Yeah, is War Sentinel Tyrannus here?”

He sniffed at me. Actually sniffed!

Oooooooh, I was going to have fun.

“He is currently in a private room, and has asked not to be disturbed.”

I grinned at him, channeling my inner shark. Sure, it was teeny-tiny, but I was pretty sure it had a good predatory grin.

“Yeah, see, I’m supposed to be there. Oh! Let me introduce myself.”

I stuck out my hand.

“War Sentinel Dawn, pleased to meet you.”

He brightened up.

“Ah! Dawn, a pleasure to make your acquaintance. I’d heard rumors of a new War Sentinel, and was wondering when you’d arrive. Please, right this way.”

I was a little taken aback. I was half expecting to go through the whole usual mess of ‘yes I am’ ‘no you’re not’, and I’d planned to shortcut that all by asking him to ‘just skip to the end where you poke your head in and ask’, but…

Well, I guess if this was a regular hangout for the War Sentinels, the staff here would be a little more in-tune with what was going on with us than usual.

He brought me back to a private room, and knocked on the door.

“Enter!” A booming voice commanded, and I boldly stepped into the smoky room. [The World Around Me] showed Arachne’s ever-present threads terminating at the edge of this room, the Sentinel giving us some privacy for our chat.

Seven people sat around a table strewn with cards and dice, plates of bloody snacks near everyone.

Right. Fuck. Vampires, they liked their food bloody, not baked. How did I forget that??

I recognized most of them. Tyrannus was the highest leveled of them, sitting at the center of the table. He’d mentioned he was off-rotation during the Sentinel meeting where I’d met everyone, but that didn’t seem to extend to the weekly card game. Flood had been with Arachne when she was dishing out [Loremaster] knowledge, the woman’s hair half-black and half-white. Depths had also been at the meeting, and hadn’t said much, but she looked intense. I recognized Calm, but I didn’t think I’d seen the other three yet.

Well! Time for a good first impression! I’d half-laughed Iona out of the room when she suggested I just ‘be myself’, and gotten a decent first line out of her.

The rest was up to me.

“Hi! I’m Dawn! Nice to meet you all in a more casual setting. I brought some goodies! My companion recently opened a store nearby, and I figured I’d bribe you all. Forgive me for being a complete idiot and forgetting the blood!”

Welp.

I had started off strong, and promptly veered off track.

Tyrannus gave a boisterous laugh.

“Well met! Dawn, sit, sit! Anything you want here today’s on me!”

There was an obviously open chair, and I sat down.

“Thank you! It’s so nice to meet you all like this! I’ll be honest, I’m still a little overwhelmed by it all.”

Flood gave me an arched eyebrow.

“Proper prior planning prevents piss-poor performance.” She starkly reminded me, a direct jab at my food offerings.

The other Sentinels looked interested in what I’d say to that.

“Shaking down equipment and methods in low stakes environments is how we correct and learn.” I bit back. “I doubt anyone here can say they’ve never made a mistake.”

To my surprise, Flood grinned at me.

“Good to see you’ve got some spine! Introductions all around, I suppose? Tyrannus, would you like to start?”

“Sure! I’m War Sentinel Tyrannus, and arguably the most senior War Sentinel.” He said. I tilted my head at that.

“Arguably?” I asked.

He threw his head back and laughed.

“Arguably! You’re around now!”

I chuckled at that, and waved my hand at him.

“No no, I have no idea what I’m doing here, I’m not going to claim seniority on anyone. Unless it’s really convenient!”

My joke landed well with the crowd.

“Necessity is the mother of pulling rank!” One of the Sentinels I didn’t know yet said. He was the one smoking, although his eyes didn’t reflect an Ash element. Possibly a secondary or tertiary element - or he just liked smoking, as noxious as the habit was.

“I’m the ‘classic’ War Sentinel.” Tyrannus continued. “All my elements and classes are geared for it. Mist. Poison. Fossil. I hit morale and slowly kill lots of people. Blinding, disorienting fogs for our foes, followed up by poison-infused bone dinosaurs stomping through. While the enemy is confused, lost, and being murdered by the bones of ancient tyrannosaurus rexes, the Fifth legion moves in and mops up, easy as pie. I’m far weaker in an individual fight than most people my level, but I got the title Tyrannus as a combination of my signature bone constructs, combined with the terror I instill.”

A little bone construct of a T-rex was assembled on the table by Tyrannus, and two smaller armies of people were made by one of the other Sentinels here. One looking all shiny, armed like the Legions, and the other a mass of barbarians. The two ‘armies’ clashed, the bone T-rex went through the barbarians, and they were routed, running screaming as the ‘legions’ crushed them.

“Cool! Who’s doing the illusions?” I asked.

One of the Sentinels I hadn’t met yet waved his hand.

“That’s me!” He volunteered. “War Sentinel Legion. I am the Seventh Legion, hence the title.”

I leaned forward with a grin.

“Okay, that’s a totally cool statement. How are you the Seventh?”

He rubbed his hands together.

“Brilliance and Mirage are my only relevant classes and elements. Third one’s for me. Most of the Seventh is an illusion in the field. People quickly figure out they’re fighting illusions, which is when the blades start to become ‘real’. By that point, it turns into a massacre. An illusionary army, whose blades are real?”

I shuddered as I imagined trying to fight such a thing.

“And of course your team is hidden with you… or do you disguise yourself as just another one of the soldiers?” I asked.

He winked and tapped the side of his nose.

“That’d be telling, yeah?”

All the while the soldiers had regrouped, the barbarians against the legion again. The barbarians charged into the legions, getting a confused look on their face as their weapons ‘missed’ everyone, comically scratching their heads.

Then the ‘legions’ started hacking them apart.

“Why do you bother with the illusion of an army, when you could just send a whirling mass of Brilliance at people and be done with it?” I asked.

“People know to run away from that, or could figure out how to counter what I’m doing.” Legion bluntly replied. “That, and one person standing outside a city is easy, the solution clear. An entire ghostly Legion setting up siege weapons? An army filled with unkillable people? That gets people working along different lines entirely. It’s far, far, far more complicated than what I’m saying. For example, one member of my support team is an Ooze expert, who makes a lot of the blows other people make on the soldiers look and feel real, which makes them coming back and hitting all the scarier. I could literally spend all day talking about different things I do, but that defeats the point of a quick introduction!”

“Sounds good! I might have some Mirage-related questions for you later. A member of my team just picked up a kitsune as her [Squire]...”

“Yes, I’d love to compare training notes at some point!” Legion said.

Tyrannus gently coughed.

“I think all of us are going to want some training notes from Dawn.” He said. “That’s half the reason we have these meetings.” He explained to me. “There aren’t a ton of us, and trading resources and training is valuable. Let’s save the swaps and offers until introductions are done?”

He looked around, quickly getting buy-in from everyone. I nodded as well. No reason to rock the boat, or avoid going with the flow.

“Sentinel Flood. We’ve met.” The woman gruffly introduced herself. “I’m a [Strategist] and buffer. Completely useless without an army to support. I’ve got a thousand tricks up my sleeve.”

Legion had team barbarian against team legion again. The two armies clashed, only for the barbarians to get flooded out.

“Story! Story! Story!” One of the last Sentinels I didn’t know yet started to chant, her voice quickly picked up by the rest of the Sentinels.

Flood sighed, rolled her eyes, and crossed her arms.

“Fine. FINE!” She grumped. “Title’s Flood. Third Legion. I had a brief moment when I was a Legata where diverting rivers into our enemies was my go-to trick. Did it one time too many, got promoted as Flood when raised to War Sentinel.”

The Sentinel in question who’d started the ‘story’ chant loudly booed, and Flood gave her the evil eye.

“Well, what about your title story, War Sentinel Stacked?” She pointedly glared.

“There’s no way.” I said, eyeing her. Sentinel Stacked was, well… stacked.

She glowered and crossed her arms under her generous bust.

“It’s War Sentinel Queen, and you know it. Titan had a terrible naming sense, may the gods look after his soul, and we all know it.”

I wasn’t a social savant, but I knew when to keep my mouth shut.

The woman sighed, picked up the deck, and shuffled it with impossible nimbleness and dexterity.

“War Sentinel Queen, formerly Stacked. Second Legion. The long and the short of it is - we deal with cards. We’ve got a half-dozen meta skills that lets us slowly charge up different cards with powerful effects, and the longer we’re at it, the bigger they get. What’s fun is the longer we are between conflicts, the bigger the cards get, and the more people know our stockpile’s growing. It’s getting to the point where us simply showing up will get people to leave. Only real limit on how high we can go is Guardian intervention. Manadhion, The Nightmare, gave us a real talking-to at one point and destroyed half our stockpile.”

She shuddered at that.

“Haven’t charged anything up that high ever since, but they seem to be fine with us having more, weaker cards. Title’s Queen, both on the card suit in half the world, and because at one point we ended up forming our own little monarchy after an Immortal War.”

She chuckled at that.

“Arachne was pissed. We had to do a whole song and dance to get our people accepting the fact that we were getting absorbed into another country, which was a mess and a half. Got a bunch of neat songs out of it though! Half of them are still sung.”

That sounded like a story and a half! Also, I wasn’t going to ask about Titan. I might ask Night or Arachne. Sounded like he was giving out titles at some point? I was a little confused about Queen’s operation though. Was that her entire team doing stuff? That was an interesting way to look at things - it wasn’t her, it was her and her entire team making things happen.

A good way of recognizing and supporting the people who worked in the background and made things happen. I approved.

Tyrannus kicked Queen under the table.

“Half of them are still sung, and four centuries later you’re still referring to yourself as royalty! That’s why Arachne gets so pissy over it!”

Nevermind. All those lofty ideals just crumbled to dust.

“Calm.” The next man introduced himself, steamrolling the conversation. “Lava. Mountain. 11th Legion. Large channeled skills. Major disruptions. Nobody can fight when the ground under their feet betrays them, and when volcanoes erupt.”

Legion was much more descriptive with his little lightshow, a volcanic eruption emerging in the middle of a group of barbarians and just killing a ton of them. The legions came in after, casually ‘stabbing’ the fallen barbarians.

Night had mentioned how Destruction had been a sort of precursor to War Sentinels, and it looked like Calm was a sort of successor to his seat. Massive ‘fuck this army up’ effects - with the benefit of having a full Legion to act as mop-up.

Dude did not seem chatty. I couldn’t tell if that was his personality, if he really was as calm and emotionless as his words and title implied, or if he just barely had a lid on his anger, with the title a cruel joke or misdirection.

[*ding!* [Ancient Loremaster of Legend] has leveled up! 180 -> 181. +100 Dexterity, +100 Vitality, +800 Mana, +800 Mana Regen, +1600 Magic Power, +1600 Magic Control from your Class per level! +1 Strength, +1 Dexterity, +1 Speed, +1 Vitality, +1 Mana, +1 Mana Regeneration, +1 Magic Power, +1 Magic Control for being Chimera (Elvenoid)! +1 Mana, +1 Magic Power from your Element per level!]

I gave the notification the side-eye. I hoped that was Auri cooking a bunch of new goods in a high-stress environment - grand new opening of a bakery in a swanky part of town, new business, all that jazz that got [Bakers] levels - and not because there was another fire started somewhere that I’d need to attend.

“War Sentinel Depths. Ocean. Unattached to a Legion.” The next woman introduced herself. My eyebrows tried to escape into my hair.

“How’s that work?” I asked.

She shrugged.

“Because, like Legion, I can take on an army or city myself and win. Unlike Legion, I don’t have the same intimidation factor. Like Tyrannus, I’m not great at punching at my weight, but I punch down fantastically well.”

I stared at her, and saw Tyrannus nudge her under the table. Legion had his little army of ‘barbarians’ facing off against a single woman.

“Skills! I’ve got a weird one called [Water Echo]. It’s a toggled passive. When it’s on, anytime I move I leave a trail of water behind me. I’ve got some more skills dedicated to the specific handling of just that water, and it’s tailored narrowly enough that I get to control it all on a macro scale. I start off small, but watch.”

She gestured to the little lightshow Legion had going on. Depths was alone, running in circles away from the barbarians. Water sloshed off behind her in great gouts, slowing down her pursuers. Slowly, bit by bit, the water level rose, and she started to control it, flinging great amounts of water all over the place. By the time the barbarians realized there was an issue and started to run, Depths had whole tidal waves crashing around on what was once a dry and flat plain.

I blinked at that. How much mana was that!?

Wait, she said it was a passive. So no mana to summon the water!? That was broken.

“I’m also our deep-sea specialist, and most of my missions are Core instead of War. I’m a little surprised I haven’t been reassigned to Core, but Arachne reckons there are morale reasons not to ‘lose’ a War Sentinel.”

Tyrannus shook his head.

“You’re still War because you can take on an entire army.” He said. “Not many Core Sentinels could, and I’d argue only three War Sentinels can. Don’t sell yourself short.”

Depths looked pleased as she leaned back, grabbing another snack.

“Calamity. 1st Legion. I kill people.” The last man said. His eyes, unlike everyone else in the room, had no markings of an advanced element, and he had one of the highest levels I’d seen any vampire have - [Mage - 2625]. “Poison. Miasma. Third class is to keep me entertained. I’m half the reason Forbidden Four exists as a concept in this day and age.”

He flicked a few cards.

“There’s really not much more to say.”

A picture was worth a thousand words, and Legion was quick to deliver. A bunch of barbarians showed up, a mini-Calamity showed up, and they just keeled over and died.

Sounded like Toxic mixed with Hesiod. Mass murder on an industrial scale. I had a lot of thoughts about that, but I’d been the one dishing out death myself by the thousands to civilians at one point.

“That’s us! We all have teams, a few of us have companions, but tell us about yourself. What are your relevant elements, how do you see yourself operating, and what’s your experience?” Tyrannus asked me.

I was glad they’d had me go last. Gave me a good feel for how they did things.

“Well! Celestial healer. I’m hammering all the details out still, but I imagine I’m going to be a great big ‘nobody dies while I’m here’. Not as big or flashy as the rest of you, but I’ve historically been fairly popular on battlefields.”

“Like this?” Legion made the two armies again, the sides clashing. Each time a barbarian was struck down, they stayed ‘dead’, but each time a legionnaire was hit, they just shrugged it off and kept going.

“Yeah, close enough!” It got the idea across.

“What are your limitations? Range, power, sustainability, large-scale combat prowess, personal combat prowess, and what does your team currently look like? How much experience do you have in warzones, and what types of conflicts?” Tyrannus asked. Before I could answer, he added a few more words.

“We’re only asking because we want to help. You’re one of us now, and nobody comes into this with all the right answers.”

I nodded.

I’d heard all about them - now it was time to tell them all about me!


Chapter 6 - Death By Meetings II

I figured I’d establish my credentials first, and then show the gaping holes in my skills second.

“War. I’m used to a slightly different type of total war than all of you probably are. There was this race called Formorians back in Remus. Imagine an ant the size of a man. Vicious, coordinated, but not terribly intelligent. They came at us in endless waves, and we got very, very good at killing them. Literally had to kill them in shifts. All day, all night, then all of the next day as well. Endless. For millennia.”

Alright, I’d hooked them. They looked impressed.

“It wasn’t all bad news. As I said, monsters, the basic soldiers only level 120, no big skills, not terribly smart. They just… attacked. Easy enough to dig in and defend ourselves. Problem was pushing back. We could hold a defensive position, no problem. We could slowly advance. We had a three-wall structure that was slowly disassembled and rebuilt to push the lines forward. Inevitably though, something went wrong, and we’d get pushed back hard. That’s what the situation was like when I got there.”

Calamity and Calm were looking a little doubtful at the story of struggling against 120’s, and Flood had a look of open disbelief.

“Please remember, we were inside of something called the dead zone, or low experience zone. We got a fraction of the experience most people got in other areas, and the world was young. Night didn’t even have his third class yet! Our second strongest Sentinel was around level 400. We hadn’t worked out a fraction of what was possible. Enchantments didn’t exist. Inscriptions did, and they were a weak precursor to enchantments. Wizardry didn’t exist, although I met a [Bard] who sort of mimicked what they could do in a way.”

I paused, and figured that I’d earned this. I could brag a little. I was with my peers.

“I’d only just written the first copy of the Medical Manuscripts.”

Calamity still looked doubtful, but Flood and Calm had been won over. Eh, I supposed the dude specialized in ‘murder fucktons of things very very very fast’, he might not be too impressed.

“I was sent to the front lines to help level. I was in Ranger Academy, our way of turning potential prospects into Rangers, teaching them everything they needed to know. In hindsight, it was clear that I was there for a multitude of reasons, but the primary one was my level was too low. A couple of months with a large supply of arcanite, blasting Formorians and healing soldiers worked wonders for my level.”

I was getting some impressed looks.

“An argument could be made that you’ve seen more battles than some of us!” Tyrannus chuckled with good humor. “Sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt.”

I shook my head.

“No worries. There isn’t a ton more. A Sentinel Toxic managed to figure out a way to bring Poison back to the queens, killing one and weakening the rest. They went all-out then. Sent their heavies, larger than most villas, breached our walls. It gave us a chance though. A strike mission where it was all of the Sentinels against their last push. Sentinel Destruction was a bit like you, Calm, and [Channeled] a massive earthquake. A priest called down a miracle, and then we split. One strike team, and one to go back and help with the cleanup. Spent my time fixing people up, keeping them alive enough to hold the line.”

I thought about my other experiences, and grimaced.

“I also fought a city of body-jacking parasites called the shimagu and won, but… the less said about that, the better.”

Ochi still haunted me.

I still didn’t have the right answer to it. Did I do the right thing?

To my surprise, Calamity looked sympathetic.

“I think we all have one or more of those in our past.” He said. “Sounds like you’ve got a fair enough amount of experience fighting alongside people, which is good. How about fighting against other people? Other armies?”

I grimaced.

“Nothing on that front, on the army scale.” I easily confessed. “Small squads, yes. I’ve gotten involved in healing the aftermath of a long-running war, but not directly in the front line battles like I imagine you all do.”

Tyrannus nodded.

“That’s an excellent base to work with! I’ll be honest, I was a little worried when Arachne told us that you were becoming the next War Sentinel. Felt more like you were being slotted in because you didn’t work well anywhere else, rather than having proper chops of your own. What are you comfortable sharing about your stats and skills?”

I wanted to be offended, but Tyrannus had something of a point. If a level 150 showed up to the Sentinels one day and Night declared ‘hey, he’s one of us now, and taking a rare seat’, I’d be a little skeptical.

Maybe a lot.

I was aware that most of the other War Sentinels had quite a few levels, and possibly centuries of experience on me. I was a little fish in a big lake.

Okay, maybe I was slightly larger than a little fish.

At least I didn’t have the vampire experience penalty holding me back!

“Skills! I’ve got close to a healing panacea skill. There are some niche things it can’t manage, like pure petrification, but I haven’t found much it can’t handle. Now, I don’t have the depth of experience the rest of you have, but on a battlefield, I imagine the only thing I’ll struggle with are curses. And blows that are immediately lethal. A hammer to the head, top-down, is just one example of something I don’t think I can cure. Otherwise? Stabbed, sliced, burned, frozen, decapitated - I can handle it all, have handled it all, at a significant range, across an entire army. 3.5 million points of magic power, and the control to go with it.”

I said the last point with pride. I was good, and I knew it.

Legion whistled.

“That’s impressive.” He said. “That should be enough to keep the frontline up and then some. Big question is - mana and regeneration?”

I grimaced.

My stats were good.

My magic power and control specifically made the cut.

The fuel?

“Mana pool is 1.3 million, mana regeneration is 2.7 million per hour.” I confessed.

There were pained noises around the table. Everyone except Flood.

“You’ll need a [Battery] or eight on your team.” She said. “Shores up your weakness. By the sun, doesn’t even need to be part of your regular team. Kick the Legata of the Sixth eight different ways until she gets a full detachment for you. Be more than worth it.”

Depths was slowly nodding, and that reminded me. I snapped my fingers.

“Drowning! Depths could absolutely drown all of us, and I wouldn’t be able to save a soul. Well, apart from killing her.”

Tyrannus nodded.

“It’s good that you’re thinking of ways you can be circumvented. I recommend making a full list, and sharing it with the commander of your legion. It’ll give her a priority list in a battle of what Classers she needs to handle, where she needs to focus her efforts and firepower, and what she can leave to you. The more comprehensive it is, the better the two of you will work together. Remember. A lesson almost all of us need to learn is - we’re not alone on the battlefield. We’re with an army. We do our part, and we trust them to do theirs. Same with our team! Do you have anyone? That was some wyvern at your induction ceremony.” Tyrannus said.

I nodded.

“Yeah! Auri, my companion. Phoenix, heavy on the Inferno. Working on her third class now. She does phoenix things, but she’s still very young. Not a lot of experience. Iona, a Valkyrie. Physical warrior. Her bond’s Fenrir, the wyvern. We’re still shaking everything out. You’ve all mentioned getting some people to help with mana on the battlefield, and that’s high on my list. I think, technically, Iona’s squire Nina is also part of my team, but she’s a low level kid and won't have much impact right now. I think I got a little sidetracked on skills, I’ve got some strong utility ones I should mention.”

I shifted back to my skills. I’d gotten a little sidetracked on my stats, and in Tyrannus’s defense, I had mentioned all my relevant healing skills after just mentioning my healing class. Given how many other Sentinels hadn’t talked about one or two of their classes, simply mentioning they were hobby or for fun classes, it made sense to skip over what I wasn’t talking about. Heck, at my level, it was entirely possible that my third class wasn’t developed at all!

“Combat-wise, I’ve got… well, with this crowd, I wouldn’t call it a powerful Radiance attack. Most of you could probably shrug it off without noticing. Does decently well against people of my level. I’m a mediocre wizard.”

I wasn’t trying to be humble. There was a Sentinel called Archmage, and I hadn’t exactly gotten glowing reviews from my studies at the School. Merely… adequate. For a mortal graduate. With this crowd, calling myself mediocre was probably overselling my capabilities.

“... my best trick is full invisibility from the Jiwa rune, although I’m working on getting a full set of spellbooks prepped and ready. That’s one area I could use help in. As Flood knows, Arachne recently stuffed a full [Loremaster’s] worth of knowledge into my head. Helped me get a sweet class. I can store my spellbooks, I’ve got a short-range teleport, and I just got a bulk storage skill. It’s not amazing. I need to personally teleport inside anytime I want to move anything, which absolutely murders the efficiency and how quickly I can move stuff, but hey, it’s a full personal pocket dimension, what’s there not to love?”

Queen was looking envious.

“Makes us want to reset a class just to get a skill like that!” She joked. “Use it as storage enough, and it might morph into a pure storage skill. That’s what we’d do in your sandals.”

I nodded.

“Yeah, I like the sound of that. We haven’t touched on gear, and I’ll just quickly mention I’ve got very little. Mainly a few trinkets to help hide my level, which… is probably pretty useful, thinking about it.” I was musing out loud, considering how my gear interacted with my role. “Nobody’s going to think much of the low-level healer near the backlines, especially if there’s a few other healers.”

Legion grinned.

“Yeah! Now you’re talking! That’s just my style. I’ve got so many tricks for hiding in plain sight, we’ll have to arrange a time to coordinate.”

“I’d love that! Could also teach Nina some illusionist tricks.”

“They don’t even need to be real.” Queen said. “Just look real. Might be worth asking Archmage if she’s got some illusion spells for you to borrow and copy.”

I was immediately seeing the use of these talks.

“Apart from that, I’m a blank slate gear-wise. Don’t even have real armor. Do have some neat biomantically augmented scales under my skin though, I dabbled in biomancy at one point.”

“A blank slate… and the only War Sentinel that can stand in the sun.” Tyrannus said. “Don’t discount that. All of us with teams have someone who can help with that issue.”

Everyone got their heads together.

“You don’t want a team that’s too large.” Queen said. “Unless you enjoy ruling and managing dozens of people, and you’re paying them so little that you can afford it, you’re constrained. You’ve got quite a few already, we’d look at one, maybe two more people in your team before shaking things down. Fundamentally, we think you’ll be a War Sentinel most like us and Flood. We’re there, we’re attached to the legion, but the legion operates more or less as normal. We throw out big skills, and the legion operates around that, taking advantage of our presence, but not fundamentally changing how they operate. Unlike Calm or Tyrannus, where the legion changes their operating procedures, or requires special equipment, like Calamity.”

The man gave a cheery wave.

“Every single helmet on a member of my legion requires a number of enchantments.” He said. “Lets them wade through what I’m throwing out.”

I didn’t have any skills like that. I wasn’t a one-woman army like Depths or Legion was.

I was simply support. Amazing support, but support.

“Works for me. Any suggestions?”

“My personal take? You’ve got some firepower, you’ve got some defense. You need batteries. With all that said, you’re pretty covered on the light utility front, and the one thing I can recommend is a strong barrier mage.” Tyrannus said. “Your Valkyrie companion isn’t proper defense. She can engage well against other Classers coming at you, but you’ve got nothing to handle potshots at the rest of your supports.”

“Apart from healing them after they’re hit.” I pointed out.

Tyrannus nodded.

“Apart from healing them after they’re hit.” He agreed. “Consider though. ‘Don’t worry, you’ll be fine, ribs grow back’, versus ‘we’ve got shields on you, you’re protected and safe’. One’s more likely to get enthusiastic participation, versus the other.”

Made sense.

“What else?” I asked.

Queen started to deal cards out.

“What else? A game!” Queen said. “We’re partial to Spite and Malice, do you know the rules?”

Vaguely. [The World Around Me] would be a huge help. I wasn’t going to say that… and I had money that everyone else had their own way of making things interesting.

“Yup!” I said.

“Great! Who else is in?” Queen asked.

“Water.” Depths interrupted, gesturing to be dealt in as she continued the discussion. “Always think about the water…”



We must’ve spent half the day just chatting, going over things, thinking up ideas and ways we could help each other.

“Enough about me! How can I help all of you?” I eventually said. My brain felt like it was roasting from all of the ideas, skills, gems, team compositions, advice, and everything. I mechanically drew a card, lifting an eyebrow up.

Legion had thrown an illusion over the card again, making me think I’d drawn a different card. Half the time he removed the illusion right before I played it, the other half he kept it, faking innocence the entire time.

I hadn’t let on that I could see right through the illusions yet. I was waiting for the perfect storm of cards, and a large enough pot, to execute.

I had a few lists in my [Astral Archives] of things I needed to do. Gemstones were on the top of the list - I wanted to get a half dozen for everyone in the Eventide Eclipse for starters.

“I can charge moonstones, of course, but it wouldn’t surprise me if everyone already had some. If anyone has a healer on their team, I’m pretty sure I can work with them for a level or two.”

Tyrannus raised an eyebrow. I couldn’t tell if it was at me, or the card he’d just drawn.

A slightly annoying part to [The World Around Me] - I couldn’t easily tell if someone else was looking at an illusion, not without obvious tells.

“Dawn, I know you’re a little young, and forgive me if this sounds condescending, but are you aware of the potency effect?” He asked.

“Also known as the big fish effect when you’re not a fossil.” Queen glared at Tyrannus, folding her cards.

I thought I might know what they were talking about, but I wasn’t sure.

“Maybe. Tell me more?”

Flood spoke up, her voice scratchy.

“Raise eight. You know Night. Imagine he takes an apprentice every decade. How strong will the class offerings be for that? Now imagine he teaches 1,000 soldiers every day. Do you think they’ll get as good of a class as the apprentice?”

I shook my head.

“No way.” I said. Flood’s cards were good, no way was I beating them.

Flood nodded.

“Exactly. The more a significant person spreads themselves, the less potent their effect is. You are, by all accounts, a big fish when it comes to the System. I won’t say no to you teaching my Legion’s medics, but you have to be aware that you’re diluting your potency, and frankly, for not a particularly good reason. It’s your call, I’d love the help and the boost to my healer’s classes, I’m not going to tell you how to run your life, but keep it in mind. Consider grabbing an apprentice every decade or so, then sending them our way once they’re trained up.”

I - huh.

I was thinking like a mortal too much. I just didn’t have the time or experience taking the truly long view of things. An apprentice a decade sounded like it’d take forever, but no. It’d ‘only’ be 50 years before each of the War Sentinels that had a healer on their team had one personally trained by me.

The idea was interesting, and a direct, concrete way that I could not only help the other Sentinels, but also improve the lives of countless numbers of people. I had significant weight, just in the healing arena. How much better would everyone be if there were more powerful healers running around?

Couldn’t hurt.

“Yeah! Once I’m settled in I’ll be happy to help. That might take a while. Oh! Does anyone know how to acquire Spatially expanded boxes? Trying to get my hands on a few for my own personal reasons.”

Flood spoke up.

“I’ve got a supplier. Let’s talk after.”

Tyrannus stretched and flopped his cards down.

“I’m out.” He said.

“Fold.” I promptly followed his lead.

“Show.” Flood said, followed by the rest of the Sentinels in the game.

I eyed the cards.

Flood was going to win, barring any Legion shenanigans. Someone kept rearranging the deck as it sat there, and I had money on it being Queen. Her entire thing was around cards.

If that was the case though, why did she keep getting such mediocre hands? Unless she was playing a long game…

“Ha!” Flood crowed as she raked in the coins. “Better luck next time, suckers!”

I smiled at the scene.

I think I was going to be alright here.



The meeting ended and we broke up, some of the Sentinels leaving before others. I stuck around a minute, wanting to chat with Flood about the boxes. Queen also hung around.

“Dawn. You mentioned being able to store books and other information. Can you store a card?” She flipped me a playing card with the depiction of an angel with a square and a triangle.

I deftly snatched it out of the air, and tried to move it to [Loremaster’s Library]. The card was heavy in a sense. It took multiple orders of magnitude more to move it around than I expected - a thousand points of mana instead of ten - but it went in with no other trouble.

“Yup! Why?” I asked, teleporting the card back out and flicking it to Queen.

“Because this is one of our effect cards. With your [Oath], we believe it would be difficult for you to use one of our powerful trump cards. However, we almost never use our mass cancel card, and it could be invaluable to you. Take it!”

She flicked the card back to me, and I focused, trying to see how close it could get before teleporting into my [Loremaster’s Library].

The moment it touched my forehead it was teleported in. Queen gave me the quick rundown of how it worked.

“It was most wonderful to meet you Dawn.” She said. “We know you are still settling in, but we would like to send you a promising apprentice in a few years for you to train for us, if you are amenable to the idea.”

I nodded.

“Yup! Always happy to. As you said, it might be a while, and there’s no promises that they’ll still want to stick around after, but yeah, sure, I’m game!”

There was some potential trickiness with my [Oath] and limiting how many people I taught, but I’d cross that bridge when I got to it.

Queen gave me the quick rundown of how to activate the card, which was scarily easy. I could’ve accidentally activated it in the middle of the city!

She said goodbye and left, and Flood handed me a much more normal card, with a name and address.

“He makes Spatial boxes.” Flood coughed and cleared her throat. “Reasonable rates, mention you’re a War Sentinel and get a discount. Expect to hand over 30,000 arcs a box though. When you’ve got a minute, I’ll send my Optio over with a few thousand moonstones to charge.”

Flood gave me a brisk nod, slapped the table, and got up.

I felt a little taken advantage of, but it wouldn’t take me terribly long to charge so many gems, especially if someone else did all the arranging and making it easy. [Astral Archives] made the image trivially simple, and once someone else had put them in a line, I could just walk down it with a trailing finger and charge them all up.

We helped each other, and I’d be saving lives.

I got up and left.

The dude who’d helped me find the room saw me leaving, and steered my way.

“Dawn. A letter arrived for you.” He politely handed me a sealed letter, then neatly turned on his heel and left, continuing his work.

I skimmed it as I kept walking out.

Dawn,

I’ve got a task I’m working on for you. I’ll give you all the details if it materializes. Shouldn’t take more than a few months. One minor request. You’re currently fairly new as a Sentinel. Can you try not to become so famous as one that everyone will know about you?

Specifically, I’d like you to minimize interactions with the 4th Legion, for reasons that’ll become clear. I’ve let Legata Katerina know.

Night assures me the best way for you to do this is to try and become famous. Your natural inclinations towards social situations will cause it to backfire.

Or simply continue settling in.

My best

The letter was signed with a spiderweb. It was clear who it’d come from.

I shrugged.

The request seemed to be perfectly fine. I wasn’t exactly seeking fame… although, wow, Night did not think highly of my social skills.

Time for a quick stop at Auri’s bakery, then I figured it was time to meet Legata Katerina in a more formal setting.

It was like they were trying to kill me via meetings!


Chapter 7 - Death By Meetings III

I double checked the address and my location.

Yup. This looked like it was the right spot. A typical home in an average neighborhood. Nothing ornate, nothing special, but far from a slum or apartment.

The two [Legionnaires] standing guard outside the door helped reassure me that I was at the right place. Full armor and spears, the weather getting cooler probably helped.

“Hi! I’m looking for Legata Katerina, of the Sixth?” I asked them.

One of them turned to me.

“You need - Sentinel Dawn!” He cried out, immediately saluting. The other guard promptly turned to me and saluted as well.

Okay. As much as I grumbled about it, presenting me in front of the entire Sixth with that whole ceremony thing was paying off. Instant recognition. No issues with identity, questioning me, or any of that nonsense. I gave them a cheery wave.

“Hi! Yup, that’s me. Legata Katerina?” I prompted.

“Right this way!”

The two guards glanced at each other, and one of them escorted me inside.

The place was odd inside. Clearly a home, but just as clearly being used as some sort of office. We passed through rooms with flimsy desks shoved into corners with industrious [Scribes] working hard.

The guard led me to the hortus, a little open-air garden in the middle of the house, and saluted to Legata Katerina.

[Leader - 731]. One of the highest leveled mortals I’d ever seen.

I’d met the woman at the after-ceremony party before, where she’d been all smiles and handshakes, smoothly rubbing elbows with everyone else present. Now I got to see her vaguely at work.

We weren’t in the field, and she’d skipped the traditional gear and armor of a legionnaire for lighter clothing, her grey-streaked hair tied up in a severe bun. The woman was stocky and old, with a weather-beaten look from decades in the field, and arms that indicated she was no stranger to the hard physical labor of soldiering.

She was seated at a desk, a few people around her. I recognized the rank symbols for the second in command, the standard-bearer, a few people who were some mix of scribes and runners, and a single tribune. The top brass of the Legion. Only missing the Camp Prefect, who was probably out and about doing their job.

“War Sentinel Dawn for Legata Katerina!” The guard announced.

“Dismissed.” The woman idly flicked her wrist at the guard, who saluted again, turned on his heel, and promptly left.

“One moment Sentinel.” Katerina said. “Tribune. Is there anything else?”

He gave a curt nod.

“Yes ma’am. Disciplinary issue. Soldier got into a drunken fistfight with a civilian last night. Came up for discipline with Centurion Opal this morning. When she saw who he’d gotten into a fight with, she kicked it up to me, and I’m kicking it up to you.”

Katerina gave the tribune a flat look.

“Well, don’t stand around all day, spit it out! Who’d he get in a fight with?”

The tribune swallowed.

“Quintus Pompeius Senecio Sosius Priscus’s second son.” He smoothly said the entire behemoth of a single name out in one breath. “You know-”

Katerina waved him off.

“Yes, yes, head of the Legion budgetary committee for the House of Bone.”

She explosively sighed and leaned back in her chair.

“Well, that’s a pickle.”

The Legata eyed me standing behind the tribune, at the entrance to the hortus.

“War Sentinel Dawn. I trust you’ve been listening in. How would you handle the situation? Tribune Tristan decides to tell you about the issue, instead of me. The rules are clear, but the matter is politically sensitive, potentially impacting the operation of the legion if the wrong egos aren’t properly managed.”

Good first impression, good first impression.

I gave her a cheeky grin.

“Last I checked, I’m not in the chain of command for this type of problem, not unless you and half your staff are dead. At which point, I’ve got bigger issues facing the Legion than a political dustup. Frankly, Tribune Tristan tells me about this problem? I politely direct him to you, and let you figure out the solution to the issue.”

Katerina barked out a laugh.

“I think we’ll work well together.” She said, and refocused on Tristan.

“Here’s what we’re going to do. Leonidus, you’re going to pen a very polite letter to Senecio, extending our apologies, this isn’t how we like to conduct ourselves, heap the bullshit on thick. Mention that every rule and law is going to be followed to the letter. Offer to let him or his son hold the lash themselves, if they’d like, and the number of lashes is going to be maximized. Throw in some time in the stockade, and latrine duty for two weeks. I’d offer to double the number of lashes, but we’re already needing to follow the rules to the letter, or the crusty old fart will come down on us even harder. Have Ardenus deliver the letter personally with Reed, and bring two squads with you. Full spit and shine, maximum polish. Not the one involved in the fight, and not Wren. Tristan. Through the centurion, let the soldier know about the penalty, and more importantly, why. Throw him 888 arcs for his understanding and cooperation, then see if Maxlin can brew him something fancy. Something that lets him feel the pain and the sting, but removes the aftereffects, lets him bleed plenty, but heal quickly. That should interest that maniac enough that he’ll sit down and do it, while also neatly following the rules to the letter. Am I missing anything?”

The second coughed.

“Katerina, we’re moving out tomorrow. Time in the stockade isn’t going to be useful, practical, or help Senecio’s ego.”

She snorted.

“Fine. No stockade, three weeks latrine duty.”

Tribune Tristan saluted and left. I stayed where I was.

Katerina eyed me.

“Well? You don’t seem to be the type to play games, and I haven’t got all day.”

I almost hurried up to her desk, then remembered who and where I was.

I was Sentinel Dawn, and this was my Legion.

I didn’t march, that’d be wrong. I did stride forward with confident steps, stopping in front of her desk.

First impression was over, what about second impression?

“Hi! I’m Dawn. We met before. I’m settling into the role, and figured we should have a chat. Get a feel for each other, set expectations, start to get an idea of how we’ll work together, all that good stuff.”

I’d started strong thanks to some of Iona’s suggestions, annnnnnnd promptly lost it.

Katerina nodded.

“Excellent. Arachne gave me a basic overview of your capabilities. Got some mixed feelings about you. On one hand, we’ve got a War Sentinel now, excellent! Not even a vampire, which is fantastic, it opens up more possibilities than normal. On the other, your age, background, level, and speciality gives me a moment’s pause. Not born in Exterreri? Never marched with the Legions? Only 500? Just a healer? I’ll admit, I need some reassurance here, and some ideas of how we’ll work together. There was a big fancy speech when you were promoted, but let’s put our cards down on the table for a minute. Every third word of that speech is a gross exaggeration when it’s not a total lie. My mind’s open, hit me.”

I gave Katerina a tight smile. On one hand, her concerns made sense. On the other, I was so tired of proving myself. Of explaining myself.

Maybe, just maybe, if I was lucky, this would be the last time.

“Three and a half million points of magic power, with enough control to perform perfect repairs. Roughly 100 meter radius on my direct healing, and a slightly larger radius on an extremely rapid passive healing aura. While I have mana, it’s virtually impossible for anyone to die near me. It’s technically possible that we could get hit with something powerful enough that overloads my healing but, politely, we’re utterly fucked if someone like Sentinel Stacked hits us with one of her cards anyway. You may be older than I am, you may have campaigned more years than I’ve been alive, but I’ll wager I’ve seen more hours in fully engaged battle than you have.”

I was getting comfortable. Settling into my role like a second skin.

I was Sentinel Dawn.

I was a healer.

This role was right for me, and I’d been trained on how to take command of a small team of Rangers to execute my goals.

I wouldn’t dream of commanding a full legion, but right here, right now?

Katerina and her team were simply another group of Rangers, and that role I knew exactly how to execute.

“From you, I need at least a squad of batteries. The more the merrier. I only have a million points in my mana pool, and while that’s far more than enough for any small-scale engagement, I suspect it’s nothing when we get to a proper pitched war. I’ve got layered artifacts to disguise my level, and my initial thoughts involve remaining inconspicuous. Just another healer in the backlines. Maybe throw on some armor and join a squad. Might need to rearrange some people, but picture me in the middle of a testudo, surrounded by batteries, my skills immediately healing any fatal wounds. Can’t do much about drowning or curses though.”

Katerina and the rest of her group studied me carefully.

“That is… interesting.” She finally admitted. “I can’t tell you how many times a [Mage] has insisted that a team supporting them and them alone will absolutely and for sure change the tide of any battle we engage in, but they’ve never had the experience, power, and backing to make me think it was possible. That, and with all due respect to Sentinel Calamity, it seems unlikely that you’ll gas us in the middle of the night to test preparedness. Are you familiar with the Sixth Legion’s specialty?”

Devour had covered it in his lessons, and I’d done some additional reading since hearing I was assigned to the Sixth.

“Sixth Legion, cognomen Dread.” I recited. “Famed for alchemical concoctions and weapons. Heavier and more compact than most other Legions, you trade outriders, flanking, and cavalry forces for going deep on the alchemy. The main weapon I’ve heard about are effectively explosive rocks, but I suspect the true capabilities aren’t written down in books.” I drily added the last part.

“In large part because it depends on the Optio leading the alchemists at the time.” Katerina agreed. “We have one of the highest accident rates in-”

Katerina was cut off by a bunch of shouting and yelling deeper in the house, and the sounds of a fight. Her staff tensed, drawing weapons as the Legata remained calm at her desk.

“If it ends up being a problem, it ends up being a problem.” She said. “Carrying on, highest accident-”

A moment later there was a cry, and a guard hurried over. He opened his mouth, and Katerina raised an eyebrow at him. He remembered himself, and saluted.

“Legata! We caught a high-level spy in the house, but as we moved in to capture him, he walked through a door and vanished! He was a saurian, no obvious insignia.”

Katerina looked doubtful.

“What level?” She asked.

“Legata! Over 800.” He briskly reported.

“You managed to find a spy over level 800?” Katerina’s tone was doubtful, and I agreed with her. The soldiers were mostly around level 256, and managing to stumble into and find a spy triple their level? It just didn’t make sense.

The standard-bearer was getting excited.

“Katerina, permission to speak?” He asked.

“Granted.”

“Was the saurian an iguanodon-type?” He asked the soldier.

The soldier nodded.

“Yes sir.”

The standard-bearer turned back to the Legata, acting like a kid at Christmas.

“Katerina, I think that was Arash the Wanderer.”

The name didn’t have the impact he thought it would.

“Who?” Katerina asked the question we were all thinking.

“Arash the Wanderer! Immortal, famously cursed to never exit the same door he entered. Sighting him’s supposed to be good luck!” The standard-bearer looked around, his excitement slowly dimming as none of us particularly cared.

That was one heck of an interesting curse though. Mine felt tame by comparison. Knowing White Dove, dude had probably been something of a homebody before getting cursed. It’d fit her style.

“Not a spy then, just an interruption. Got it.” Katerina summarized. “Dawn. Would you be willing to give a demonstration of your abilities? Say, now?”

I wanted to nod. To say yes.

I knew what would happen if I did.

Violence. Absurd amounts of violence, two centuries, cohorts, or even the entire legion going to a mock-battle, doing their best to figure out just how strong I was. People would be stabbed, slashed, punched, trampled and more. Yes, I’d be there to patch them up, but in no way, shape, or form was this not a massive amount of harm that I’d be inflicting on people.

There were some areas where my [Oath] was cut down to the bare bones, and other places where I was a little more generous with the spirit of things. Not ordering violence on people was one area where I drew the line, where another healer might not.

Awkward for a War Sentinel, to be sure. Ordering defensive positions to be taken, then operating off that was workable, but not offensive like this.

“One slightly awkward problem.” I told the Legata. “I’m oathbound, and I wrote the original [Oath]. I can’t say yes to this, but if there’s a practice session, I’ll be there.”

I got a Look from Katerina. A really unamused one.

“A War Sentinel,” She said, voice completely flat. “That’s sworn to First, do no harm?”

Eh.

That was a pretty accurate description.

“Yup!” I cheerfully said. “That’s me!”

She squeezed her eyes shut and rubbed the bridge of her nose with her fingers.

“Gods save us all.”


Chapter 8 - A Display of Skill

“Sentinel Dawn. Do you require any special equipment or a team member to perform a small demonstration?” Katerina asked.

I shook my head.

“No. Batteries are ideal for large-scale extended engagements, but I can let you know when I’m running low on mana.” I said. “In a twist, I’m suboptimal under ashes and related cloud cover. I perform better when under sunlight or moonlight. Has to be moonlight, I can’t do anything under a clear night with no moons.”

Katerina snorted her amusement.

“A different twist from the rest of the War Sentinels. Right. No time like the present. Get Centurion Decimus and Centurion Opal to form up their soldiers, full gear, ready for a fight outside the camp. Go!” Legata Katerina ordered one of the [Runners], who nodded and took off at a sprint.

We watched the [Runner] leave, then Katerina pushed herself away from the table and stood up.

“Leonidus, you’re in command.” She ordered as she walked out of the room at a more sedate pace. The man saluted his understanding, and took Katerina’s spot as the rest of her staff fell in around her.

“Reed, what’s your thinking on preparedness?” Katerina asked as we walked out of the house, gathering up a number of the soldiers who immediately fell in and started following the woman.

“Ma’am. Part of this trip was billed as a chance to see and explore Sanguino, for morale purposes. Springing an exercise on them, in a place they believe is safe and restful, might not only impact the centuries in question, but the rest of the Legion.”

Katerina gave a small nod.

“Correct. At the same time, I believe it’s a strong reminder that this is not a vacation, that we’re here in our formal capacity as the Sixth, and that we now have a War Sentinel working with us. Keep people on their toes.”

Maybe a reminder like this was overall good for the Legion. Maybe it was bad.

I was glad I wasn’t the one needing to manage and think about all this. I hadn’t gotten this scope of command stuffed into my head, and I was sending a couple of fervent prayers up to the gods, praying for Katerina and Reed’s good health.

“Make way! Make way!” The soldiers yelled as we moved through the crowds. People parted before the armed soldiers, and we were able to walk through the city completely unimpeded.

Heck, some of them cheered us, no matter how we were disrupting their day. I did catch a few sour looks thrown in our direction, but all in all Exterreri’s propaganda engine was doing its job, keeping the legions beloved.

Katerina and her staff talked about any number of administrative issues, people they needed to meet, dissecting letters they’d gotten and what they meant, and what different Senators wanted and needed. The job sounded endlessly more political than I’d ever imagined… although I suppose that wasn’t too much of a surprise.

Emperor Augustus had basically held Katerina’s job before marching his legions home and seizing power. At a given social level, at a certain command of a large enough army, the job was almost as much politics as it was waging war.

Aw fuck.

I was probably going to get involved in that one way or another. If I didn’t do anything, Katerina would be able to seamlessly imply my support on various things, wouldn’t she? I’d basically be subsumed into the identity of the Sixth Legion, moved on the chessboard without any input.

Fortunately, blessedly, I wasn’t alone.

I was going to sic Iona on the problem, and she’d love that. Let her push her own agenda with minimal input from me, keep some vague sense of independence, and completely remove that headache from my life.

The gate guards didn’t even bother us, simply saluting as we were let out.

Huh.

I wonder if someone could dress up like a soldier and just have the guards ignore them. Seemed like a bit of a hole. Then again, they’d need quite a few people all in agreement, and armor was expensive.

The Sixth Legion didn’t have their fort in Sanguino. It was much further west, and they’d marched all the way down here simply for my promotion ceremony, which was a bit mind-boggling to think about. Almost ten thousand people moving hundreds of miles just to say hi?

I suppose it was decent experience and practice moving around, making sure logistics and supply trains worked. Exterreri wasn’t in a forever expanding mindset. The Legions were closer to a deterrent than an expansionary force these days.

‘We have an army, and we know how to use it, so don’t invade us’ more than ‘who’s next?’ That was the basics I assumed… the reality was way, way, way more complicated than that.

I hadn’t brought up my [Butterfly Mystic] or [Ancient Loremaster of Legend] classes because, frankly, I didn’t think they were that relevant to the introductions. [Butterfly Mystic] had quite a lot of personal utility and self-defense, but that was more along the lines of ‘I know how to protect myself’ than anything special. [Vault of Ages] promised to eventually become important, but right now my ratio on being able to move things in and out of it was horrible. I could teleport a few dozen kilograms each time, but the cost to move me was significant.

If I wanted to move in 20 kilograms of supplies, I needed to teleport myself and the supplies in, at a cost of around 200k mana, then teleport myself out for another 160k mana. That was just to store the items, retrieval was just as bad.

The skill had stupid potential, especially as I leveled it up and generally got stronger - the overhead on teleporting myself in and out stayed constant, as long as I didn’t get fat - but right now it was almost there.

It was good enough now that I wanted to start planning out what I was sticking in it, and slowly start to acquire and move supplies, but it wasn’t at the stage where it was anything close to a strategic asset.

Maybe in a few hundred levels I could solve all of a legion’s logistical issues. Right now, it was confined to me and my team.

We followed one of the main roads out of Sanguino, eventually finding the camp about sixteen miles away from the city. A brutal walk for a low level, a solid evening stroll for people with significant speed.

[*ding!* [Ancient Loremaster of Legend] has leveled up! 181-> 182. +100 Dexterity, +100 Vitality, +800 Mana, +800 Mana Regen, +1600 Magic Power, +1600 Magic Control from your Class per level! +1 Strength, +1 Dexterity, +1 Speed, +1 Vitality, +1 Mana, +1 Mana Regeneration, +1 Magic Power, +1 Magic Control for being Chimera (Elvenoid)! +1 Mana, +1 Magic Power from your Element per level!]

I guess the levels were spaced far enough apart to only be of minimal concern. That, and I hadn’t seen half the city on fire.

It was far away enough from the city and the ashen umbra that at this time of day, we were just getting the edges of the setting sun gracing the campgrounds.

The boundary of the Legion’s camp was abrupt. A field filled with nodosaurus was next to rows upon rows of neatly packed and organized tents. There was no spilling out, there were no tents out of position - it was like a perfectly designed grid.

Nodosauruses were the standard pack beast for the Legions. They were a bit like an ankylosaurus, if an ankylosaurus had long legs and no club at the end of their tail. Their broad, hardened back made them ideal for packing and carrying tons of weight, and their long legs let them move fast enough to be useful. The dinosaurs could pull a cart or wagon just as easily as they could carry supplies on their back. They weren’t used in fighting or combat at all - one legion had a specialty of training and unleashing beasts - it wasn’t the Sixth - but every army needed their beasts of burden.

That was the camp prefect’s job, and she was doing her job well.

We walked through the camp, getting a feel for it. Soldiers diced and wrestled, stirred cooking pots or had small circles where they told stories. Katerina’s passing didn’t cause major interruptions, although most soldiers stopped what they were doing to give her a respectful greeting.

“Legata.”

“Legata.”

“Commander.”

Now and then, some people were unhappy with the state of things, as soldiers tended to be.

“This whole thing is stupid!” One soldier animatedly told her friends, gesticulating and waving her arms. “Why, if I was in charge here, things would be better! We wouldn’t be bedded in the mud! We wouldn’t be marching around for stupid fucking ceremonies! We - fuck, she’s right behind me, isn’t she?”

The soldier developed self-awareness as her friends plastered on polite smiles, nodding respectfully to Katerina as she loomed up behind the complaining soldier in question.

She spun on a heel and saluted.

“Legata.” She politely said, bowing her head.

Katerina studied her for a minute, the situation rapidly getting more awkward for the poor soldier. I could see the edges of Katerina’s lips twitching with barely-contained mirth.

“Eight lashes, and report to Leonidus tonight. I want a detailed list of all the things I’m doing wrong, and your proposed solutions. Extra punishment detail if it’s poor, promotion opportunity if it’s good.”

The nameless soldier suddenly looked quite nervous at that, and I couldn’t blame her. Marching around for stupid ceremonies? They’d gotten orders from the top to be in a given place at a given time, nobody here could do a thing about that. The field was slightly muddy? I was willing to bet this was the best place near the city to hunker down, and that every other place was significantly worse.

At the same time, it was a chance to be heard, and I suspected if the soldier had figured out genuine issues and their solution, Katerina would want to hear about it and know. I was starting to get a picture of the woman. A strict disciplinarian who could listen and take feedback, who could play the political game just as easily as the military one.

“As you command, Legata.” The soldier saluted again, and we were off.

It was like an invisible line was drawn through part of the camp, and off to the side I noticed that the clean rows of the Legion’s tents were replaced with what could only be described as an utter mess. It was clear at a glance that those were the camp followers, enterprising individuals following the army around for all the coins spilling out of their pockets. The more things changed, the more they stayed the same. The camp could’ve been directly lifted from the camp followers from the Formorian war. From [Cooks] offering to make the Legion’s standard rations tasty, to washerwomen offering to clean clothes, to traveling bards and troubadours offering entertainment, prostitutes to gambling dens, childcare to scribes writing letters home, barbers to sutlers, a small mobile city came with the Legion, offering all the amenities of home away from home.

Someone had turned a tent into a full service sauna! Steam was the element obviously in use, and the fabric of the tent looked too soft to normally handle such moisture and heat. Skills did amazing things.

Couldn’t get rid of them either - there’d be a literal mutiny. Remus had even leaned into their existence with the Formorian war, where they’d built an entire section just for them.

There was an interesting question I was faced with, one I hadn’t expected to grapple right this moment.

I was Dawn, War Sentinel of the Sixth. My area of expertise was healing. The camp followers had a few medics, people plying their trade in the mobile city, often to other camp followers, and occasionally to legionnaires.

Was it ethical for me to sweep through the camp, and heal every single man, woman, and child in there?

On one hand, they were my responsibility. Pseudo-members of the Sixth. There were possibly a few people there who needed my service.

On the other, I’d be muscling every other healer out, knocking the legs out under their livelihood in one fell swoop. Oh, sure, if I just did it once then never again, they’d barely even notice I’d been by, but what about doing it regularly? Would people stop visiting them entirely? Would their funds dry up, and they’d leave for greener pastures? What about all the levels I’d be denying?

What would happen if I drove the healers off as an incidental to my presence, then we really needed them one day? Like, if there was a relatively minor disease outbreak while I was out on a trip or just taking a few days between visits or something. Then what would happen?

As much as I’d hated the [Guild Mistress] of Osengard, she’d found a way to stomp on a single person driving all the other healers out of business, making sure there wasn’t a single point of failure for an entire city. I wasn’t always going to be around. I wasn’t always going to be traveling with the Sixth. I’d have other duties now and then, other stuff I wanted to do. Books to read, mangos to eat.

Heck, I had an enforced vacation for eight years coming up! What would the Legion do if they had to start from no healers every time it was mandated I take a rest?

Tricky, tricky… there wasn’t a good, clean answer. There wasn’t an obviously right answer, not when I didn’t have a patient in front of me begging to be healed.

For lack of a proper sounding board - I wasn’t going to bounce this off Katerina, not when I barely knew her - I decided to sweep through once a month or so on my own. Not so often that I’d drive all the other healers out of business, but not so rarely that a deep, lingering cancer would get a chance to grow and strangle someone from within, or a heart disease would progress to a fatal attack or anything similar.

Yeah.

That sounded like a decent balance to start with. I’d probably tell Katerina that’s what I was doing, and see if she could get an adjunct to track the healer population and levels.

As we got closer to the end of the tent city, more soldiers came sprinting past us in full gear, holding their tower shields and spears close to them.

Hey, they weren’t late until Katerina got to the field! The utter lack of a delay between the Legata sending off the runner, and her leaving to the field meant the soldiers didn’t have much time, if any, to prepare.

That was part of the point.

“Here we are.” Katerina said. She looked over her shoulder as a few more troops came sprinting by.

Katerina took a deep breath.

“Centurion Opal! Centurion Linus! Report!”

The two centurions in question hurried over, their helmets having fancier plumes than the average soldier. Their own command staff continued overseeing the legionnaires falling into formation.

“I am getting a firsthand look of Sentinel Dawn’s abilities, to properly manage her integration with the Legion.” Katerina said. “The two of you will clash. No strangulation or choking abilities, and don’t get fancy with interception and deception orders. Let’s skip the potions, damn things are too expensive for a spar, and will interfere with Sentinel Dawn’s baseline. Apart from that, full skills, tools, and abilities. Try to kill each other. Maintain lines and discipline. When disengagement is ordered, I expect it to be promptly obeyed. Understood?”

Opal looked nervous.

“Legata. With all due respect. We’re going to actively try to kill each other? No holding back? No sparring protocols?”

Katerina nodded.

“Yes. Wait for my signal to begin. Also, mark anyone not currently in formation as of now. They are late, and I expect you to properly investigate why they were not in the proper state of readiness.”

The centurions didn’t look happy about that, but both of them saluted and returned to their respective groups.

“Dawn. Let me know when you’re ready, I don’t want this to become a disaster.” Katerina quietly murmured to me.

I nodded.

“I’m going to start off with my strongest healing.” I quietly told the Legata. “With time and experience, I’m hoping to slowly dial in on the proper amounts.”

Katerina nodded her understanding. I snapped my skills to readiness.

First was splitting my mind into five. Four to track everything that was happening in the battle, processing what I was seeing through [The World Around Me], and a fifth to pay attention to everything else going on.

Good habits started now, and I wasn’t going to let tunnel vision be the end of me.

It was easy. With the setting sun framing the field, [Wheel of Sun and Moon], [Persistent Casting], [Dance with the Heavens], and [Astral Archives] all came together to create the most potent healing field I could manage.

High on my to-do list was to figure out a more practical image for wartime medicine. My image would restore people to the perfect picture of health, but frankly?

In a fight, people didn’t need to be perfect. People needed to be good enough. If I could get a solid good enough picture, I might be able to save, say, 30% of my mana. That would let me heal an additional 42% more people, or heal for that much longer. It would also give [Cosmic Presence] a chance to properly shine.

If I managed to make it a longer heal, my strong regeneration would kick in, extending the healing time even further. It was a virtuous cycle, made possible with my strong images and knowledge of medicine.

One meta skill I didn’t have, and was unlikely to pick up anytime soon, was [Cyclical Casting]. It was a variant on [Persistent Casting], where I could set skills to flicker on and off at various intervals. There was an argument to be made that I should flicker my healing on and off, to better extend the time even further, and give [Cosmic Presence] even more to do, which would relieve the direct mana burden on me. That would again stack things favorably towards keeping lots of people alive for a long time.

Wasn’t thinking of taking the skill, and I was ready with my magic.

“Ready.” I told Katerina, mere seconds after she’d asked. My companion bond with Auri let me do a lot of thinking quite quickly.

“Begin!” She roared with a voice that threatened to blow out my eardrums.

If she didn’t have a Sound class, I’d eat my hat.

128 people sounded like a lot, but seeing them square up against each other brought home just how few people it was in reality. How easy it was to pack them in one spot.

It wasn’t actually 128 people. That was simply the number of [Legionnaires] in formation, eight wide, eight deep, two centuries. The centurions commanding the groups were off to the side, with a standard-bearer, trumpeter, and five soldiers with varying degrees of fancy plumes on their helmets.

Around three-fourths of the soldiers were firmly at level 256. The ones who weren’t were either the career soldiers who figured they were in the legions for life, the centurion and his staff, or hadn’t quite made it to 256 yet. The rest were waiting for better achievements, or waiting to see what life held for them after soldiering to perform the last class up many of them would ever see.

The centurions barked orders, and in an interesting twist I could see their mouths moving, but couldn’t hear anything. My enhanced eyes were able to pick out that none of them had the Sound element manifestation visible in their eyes - but the trumpeters did.

The two teams formed up in mirror-image testudo formations. The shield wall came down hard in the front, two spears poking out from every gap, and the soldiers behind them lifted their shields up and over their heads.

I’d never considered the axis of warfare that was communications, but Katerina’s orders regarding interception and deception orders suddenly made sense. Being able to fake an order to your enemy was a powerful tool.

Another set of orders were silently barked, and standards moved as the trumpeter’s cheeks swelled, blowing silent horns.

Enchantments flared to life and magic swirled as runes etched into the shields, armor, and weapons were activated. A few skills had obvious effects. Stone, bark, and all manner of other materials coated and covered shields, giving an extra layer of physical protection to the soldiers holding them. A few spears glowed with heat, others turned various colors from Acid to Wood enhancing their weapons. A couple of the soldiers grew in size and stature, gaining an extra six inches of height, and the corresponding muscle mass. It was rare that two soldiers had the same spells going.

More orders in near-perfect unison, and the two centuries started to slowly march towards each other.

The two groups started to differentiate themselves as one group manifested a shimmering aurora over them, looking like it was binding the group all together as one. Century Aurora, I mentally dubbed them.

The second one picked up quite a lot of speed, an invisible wind practically giving the sandals of the legionnaires wings. Century Wind.

Banners twisted and furled, trumpets were silently blown, and Century Aurora paused and dropped the upper shields of their testudo. Their frontline slammed the bottom of their shields into the ground, and the remaining seven lines launched their short throwing spears at Century Wind. A small smattering of rocks, darts, metal shards, and all manner of other skill-based attacks were also launched, skills mixing seamlessly with physical weapons to create a deadly barrage.

They weren’t holding back. The weapons weren’t padded, the rocks whizzed with lethal intent, and a few of the darts were coated in poison.

My heart caught in my throat at the assault.

This was it.

This was where I ended up being as good as I claimed, as good as I hoped, or people would die.

People would die in a pointless, stupid training exercise, just to show how good I was - or wasn’t, as the case may be.

My healing was up and running, and I watched with nervous anticipation as Century Wind angled their upper shields to better catch the ‘rain’.

The shields mostly held. Rocks smashed and dented shields, while darts quivered harmlessly in wood. The javelins were the biggest issue.

The few that were poorly thrown, or had soldiers with strong skills defending themselves clattered harmlessly against the shields, but then rolled off them. They had to go somewhere, and while a number of them ended up rolling off to the sides, a few of them dropped into the century, uncontrolled flashing blades attached to a shaft trying to trip and stab people. Mostly harmless, and the few soldiers that stumbled over the javelins were quickly grabbed by their fellows and straightened back up, before they could get trampled.

Those were the gentlest ones.

The moderate ones punched through the shield but ended up stuck there, some going through thick arms or delicate hands, causing the soldiers to grimace or scream in pain. Those that ripped the javelins out of their arms found a hefty toll of flesh was taken by the barbs on the end… which was immediately restored to them by my healing.

The word spread basically instantly, and the few who’d stoically taken the hit and kept running, kept their shield up, quickly and efficiently ripped their arms out of the barbs, grinning savagely as they saw their flesh knit back together.

Then there were the killer javelins. Those thrown by soldiers with strong skills, or simply had a high strength stat, finding those weaker targets among the century. Those blasted enormous holes through shields, continuing unimpeded to skewer the two poor souls front to back. Their armor wasn’t enough, and they were pinned like a butterfly to a collector’s board.

Alive, of course.

That was where my healing shone. That was where I brought them back from the clutches of Black Crow. Practically as quickly as they were skewered and mauled, their flesh was reknit, their blood restored, and instead of leaving two bodies behind to slowly scream themselves to death, a savagely grinning century reintegrated them into their ranks.

The two soldiers dropped their destroyed shields and took cover under their neighbor's shield, helping hold it up and layering their skills over.

All this happened in seconds, from the first rock hitting a shield, to the last soldier finding their feet and carrying on with the rest of the troops.

Then Century Wind struck back. With more orders I couldn’t hear, the soldiers readied one of a half-dozen stone spheres from each of their belts, placing them in slings. I wasn’t super familiar with alchemy. Were they just rocks, soaked in a potion? An easy container for some concoction? A fancy skill making things work?

Didn’t matter too much how it was done, end of the day.

At another shout, the soldiers drifted apart a bit, making small cracks in their shields, and started to spin. At the third order, they lobbed the rocks at Century Aurora’s frontline.

They formed back up and charged as quickly as they could, spears pointing out from the gaps as the rocks landed against the driven shields of Century Aurora, scattering in front of the formidable shield wall.

Then the rocks exploded in a cascading ripple, throwing shrapnel every which way. The front line shields held through the first explosion, but the second, third, and fourth wave of explosives tore through the shields, destroying them so utterly as to become useless, then the explosives ripped through the vulnerable soldiers.

I suspected there was more than one type of alchemical the soldiers could throw, and someone had grabbed the wrong one. A spurt of green flames roared up in a lonely pillar, before quickly dying down and out under the cascading explosions.

Was probably more useful when massed together.

Exterreri military doctrine went heavy on the upper armor, while sticking to loose skirts that were easy to move in and light shin guards and sandals for the lower. Properly protecting the areas most often hit with heavy gear, while sticking to lighter armor for flexibility, speed, mobility, and cost.

The issue was - most often hit.

The alchemical explosives detonated from the ground up, and more than one soldier went cross-eyed as their family jewels turned into pulp. My healing aura was on full blast, and replacements were swiftly obtained, future generations saved, but I had nothing for the mental echo.

Century Wind had made their hole, and they were trying to rush in before Century Aurora could recover.

And they succeeded. The soldiers in the Century Aurora front took a moment too long to realize that they were completely alright from the devastating assault, that the worst that had happened was their shields were destroyed, and hadn’t properly adapted to managing what happened next. Wind was on them like a fox on a rabbit, viciously thrusting spears, savaging the Aurora soldiers.

Each stab hit home, a spurt of blood spraying every which way, painting the soldiers as crimson as the banners they fought under. The soldiers fought back, their fellows stepping forward and forcing them back, bringing a new set of shields to bear and protect.

The half-destroyed, half-saved line got sent to the back, and things got complicated as the centuries got down to the grisly business of trying to off each other.

Of trying to murder their fellow legionnaires, when they were functionally immortal, when they just wouldn’t die.

I kept a steady eye on my mana.

[Mana: 1,377,364/1,381,780]

I’d barely touched any, my regeneration almost keeping pace with the exchanged blows. The hardest had been the javelins that broke through, followed by the explosives.

Now the two shield walls were poking at each other, the defenses a little stronger than the offenses, Exterreri doctrine looked more towards a defensive wear-down of their enemies, rather than brutal, aggressive swings.

I kept an eye out on everything, noting how the magics got subtler, smaller, and arguably deadlier. One [Mage] was making the ground rise up and grab ankles, while a different one was pouring water in around the opponent’s feet, making the ground soggy and wet, preventing people from getting good footing. A nearly invisible knife was flitting around inside Century Wind, cutting throats that immediately healed themselves back. Smoke blew from Century Wind into Century Aurora, causing hacking coughing fits.

Katerina narrowed her eyes at that, but said nothing. I suppose it technically wasn’t choking people, but it was pushing the line.

Acid sprayed, melting through a shield, the poor soldier behind it screaming and dropping his weapons as he got a faceful. The spears came fast and thick at him, but the Century’s discipline held, the fellows behind him dragging him out of the way as a new soldier stepped up.

Lightning crackled, jumping from soldier to soldier. Mist was blown away by Gale. Rocks and blades swerved as Gravity forced them in new directions. Lights flashed in people's eyes, and one soldier seemed to have infinite pocket sand. Ice met Void, Fossil met Gemstone, and Radiance was scattered by Ocean. Disintegration beams of Decay briefly flashed around, destroying armor and failing utterly to do anything to flesh.

Thanks to my healing.

I wasn’t going to say it out loud and jinx it, but the soldiers were invincible. A severed hand was an inconvenience, a spear through the breast an annoyance.

[Mana: 1,379,951/1,381,780]

I was netting mana. After the initial assault and engagement, the damage had slowed down. Only two lines of the soldiers - 16 legionnaires in total - were stabbing at each other at any given moment, the rest firing skills, holding shields, and generally being backup. Since the first line wasn’t falling, there was less for the people behind them to do.

It was starting to speed back up again, as the soldiers started to realize in their bones that they were unkillable. That they could take insane risks, and suffer no punishment for it.

That, and their gear was steadily disintegrating around them. I had nothing for that.

“Sentinel Dawn! Look alive, non-lethal.” Katerina barked. She gave a quick nod to two of her escorts, who drew weapons and advanced on me.

Oooooh, that was a dick move, but I could see her thinking. How good was I at healing when under pressure. Could I take care of myself?

I gave the Legata a one-fingered salute to let her know what I thought of the latest twist on the exercise, then got cracking.

I flipped one of my ‘stare at the fight’ thought processes over to ‘beat the living daylights out of these two soldiers.’

Her guards were ‘only’ level 300, and the call to be non-lethal was entirely unwarranted. Of course I wasn’t going to hurt them!

I ran down my options as they charged at me, and mentally shrugged.

I wasn’t going to beat them in hand to hand combat. Yes, I was faster. I was possibly better trained, although they had classes designed for hand-to-hand combat. I was not stronger, and there were two of them.

Killing them was simple. A [Nova Lance] through the eye would do it.

I had a dozen different wizardry spells loaded into my books that would stop them dead in their tracks.

I wanted to just run literal circles around them, but ugh. Image and all that. This was the first exposure the Legion was getting to me, and I’d gotten the ‘Sentinel Image’ stuff hammered into me often enough. The School had been a nice break, a time where I didn’t have to worry every waking minute, but that was done.

I had a job now, a home, responsibilities. That also came with some unpleasant tasks, such as beating people with style.

Just because I needed to look good, didn’t mean I had to leave the soldiers with any dignity.

My mind raced as I considered and discarded dozens of options, looking for the one with the most style, and the least amount of mana spent.

Sadly, this wasn’t a spot for [Rapid Reshelving] to get a workout. I was willing to bet they both had armor skills, and didn’t feel like blowing a hole in my mana pool.

I could use [Rapid Reshelving] as a delivery system. Summon some noxious mushroom or something, and teleport it to their face. They’d run right into it.

High mana, low style, and no stopping power. I had a few lethal tricks up my sleeve, and a lot of harmless ones, and almost nothing in the middle.

I could wrap them in increasing layers of chains. I could summon a metal stick and trip them. I had a dozen different types of slimes and Oozes with various effects.

Then I hit upon a brilliant idea. I turned to them with a vicious grin as I summoned the right spellbooks out of my [Loremaster’s Library], instantly flipping to the correct pages thanks to [Manuscript Mastery].

I sent my mana into the two spells, a metal bucket appearing a moment before yellow paint splashed into it.

I dipped my finger into the paint, cursing just how stupidly complicated a paintbrush was to write out runically - each bristle on the head needed its own circle, it was absurd! - and got to work.

I wasn’t the strongest. I didn’t have an armor skill.

But I was fucking fast. I was willing to bet I had twice as much speed as they did, even before my biomancy modifications. When I put my mind to it, when I applied myself, it was like they were moving through molasses. I had more than enough dexterity to twist and weave in impossible ways, to contort myself in knots.

I slashed my painted finger against the first legionnaires’s shield, casually dodging the spear thrust from the second one with a laugh. I ducked and weaved through their assault, finger painting both their shield in the front, and armor on the back as I danced circles around them, all the while keeping my healing up, keeping the men and women of the two centuries beating the shit out of each other alive.

I had a brief moment of regret that I didn’t take [Lady of the Dance]. Goddesses, that would’ve been a thing of beauty to witness right now. Dancing under the blades, finger painting while keeping a hundred people alive.

To my untrained eye it looked like discipline was starting to break down, the engagement devolving into an all-out brawl as the heady experience of invincibility was meeting the frustrating reality that their opponents were also entirely unharmed. None of their efforts mattered, and with everyone’s blood up, with so much pain inflicted…

I was glad this was not my issue.

If I was seeing it now, Katerina probably saw it three minutes ago. She also saw what I was painting on her soldier’s backs, making a mockery of their skills while at the same time showing off mine.

She had the good grace to let me finish my finger painting before calling a halt.

“Centurion Opal! Centurion Decimus! Cease, cease, cease!” She roared.

The two soldiers sent to test me stopped as well, and I grinned at my artwork.

The old Sentinel badge, my personal emblem, was slowly dripping in paint on their shields and backs.

[*ding!* Congratulations! [The Dawn Sentinel] has leveled up to level 520->521 +3 Dexterity, +24 Speed, +24 Vitality, +170 Mana, +170 Mana Regen, +48 Magic Power, +48 Magic Control from your Class per level! +1 Strength, +1 Dexterity, +1 Speed, +1 Vitality, +1 Mana, +1 Mana Regeneration, +1 Magic Power, +1 Magic Control for being Chimera (Elvenoid)! +1 Mana, +1 Mana Regen from your Element per level!]


Chapter 9 - Breaking and Entering

The two [Centurions] started to yell orders, no longer silenced. The two groups of soldiers slowly disengaged, warily keeping an eye on each other. Someone took a parting shot, a high speed rock magically propelled to the face, but I wasn’t in the chain of command, and wasn’t an idiot. My healing was still going.

The parting shot almost got the fight going again, and Katerina looked distinctly unamused as the [Centurions] cracked down to get everyone off the field.

She shook her head.

“Get Optio Coral. She’s going to want to clean the field. Let her know the centuries involved are to be given a week’s worth of combat pay, and everything that coming down from a battle entails.” Katerina ordered one of the omnipresent runners around her. He saluted and took off running through the tents.

“Let the [Centurions] know that they’ve got tonight and tomorrow morning to do what they need to do. I expect to see them over lunch to discuss their thoughts.” Katerina told another runner, who saluted and slowly walked out onto the field.

Nobody wanted to be running into a bunch of jumpy soldiers who’d just been fighting for their lives.

“Sentinel Dawn. I’d like to invite you to a review session. Do you have the time now, and a favorite wine?”

I always had time for one of those.

“Sure! I’m always partial to a fruity red. Don’t mind white if you have it though! Lead the way!” I said.

There was no way they had mango wine here. It was extremely rare in the first place, and this was an army. If they occasionally ended up with exotic fruits, I’d be surprised. Same story with apples, and cider. I was extra unworried because I could always smell it ahead of time.

I followed Katerina and her entourage to a much larger tent, guarded by a few bored soldiers who snapped to attention as we approached. Most of Katerina’s escort spread out around the tent, taking up positions as we all entered.

The tent was spacious, most of it dominated by a single table in the middle. A personal living section was cordoned off in the back. Katerina grunted at the pile of papers on the desk, grabbed a chair, and sat down. The standard-bearer sat down with her, but apart from him, we’d shed most of the other high-ranking members of the Legion at one point or another. One member of her entourage grabbed some small snacks and started handing them out, along with mugs. He passed a bottle to Katerina, who looked at it and grunted appreciatively.

“Vesontio. Excellent. Have you had one of theirs?” Katerina poured herself a hefty mug, before pouring into my mug, then handing the bottle off to her standard-bearer.

Reed, his name was. I’d finally picked that up from various context clues and conversations. He poured himself half a mug as I shook my head.

“I haven’t. City far to the west, yeah?”

“Some members of the Tympestshard Council will come by now and then, bemoan how terrible the grapes are and how poor, unfortunate humans can’t possibly know better, ‘gift’ them better grapes, then fuck off back to their woods and crystal cities.” Katerina laughed. “Completely ignoring the fact that the grapes used are the exact same ones a different elf bastard handed over. Nothing can change my mind at this point that it’s a few different growers in competition with each other, all trying to see which one ends up being the most popular wine in Exterreri or some nonsense.”

She toasted vaguely off to the west.

“May their petty competitions keep us in good wine, and may that be the harshest fighting we see from them in our lifetime.”

I could drink to that.

“To the Sixth!” Reed dutifully toasted, and we got down to business.

“I know what I saw, and what I think. Sentinel Dawn, what was your take on the exercise? What went well, what didn’t?”

“Nobody died.” I started off stone cold serious. “That’s a huge win in my books. Mana-wise, I barely spent anything. My regeneration wasn’t quite able to keep up with the two centuries fighting, but my pool’s massive in comparison. Under good conditions, I could’ve kept them alive until they all dropped of exhaustion. My image is poor for this particular type of scenario, and I need to work on it. Something to do with time and experience. Your little surprise was unwelcome, but didn’t change a thing, and that last soldier’s sneak attack at the very end didn’t go anywhere.”

Katerina looked thunderous at the last one.

“Yes, and I’m not looking forward to the attempted murder trial on that one. Reed?”

The standard-bearer was looking like he was having a conniption at Katerina’s sentence. He leaned forward.

“With all due respect, with Sentinel Dawn’s presence, it’ll be easy to argue that it couldn’t possibly be attempted murder. She’d just demonstrated that nobody could die. Perhaps assault and disobeying orders?”

Katerina waved her hand.

“I still want to try it as attempted murder. A topic for another time. Dawn, you mentioned that you operate best under sunshine or moonlight, yet you just said you could keep going until they all dropped of exhaustion. How do you handle sunset? What are your capabilities under less ideal conditions?”

All fair questions, and it hadn’t escaped my notice that the shadows had been creeping across the field when Katerina called a halt.

“First, I’ve got a passive healing aura. It’s not going to save anyone from massive injuries, but it’ll stave off the worst of slowly being chipped down. Light cuts and slashes - and by light, I mean to the bone, missing vital organs - should heal themselves in extremely short order. I have [Imbue] and a few ranged skills. It’s not perfect, it's terribly inefficient, relatively speaking, but I can keep people up that way. Lastly, in a pinch, with small numbers, I can just walk up to people and slap them. It’s how I started as a Ranger. Just running into fights, tagging the Rangers that needed it, and running back out again. My skills and abilities have grown since then, but I’m never averse to returning to the fundamentals. My mana regeneration also means I’m never truly out and useless. Keeping a single line alive isn’t much, but it’s better than nothing.”

Katerina gave me a sharp nod.

“Ties nicely in with your request for a full line of batteries, and after today’s demonstration, I’m much more inclined to make it happen. Might need to trade with another Legion. I’ll set Leonidus on it, let him work his magic. You mentioned a poor image?”

“Yup.” I said. “I’ve got thousands upon thousands of images across every single elvenoid race prepped, along with thousands of different types of injuries and diseases, and how to cure them. What I don’t have are partial cures. I’ve needed to triage people and injuries before, only taking care of the worst ones, but I haven’t built a full army image yet.”

I grimaced.

“I’m also deeply concerned that I’ll get something about it wrong. I forget an artery? I misjudge how much blood is needed? I miss an interaction with my healing aura? Soldiers will slowly die, thinking I’m going to save them. Frankly, it scares me.”

My pronouncement had a brief moment of silence, before Reed spoke up.

“I never got deep into images and how they work, but could you simply subtract minor things you know aren’t an issue out, and gain some efficiency that way? Like bruises, or something else almost entirely harmless?”

I chuckled.

“The idea’s good, and I’ll look into it. But taking bruises as an example. That’s when people are bleeding a little inside. If I ignore bruises entirely, that naturally encompasses all internal bleeding. I wouldn’t heal anyone rattled by the alchemical’s explosive shockwave, for example.”

The standard-bearer opened his mouth in a perfect “O”.

“Medicine and healing is more complicated than we think.” Katerina gruffly reminded Reed. “That’s why we leave it to the specialists, and let them figure out how they do their thing. Remember Maxlin and the five pigs?”

Reed groaned and flopped back.

“Please don’t remind me about that.” He begged.

“That’s why we don’t interfere with the technicalities.” She reminded him, then turned back to me.

“Equipment and morale. You saw the meatgrinder out there, you saw how people were impacted, and how we were a hair away from the two centuries punching each other after their gear was wrecked. Got anything for that?”

I shook my head.

“Nothing in the slightest. I’m going to shamelessly push that problem off to you. I keep people alive.”

Katerina grunted.

“Fair enough. That is my job in the end. Your fight with my escort. Excellent show and display of skill, but are you capable of properly defending yourself if your team isn’t present? If you’re caught alone, assassins come for you, are betrayed, or otherwise find yourself needing to fight for your life?”

I nodded.

“Oh yeah. I was in no danger. When I’m in no danger, my [Oath] to do no harm kicks in, and kicks in hard. Took me years before I got alright with sparring, and even then I aim to fight more like I did now. When I do need to fight? I go straight for the kill.”

The Legata eyed me up and down.

“I’ll take your word for it. Anything else I need to know?”

I hesitated, unsure if I was willing to extend my trust, knowing I needed to.

“You’ve got to have privacy wards. Can you get your strongest wards up and around us?” I asked.

Katerina raised an eyebrow, and called over her shoulder.

“Get me Optio Petra, and however many [Enchanters] she’s got with her on short notice here.” She ordered one of the runners, who saluted and took off.

“The rest of you, shoo.” She ordered with a flap of her hand.

The tent emptied out with salutes, and my eyes flickered over to Reed, who was still sitting at the table. Katerina raised an eyebrow at me, and I stared at Reed again.

She sighed.

“Reed, you’re dismissed for the evening.”

The man took his leave, and a panting Petra, along with a few other people, came into the tent a few minutes later.

“Legata! You called?”

“Privacy wards. Your strongest. I don’t want anyone to ever hear or figure out the conversation I’m about to have.” She ordered, remaining seated the entire time.

The enchanters bustled around us, setting up a number of protections. I recognized a single one, written in Melas, and I swiftly memorized the one written in Anaconda, spinning out a thought process to try and figure out what it was doing. I recognized almost all of the runes, it was just how it was put together was interesting…

They finished up and left.

I wasted no time.

“My curse.” I said. “It’s related to apples. I doubt we’ll see many out here, so it’s broadly not an issue, but apples are my bane.”

I gave her the full rundown, along with what my experiments had revealed.

Katerina chewed over that, then gave me a brisk nod.

“Thank you for your trust. I’ll keep it in mind.”

We made a few more polite noises, then separated.



It was late, it was dark. I wanted to see how Auri had done, see if Nina had any questions for me, cuddle with Iona.

I had another job to do first. One last task, and this evening had given me the perfect opportunity.

I flew away from the Sixth Legion’s camp, back to Sanguino. The entire way there I flapped up, gaining altitude, going higher and higher into the dark sky. I made it to the ceiling of the world, the great Ashen bat that hovered protectively over the capital, shading the city in perpetual night. As I neared Sanguino, I took a deep breath, and dipped up into the Ashes.

I had hours of air capacity, thanks to my dip in biomancy, but I didn’t need it all. I flew over the city, occasionally peeking down out of the clouds to check where I was, and navigate to the next place I needed to go.

I knew my destination, and I was starting to get familiar with the layout of Sanguino. I paused in the air, high up above the library, and stopped, hovering in the Ashes.

Then at the speed of thought, I dropped [Scintillating Ascent], going into freefall, and activating the [Greater Invisibility] rune on my chest.

I fell through the air, spending a moment savoring the wind in my hair. The breeze caressing me, the sheer joy and freedom of being alive, free, and moving. The world was my oyster, the sky was my stage, and all the world was a play.

I focused as the ceiling of the library rushed up at me, cursing the fact that I was still short of an instant [Blink]. This would be so much easier if I could teleport.

Nobody could know what I was up to. Not Auri. Not Fenrir. Not Nina, Katerina, Sentinel Tyrannus or Night.

Not Arachne.

Especially not Iona.

With her ever-present threads in the city, it was impossible for her to not know something was going on. As long as she didn’t know it was me, that was fine, and it was clear that she just didn’t care about the vast majority of crime in Sanguino. Otherwise there wouldn’t be any gangs running around, for one.

Right as I was about to hit the roof of the library, I teleported a spellbook out of [Loremaster’s Library], instantly flipping it open to the right page. I summoned a sheet of metal under my feet right as I landed, bending my knees to absorb the impact of going from terminal velocity to nothing.

My knees screamed in protest, and I probably would’ve popped something if I didn’t constantly have my healing going.

But hey! Huge improvement! Last time I’d landed from terminal without slowing down with my wings had been at the guardian fight, where I’d broken every bone from my pelvis down, and most of the other ones as well! Now, with my improved biomancied skeleton and massively increased vitality, it was just a little hard on the knees.

I wasted no time on the roof, lying down on it and [Blinking] through the ceiling.

I was falling again, but starting over from scratch. It was easy enough to use a spellbook to summon a set of heavy weights over my feet, landing on my makeshift boots.

I had good boots and shoes in my spellbook, but none of them would disguise my vibration-profile from Arachne, and I wasn’t going to gamble on just using [Greater Invisibility] to hide myself. It might work, but I was taking no chances on this operation. None at all.

Nobody - nobody - could ever know.

Instead of an 80 kg elvenoid with a distinct step pattern and unique biomancy that could easily be traced, I was more like an 87 kg WTF with plodding circle metal shoes. Enough of a difference that it should hopefully throw off the scent.

The library was empty at night, which made it easy to navigate around. I debated trying to go during the daytime, set up shop in some corner reading a normal book, and using [The World Around Me] in combination with [Manuscript Mastery] to read the books I needed to, but no. Arachne had a solid sense of what I could do, and she’d know I was close enough to read the books in question. With how terrifyingly intelligent she was, with how incredible her ability to gather information was, it’d be trivial to know I was using [Parallel Thoughts] to read the book in question.

And nobody could know.

I snuck through the memorized halls of the library, quickly finding what I was looking for, the book that contained the forbidden knowledge.

Lithos’s Longboats and Love-knots: Tracing Troll Influence on Matrimonial Customs.

What was the best way to propose?


Chapter 10 - Squire Training

I pulled the covers tighter over me as Iona slipped out in the early morning. She managed to extract herself so nimbly that I didn’t get a blast of cold air or anything.

On one hand, I wanted to go back to sleep. On the other, I kinda wanted to know what Iona was going to think up this morning for Nina, plus, I could surprise her by getting something hot ready for her when she got back.

It wouldn’t be a great surprise if I instantly got up though. Speaking of surprises… spring. Spring was the correct time to propose. Why it had to be late autumn now, I never knew, but I guess it beat summer?

With only a small amount of reluctance, I hit myself with [Sunrise], energizing myself better than any cup of coffee would. I shamelessly spied on Iona and Nina with [The World Around Me], tracking what was happening.

Iona snuck into Nina’s room, and gave the sleeping kitsune a concerned once-over, making sure nothing was obviously wrong. That she wasn’t getting pushed to the edge so hard that it was showing, that there wasn’t some injury she was hiding that would interfere with training.

I could’ve told Iona that Nina was fine, but this was also something she felt directly responsible for, that she had to do herself.

Satisfied that she wasn’t about to break her squire, Iona took a deep breath and roared at the sleeping girl.

“Squire Nina! Up on your feet!” She shouted, her voice reverberating through the inn, and I heard a smattering of grumbling from a number of other guests of the tavern.

“BRRPT!” Auri started awake at Iona’s shout, having a few choice words for people who interrupted other’s beauty sleep. “Brrpt BRPT BRRRRRRRRRRRRPT!!”

She eyed Iona’s chest of clothes menacingly.

I mimed flicking Auri from the bed, too lazy to actually get up and out of bed yet.

“Don’t you dare.” I threatened the little pyro.

“Brrrpt…” Auri evilly muttered.

I rolled my eyes.

“Okay, yes, get your revenge by feeding Nina the tastiest food you can. Please. Be my guest.”

We wanted to feed Nina as much as possible, and Auri’s brilliant idea of revenge was to feed Nina some of her baked goods… while Iona watched.

Truly, such devastating vengeance would go down in history, striking fear in the hearts of all who heard of it.

I swear the [Innkeeper] would’ve already kicked us out if I wasn’t a Sentinel, and I suspected after a few more days of this she would evict us, VIP or not. Yelling at an unholy hour wasn’t endearing us to the other guests of the inn.

Nina scrambled out of bed at Iona’s barked orders, the two of them heading outside.

I peeked out the window to see what today’s exercise was, noting that my neighbors on either side were curious enough to get over their unhappiness to look as well.

I winced at Iona’s morning exercise.

Suicide sprints. Dash 10 meters out, 16 pushups, dash 10 meters back, 16 pushups. Then 15, 20, 25 meters, continuing the same routine. It was a punishing workout, and I was glad to be past that stage of my own training.

Didn’t mean I could slack though. I should do my own exercises.

“Ready?” I asked Auri.

“Brrpt!”

The two of us shot out of the tavern, heading towards Sanguino at top speed.

Auri had to be up bright and early to start her bread baking, and if I wanted to get Iona some sort of special treat, simply grabbing the normal breakfast that the innkeeper offered wouldn’t be enough. That was a normal breakfast, not a nice, hot, fancy breakfast.

The gates weren’t open yet, so we hopped the walls.

“Hey! You can’t do that!” A pair of guards hustled over as we flew over.

I stopped and flew down to them. I didn’t say anything. I just pulled out my Sentinel badge, and lifted one eyebrow at them.

They stopped so suddenly I swear a skill must’ve been involved, and shot off a pair of crisp salutes.

“Sentinel! A thousand and twenty-four apologies!” One of them shouted. It was a nice round expression in High Elvish, no matter how awkwardly it translated.

With that taken care of, I was off again, zipping through the streets to Auri’s bakery.

Hey, she made good stuff, I wanted good stuff, it was a win all around for everyone.

It took a few minutes for Auri to get started, opening the store, organizing her kitchen, starting to knead the dough and stick it in her proofing ovens. Hilariously, Arachne’s threads didn’t go all the way into the oven, staying at the edges.

I’d be surprised if they were that vulnerable to fire, but maybe sensing the details of an oven wasn’t worth the effort.

She didn’t have a Decay skill to speed the process up. Just plain, simple [Baking].

Shipments needed to be received and processed in, and a thousand little tasks all needed to be done by one little bird.

“Need a hand?” I asked, eyeing a particularly large and heavy crate. The mana requirements to move that had to be rough.

“Brrpt…. Brpt.”

Auri didn’t want me to, out of a sense of pride, but she recognized that maybe, just maybe, her life would be easier if I gave her a hand while I was hanging out, and reluctantly let me help her.

Still, I managed to extract two hot pies out of Auri in short order.

“How much?” I asked her.

“Brrrpt!”

“Fair enough.” Pies as payment for the heavy lifting I did seemed to soothe her ego properly, and I was off, back to the inn, effortlessly balancing a pie in each hand.

I was a little disappointed at my strength cratering, but wow, I could feel the added dexterity! It was like the pies were sticking to my hand as I navigated the street, effortlessly zipping by the early risers.

I danced past the line at the early morning gate, ignoring the shocked protests. Balancing one of the pies on my head, I fished out my Sentinel badge, and flashed it at the guards as I bounced out without even slowing down.

The guards that saw it snapped to a salute, while the ones that didn’t had a moment of confusion before they were told.

Eh.

I didn’t need all that saluting, especially when it was holding up the line, but arguing with them and trying to get them to change their mind would just be a waste of everyone’s time.

I made it back to the inn, slipping in through the front door so Nina and Iona wouldn’t see me. I slipped one of the pies into Nina’s room, then threw down some quick runes to keep it hot and preserved. The second one went into our room, where I repeated the enchantments.

Then I peeked out the window, curious what was going on now.

In the time I was gone, Iona and Nina had finished up warmups, and had moved onto other training.

“High guard!” Iona ordered, and Nina spun the quarterstaff into the appropriate position. Iona critically looked over it, and adjusted Nina’s pose, gently moving her hands into the right spot before giving her an approving nod.

“Left strike!” She called out, Nina swinging the pole in the prescribed manner. Iona shook her head.

“No no, like this…” She stood behind Nina, showing her the motion again, and where she’d gone wrong.

I smiled and watched the two of them with one thought process, as my other four worked on refilling my spellbooks, writing down new spells I’d thought of and replacing my recently used ones.

If only this could occur at home.



“I swear to the moon goddesses, if you try to hug me right now, you’ll be sleeping on the couch.” I warned Iona as she entered our room.

She paused.

“We… don’t have a couch?” The Valkyrie asked.

I pointed at her.

“Exactly. Bucket of water, downstairs. Hot food after.”

Iona gave her armpit a discreet sniff and pulled a face.

“Bucket of water, downstairs, aye aye.” She winked, blew me a kiss, then turned around and bailed back downstairs.

Nina was already doing her level best to inhale the pie I’d left for her, and Iona returned after becoming slightly more palatable.

I jumped into her open arms when she came back, leaning into her hungry kiss.

“Breakfast! Goddesses, what did I ever do to deserve you?” Iona said as she hurried over to the table. I remained clinging to her like a barnacle, nuzzling her chest.

“And a show!” I threatened as she sat down. “Also, being totally awesome is what you did.”

I didn’t get too many chances to practice [Rapid Reshelving] - doing things ‘normally’ was still my default way of moving things around - but I remembered this time! Breakfast, straight to my mouth!

[*ding!* [Rapid Reshelving] leveled up! 14 -> 15]

We continued to be insufferably cute over breakfast, enough to give diabetes to even the most hardened criminals.

“Plans for the day!” I broke away from our latest snogging session. “Can I borrow Nina? I want to go back to doing my healing clinic, and without being too delicate about it, she’s something of a native to the area. She can help me navigate what’s going on socially, and it’s a Valkyrie squire-ish thing to do.”

Iona didn’t even need to think about it before she nodded.

“Oh yeah, that’s great. See if you can find ways to level her classes. We need to get both of them to 128 to reset them. I doubt you’ll have any luck with her [Mugger] class, but the [Illusionist] one? You’ve spent a bunch of time around Mirage Classers, see what she can do, give her pointers and suggestions.”

“Yeah, I can do that.”

I reluctantly got up again, this time with the Ashen clouds much brighter, signifying a reasonable hour of the day.

I popped over to Nina’s room, where the kitsune was flopped on her bed. I dashed over and touched her with a finger, healing her entire body - but not infusing her with energy. Good for the muscles - instantly repaired for immediate strength gains, but her body needed to know how to process lactic acid out, and more importantly, she needed the mindset to push through physical exhaustion. That, or get a skill to handle it. She groaned and did her best to spring to her feet as I entered, wobbling slightly.

I grinned at her.

“Hey! Up for a day in town? I need a helping hand at my clinic.”

She visibly brightened up at that.

“Yes!”

I debated blasting her with water and throwing her a bar of soap, but decided against it. Honestly, Iona’s bad habits were already rubbing off. Or, more likely, she’d never gotten the chance to regularly bathe.

“Great! See you outside in ten. Clean up, we don’t want to scare everyone off.” I said as I left the room.

Nina shot a dark look at the door, and tried to mutter under her breath, vastly underestimating my hearing.

“Smellin’ all clean and proper is more likely to scare everyone off.”



Growing up, I’d always wondered about ‘building character’ exercises and the like. Why did we stand in line, when dad could just get us through the line in a flash?

I wasn’t the only one wondering about it.

“Beggin’ your pardon, but we could just skip all this nonsense, ya?” Nina asked me.

“Yup!” I cheerfully told her, staying right where I was in line.

“But we’re waiting anyway.” She asked.

“Yup!” I confirmed.

I was waiting to see if she’d muster up the courage to ask me directly or not. Another growth moment.

“If it’s not too much trouble, why are we waiting in line?” She finally asked.

I grinned.

“Glad you asked! Because you won’t always be able to skip the line, and it’s worth remembering that, and knowing how to.”

Nina groaned.

“That feels like the most useless skill.” She complained.

“Waiting in a line? Yes, absolutely. Handling disappointment and knowing how to be patient? I’ll disagree on that. Why don’t you work on your illusions?”

Nina shot me an outraged look.

“I’m standin’ here in my natural state, everyone’s starin’ at me, and now you want me to practice illusions!?”

“Yup! You need to have confidence in yourself. Trying to hide away behind an illusion works once you’re comfortable in your own skin. Plus, weren’t you planning on dropping both of your classes for basic elemental classes to merge into your [Squire] class? You’re going to be without illusions soon enough, better get practicing now.”

Nina grumbled more, but obediently started working on her illusions.

Lines were boring, and I wasn’t sure the valuable life lesson was worth the utter misery that queuing was. I let my mind drift away on the clouds, letting my thoughts bounce around from place to place.

I was brought back down to Pallos by shouting. Two men were shoving each other, a hair away from drawing knives, and Nina was grinning. A quick review of what had happened made me facepalm.

Nina had taken my directive to practice her illusions well, and applied them with trickster’s mischief, making it look like one man had tried to pick another one’s pockets, and gotten ‘caught’. The two were now a hair away from blows.

“No.” I reprimanded the kitsune, grabbing her ear, twisting it, and dragging her after me.

“Yeow yeow yeow!” She yipped after me as I dragged her along.

Children.



Several messes later - mostly having Nina explain herself, apologize, and try to talk her way out of trouble, with no Sentinel ‘get out of problems free’ badge flashes, and we were finally in the city.

Nina relaxed significantly once we were inside, but I could still see that she was tense, noting where guards were.

“You belong here now.” I quietly told her.

“Yea. I know that. I don’t feel that, or believe it.” She said.

Fairly astute.

“It takes time. The more you do it, the more you practice, the more natural it’ll feel. No substitute for experience.” I told her.

In a hilarious twist, she relaxed as we got to the bad parts of town, while I got tenser. She patted my arm with a vulpine grin.

“It takes time. The more you do it, the more you practice, the more natural it’ll feel. No substitute for experience.” She could barely keep her laughter in as she repeated the exact words I’d just said to her back.

I rolled my eyes at her.

“Yeah yeah smartass, let’s see you sass Iona the same way.”

Her grin vanished, replaced by a wide-eyed innocent look.

“Me? Sass? Never.”

I flicked her ear, and soon we were at my little healing business.

Or… where I was supposed to have my own little healing business. Several people had broken in, and had neatly settled into my space.

I sighed.

It never ended.


Chapter 11 - The Dragon Triad I

I put my hand on my hips, staring at the people who’d turned my admittedly unimpressive little store into their home.

How did I fix this? How did I gently get everyone out? How -

“This your place?” Nina asked, giving it a critical eye.

“Yeah. Supposed to rent this floor, but people are squatting.”

Really, ‘floor’ was being extremely generous here. It was the business room at the bottom of a crowded apartment building. Even here, Arachne’s ever-present threads snuck through the area.

“What do we do now?” She asked.

I pursed my lips.

“I’m not sure. Ask the guard?”

Nina rolled her eyes at me, grabbed my hand, and pulled me to an alley.

“They’ll never come. Just fob you off with some excuse. Only time I’ve ever seen the coppers here was the catch-fire plague ripping through the town. Short of that, they’ll never come.” Nina’s emotions bled into her words, a complex mix. Relief and bitterness, disappointment and pain.

I was oddly stumped. I seriously doubted flashing my Sentinel badge would do the trick here. There came a point where people were so far removed from authority, that authority ceased to have any meaning. The emperor himself could show up, and…

Wait, no, they’d probably leave for him, on account of all the soldiers with pointy spears near him.

“You’re the expert, what would you do?” I asked the kitsune.

I wasn’t too proud to admit I was out of my depth. That she had more experience than me in this area. Admitting that I didn’t know something was the first step in correcting the issue.

She looked startled.

“Me, the expert?” She asked in disbelief.

“Yup! You know more than me, and it’s just us, therefore, you’re the expert!”

Nina looked unconvinced by my reasoning, but shrugged it off.

One moment Nina was standing in front of me, the next a heavy-looking thug was. Vicious scars crossed his face, and he wore a blue headband and an open vest.

Nina was wrapping her tails around her waist under the illusion, and gave me a little nod.

“Did you up as well. Remember to swagger.” She said, walking back and forth a few times in the alley to properly get the gait down.

Her transformation was impressive, and I was reminded that kitsunes were natural tricksters. She swaggered out into the street, and I did my best to mimic her walk, trying to put on my best sneer.

If that even translated out through the illusion Nina had layered over me.

This was fun!

Less fun was the way people flinched and cowered when they saw us. Fortunately it was only a short walk to my clinic, and Nina slammed the door open.

“Alright ya pissants! Clear out! This here’s the property of the Dragon Triad! Fuck off or die!” She screamed, kicking one person in the face and making a ruckus.

[The World Around Me] was a fucking lovely skill, and I could not get enough of it. I could enjoy the show that was going on without concern.

One dude got up in Nina’s face, trying to look all tough.

“Oh yeah?” He said.

Nina grabbed him by the throat, drew her ‘sword’, and ran him through, stabbing again and again. Blood dramatically sprayed the back wall in great gouts, and the rest of the people were already fleeing through the open, unguarded door, grabbing what meager possessions they could.

In under a minute, the place had been cleared out. I eyed Nina’s work.

“Blood doesn’t spray like that, you know.”

“What!” She protested. “It totally does!”

I shook my head.

“Not at all. Maybe - maybe - if it was a decapitation you’d get a spray like that, but not for a stabbing like you did. Luckily nobody noticed, and that nobody got ‘splashed’ with the blood.”

Nina bounced on her feet, dissipating the illusion.

“Oh! That! No, I planned that! I made sure there was nobody behind the illusion I made, and that the blood didn’t go all over! Nothing for people to check!”

“Your blood’s not flowing either.” I pointed out. “You’ve got it dripping down the walls - too slowly - but it's basically vanishing once it hits the floor. The pool isn’t expanding.”

Nina dropped the rest of the illusions, bouncing over to close the door.

“Fine.” She complained, switching the subject to something not focused on her shortcomings like all teenagers did. “What do we do now?”

I gestured around the clinic, filled with crud that not even the poorest and most desperate were willing to bring with them.

“Now, my little minion, you get to clean the place.”

Nina groaned and called me names as I chuckled. I was tempted to make a chair, sit down, and read or work on some spellbooks, but no. That would make me a Bad Boss.

I let her stew on her own for a few minutes, picking up rags that were more disintegrated than whole, before hiking up my tunic and joining her in the work.



Hard work was good for a person, but there was only so much hard work I wanted to do. Once the bulk items were out, I used the Jiwa rune for [Immaculate Purification] to purge and cleanse the room, transforming it from grubby and smelling strongly of piss, to a modest clinic once again.

The structural supports of the place were starting to go. Someone had carved away at them, and they were going to be a bear to replace. Fortunately, not my job… although I doubted it’d be easy to get the [Slumlord] who owned the place to do proper, major, expensive repairs.

Sometimes, it was so frustrating trying to work here. It felt like everything was conspiring against me, making it hard to work here.

I reminded myself that’s why I was here. I had unlimited advantages and privilege. I could get out of any problem. I could apply pressure at the highest levels. I could easily defend myself. I had multiple independent streams of income.

Even I struggled to work here. Remove any one of my advantages, and it became clear why the poorest parts of town were hard up on healers - among many other things - which made my presence all the more valuable.

I dusted my hands off once the spell was done - more as a show of things, than any cleaning that needed to be done, the rune had seen to that - as Nina’s mouth dropped open.

“What!?” She squeaked.

I gave her a grin.

“While I’ve got you for the day, interested in learning magic or medicine?”

Nina’s eyes were shining, but she hesitated.

“All due respect, can I be learnin’ magic and still be a Valkyrie?”

I nodded.

“Oh yeah! Did you know that Iona’s technically a spellsword? Her third class has a few neat skills in that direction. The Valkyries even had a bunch of pure mages! It’s the mindset, the mentality that makes a Valkyrie, not the skills or classes.”

Nina gave me a brisk nod.

“Alright! Yes please!” She said.

I grinned.

“Well, first I need to teach you your job here, so you can help me out.”

Nina nodded so hard her tails started to gently wave. I teleported out my big book of signatures, and flipped it open to the third page.

The first had been filled out when someone scrawled their name in huge letters, eating up 2/3rds of the page, and the second page had been ripped out when someone tried to do a runner with it. My work here was not exactly off to auspicious starts, and that was before I’d abandoned the place for almost a month.

“Alright. Healing clinic. People come in, get healed, sign their name in my book - more practically, make their mark, most people here can’t read or write - then leave.”

Nina cocked her head.

“No payment?” She asked in disbelief.

I chuckled with how strongly I was reminded of a certain friend of mine.

“You’d get along well with Amber.” I said as a non-sequitur. “But no. I get tax breaks or something per signature. Problem is, a lot of people skip out. Want to make this place look nice?”

I blinked, and the room transformed.

Nothing big. Nothing ostentatious. Just some simple artwork on the walls - copied from the inn we were staying in - and smoothing over a burn on one wall.

I tilted my head at her, and she looked embarrassed.

“Beggin’ your pardon. But I figure this is the right level of fancy to not attract the wrong type of attention. Plus, uh… I haven’t seen anything fancier before.” She admitted.

My heart broke a little at that.

“Tell you what. My mentor, Night, is still around, and I’ve been meaning to have dinner and catch up with him. I was thinking of bringing you along anyway, and you might get to see what it’s like.”

I thought about it for a bit.

“Honestly, in my experience, I think the best thing to have is space. Art comes after that, but after a minimal point, a table’s a table. Right, we also need some signs outside, advertising free healing.”

Nina poked her head out and back in.

“Done! Magic?” She said, sitting down in front of me with criss-crossed legs, looking up with big eyes.

“Magic!” I said. “Now, properly, what I think you’re asking about is called wizardry. I’m not nearly as good at explaining the bare bone fundamentals as I am with medicine, but I’ll try. In essence, the System gives skills that let us trace runes originally made by [Rune Smiths] or [Rune Masters]...”



The first client of the day - month, my treacherous brain reminded me - walked into the clinic. Younger man, [Artisan - 166] tagged.

I gave Nina a significant look, and she stared blankly at me. I gave a deep, obvious sigh, and refocused.

“Hi! Need healing?”

“It burns when I pee.” He bluntly told us.

I could just poke him and heal him, but everything Nina was doing with illusions was getting me in a mood. I made a little [Kaleidoscope] butterfly, the golden glow lighting up the room, and [Imbued] it with my best ‘heal everything’ image I had, then sent it on its way.

My eyes widened at the insane cost, and I wanted to facepalm.

I had to pre-load butterflies with all the mana needed to heal an issue when [Imbuing] like this. My full heal included decapitation, among other issues.

I’d just blown 100k mana on a simple bacterial infection.

I was just not thinking today. I stuck the memory of the interaction on the front page of both my ‘full medicine book’ and ‘everything to do with [Imbue]’ book inside my [Astral Archives], a red flag not to make the same mistake.

Fundamentally, it worked though, and that’s all that mattered.

“Thanks! Please make your mark here.” I opened my big book of signatures up, offering up a quill.

He wasn’t even listening, already halfway to the door.

Nina rushed him, grabbing the man and slamming him against the wall.

I lifted an eyebrow. Impressive, given the relative stat and level differences. Nina was almost pure bluff here, and I really didn’t want this to turn into a fight.

“Listen here you stupid fat fuck.” Nina bared her fangs in his face. “Dawn here’s nice enough to heal without asking for shit, except that you kindly put your name in her little book. Now, are you going to do that, or do I have to rip your fucking hand off to make a nice little mark?”

Nina was doing something clever with shadows and darkness, making her look a little bigger, meaner, and feral, sharpening her teeth and lengthening her claws, while also giving the place a suitably dour mood.

The dude nodded, Nina released him, and I got the fastest signature I’d ever seen before he fled out the door, muttering curses on the two of us.

“Well. That was effective.” I said. Nina lit up, her ears flicking. I landed on an obvious, hilarious possibility.

“Did you just level from that?” I asked.

“Yup!” She proudly told me.

I snorted with amusement. That counted as mugging someone? Well, she had used the threat of violence to extract things from people. Good enough for the System, and ethical enough for me and Iona!

I wondered if we could set something up with some of my friends to have Nina ‘mug’ them. It wouldn’t be perfect experience, but we only needed to get her to 128 to reset her classes.

Nina looked so proud of herself. I ruffled her hair.

“Good work.”



Nina being here, knowing what’s what and who’s who made things much easier, and my big book of signatures was actually getting quite a collection!

“You know,” Nina said as she put her hands on her hips, watching the latest patient leave. “I’m startin’ to see why people make such a fuss over this. This is nice.”

I made a mental note to tell Iona. She’d be thrilled that her squire was enjoyin’ - enjoying - the nuts and bolts of being a Valkyrie. It wasn’t all epic battles and thrilling escapades. Sometimes, just sometimes, it was about the dull, mundane work that had to be done.

Things were going well, which meant it was time for things to go to shit.

A few [Toughs] of the Dragon Triad walked through our door. The real deal to what Nina had pretended to be earlier on, the same idiots who’d tried extorting me before.

This nonsense again. I was debating trying to pull a Night and seeing how far I could throw them into Bloodmoon Bay. Probably not too far, but if I carried them over the water then dropped them, maybe they’d get the hint.

Unlikely, given their extra-thick skulls, but I could hope!

[Warrior - 290]

[Warrior - 256]

Not exactly the most threatening of levels.

The bigger one cracked an evil smile at me, while the smaller one leered. I wanted to roll my eyes at how bad it all was.

Would that really -

Actually, yes. Yes, it would. If I didn’t have my levels and training, I’d be a little concerned. Stuck in a room with no real escape, with two people larger, stronger, higher leveled and better armed, and more willing to do violence?

Nina, bless her brave little heart, was standing tall, an illusion over her tails hiding how they were nervously swishing behind her.

“Well well well, look who we have here.” Little thug lasciviously looked us up and down, trying to strip us with his eyes. “A little healer’s come scurrying out of her hole.”

Big thug held out a hand, cross-checking little thug’s approach.

“Whoa. Prolectus. Be nice. We’re here to protect the poor little healer’s place from getting ransacked and destroyed. Nobody wants the place destroyed, yeah?” He said.

Nina sauntered forward, with the invincible air only teenagers had. She shot them a cocky grin.

“Yeah, nobody wants War Sentinel Dawn’s place destroyed. Be a real shame.” Nina poked the little one’s chest.

He grabbed her neck and hoisted her up with a snarl.

Things moved very quickly.

“Listen here, you little-” He said.

I was already starting to move as he lashed his hand out.

Everyone on Pallos was super. It didn’t mean we were all made equal, or had close to the same order of magnitude on our stats. By the time he’d gotten his last word out, I’d flown across the room, gotten above him, and was pointing straight down.

[The World Around Me] helpfully showed what was beneath my target. That my fingers were in line with mostly solid stone, dirt, and a sewage pipe.

Nina had spent years starving and malnourished. Iona and I were working on slowly building her back up to a ‘normal’ baseline, but it was one of the few things that I couldn’t snap my fingers and fix. It was innate to her System image backend. The only cure was food, rest, and exercise, over several months, just to undo the worst of the damage.

It very neatly made Nina a patient of mine. Not anything I’d deliberately aimed for, nothing like a trap, but she was under my care nonetheless. I could lift a knife in defense of her - and a brute lifting her by the neck, trying to strangle her and snap her spine, absolutely qualified in every single way.

I was officially recognized as a Sentinel again. Clean up and disposal was no longer a huge hurdle.

I didn’t want to hurt people. I didn’t want to fight, to kill.

It’d be so easy to fire a [Nova Lance] through his brain, vaporizing the parts responsible for consciousness right before annihilating his brain stem and severing his soul from the mortal coil.

The simplest thing ever, cleanly removing my problem.

I did my best to preserve life whenever I could. It was fundamental to being a healer, to my own being. It was a significant part of why Ochi still tore me up. Could I have done better? Could I have found a solution that didn’t involve a massacre?

I could say I’d tried my hardest there.

Here and now? I could try quite a few things before resorting to lethal options. There was some argument that it was more humane to simply kill the person, that chopping them up into pieces was far crueler than simply killing them.

We were in a world filled with magic. Any problem short of death could be cured and fixed.

Death was the end, and life was important.

Two [Nova Lances] shot out from my index fingers, carving through the [Tough’s] shoulders like a hot knife through butter, slicing his arms off. The room exploded with heat and light. I’d angled things, and he was skinny enough that I was also able to lop off his legs at the knees.

My beams were so hot, so powerful, that the entire operation was completely bloodless. The dude had a puzzled look on his face as he slid forward off his leg stumps, unsure why his limbs weren’t responding anymore.

His grip on Nina’s neck loosened, freeing the kitsune.

I didn’t like killing, and I’d carefully preserved his life.

I still felt immense satisfaction from seeing Nina’s knee squarely land in his face.


Chapter 12 - The Dragon Triad II

The bigger thug reacted at the same time Nina was kneeing the disarmed thug in the face, hand whipping to his waist where he had a sword.

I jammed a finger under his chin.

“I’m [Oathbound].” I calmly told him. “I can only strike when someone is threatening me or a patient.”

I gave his sword a significant look, his hand still on it.

“Do you want to draw that? Do you think your vitality is that much higher than your friends? Do you really want to test if I’m a War Sentinel or not?”

His friend finally realized that he was a quadra amputee, and started screaming. The [Thug’s] eyes flickered down.

“Leave, and I’m happy to heal him. Then fuck off, and leave us alone. Yeah?”

With another thought process, I teleported one of my spellbooks out of storage, and snapped a silencing spell in the general direction of Sir Screamer.

Honestly, limbs grew back. No need to make so much noise about it.

The brute looked like he was going to say something, and I jammed my finger deeper into the fleshy part.

I didn’t have nearly enough strength to actually do anything - but the message, along with the obvious display of a third element was clear. His teeth clicked shut and he did his best impression of a nod, while not actually moving his head down.

I was still unfamiliar with [Rapid Reshelving]. It just wasn’t the first thing I thought of in situations. However, seeing Nina nab a fallen coin bag made me think of the skill, and I snatched the brute’s purse off his hip.

Hopefully Nina leveled from that, and I hoped the financial sting would be a reminder to the [Thugs] not to try it again. I had no sympathy for people trying to extort us in the first place - turnabout was fair play.

“Restitution.” I said, dangling the pouches in front of the two. “Now shoo.” I stepped back, swooping down to grab Nina’s hand and hauling her back with me.

The ambulatory member of the Dragon Triad grabbed his friend around the waist, and hauled him out, leaving the limbs behind.

I shot out a healing-[Imbued] lance after the two of them, neatly hitting the gang member between the eyes and restoring his limbs. Maybe, just maybe, they’d realize I had a level of accuracy, and I’d taken it easy on them.

Nina finally spoke, absentmindedly rubbing her throat.

“Thank you. And, uh, wow.”

I tossed her the pouch with a grin.

“Your allowance. Don’t spend it all in one place!”

Nina beamed at me, and I gestured at the severed limbs still lying in the doorway.

“By the way. Can you figure out how to dispose of those?”

Nina bounced to the task with an almost suspicious amount of enthusiasm.

I wasn’t sure I wanted to know how to best dispose of bodies in Sanguino - and I didn’t want to know why Nina knew how.



As much as I wished for the Dragon Triad to simply go away and leave us alone, we weren’t that lucky. I was getting ready to close up for the day and head back to the inn when we were disturbed yet again.

Four guards practically burst through my front door, the sniveling coward I’d de-limbed earlier following behind them.

“Her! She’s the one that attacked me!” He said in a quavering voice, pointing me out.

My eyes narrowed.

[The World Around Me] let me see in pockets, and while I couldn’t see color, I could see that two of the guards had headbands in their pockets.

Well. That was an interesting, although not entirely unexpected twist. I doubted I could talk my way out of this. I’d try, but I wasn’t sure.

The guards snapped their attention to me.

“Miss, you’re under arrest for attempted murder.” One of the guards with a headband said, as they drew their lashes.

They rapidly strode over to me, and I threw a [Mantle of the Stars] barrier up across the room, cutting us off. I turned to the wall, Arachne’s omnipresent threads climbing up it.

I left a little hole for speaking, and drew my Sentinel badge, along with my personal one.

“Sentinel Dawn here. Do we really have to do this the hard way?”

The same guard spoke up.

“Impersonating a Sentinel? They’re going to give you the death penalty. Might as well execute it now, save us a load of issues.”

The second guard with a headband in his pocket loudly agreed, followed soon by the other two.

And I had Nina to defend as well.

“Arachne. I’m trying real hard here not to make a large pile of bodies, and we’re going to have a serious problem one way or another. Step in before I start dropping people.” I spoke directly to the wall.

One of her threads slapped my hand as a dozen more sprang up from the ground, wrapping the guards up in silken cocoons. They fought and struggled, a dozen different skills fighting against Arachne.

It was futile.

I knew from firsthand experience.

I did stop a few rocks thrown my way with [Mantle of the Stars], glaring at the offender.

“We’ll get you for this!” One of the possibly-not-totally-corrupt guards yelled. He was quickly silenced by a mass of threads covering his mouth.

Nina was practically trembling in terror.

“He’s real.” She whispered. “The Spider is real.”

“She.” I absentmindedly corrected, getting another thwack on my hand. I tried to slap the thread back. My speed was laughable before Arachne’s control. “Arachne is wonderful once you get to know her. Also, technically my boss. So, your boss’s boss’s boss. Boss cubed.”

Nina’s knees continued to shake, and I put a hand on her shoulder.

“Courage. Breathe. We’re fine.”

“But the Spider…”

She reached out and grabbed my arm for support. I started to walk out when a little tendril snaked around my ankle.

Please stay. Arachne wrote out with her tiny threads. She knew I could read them.

I shrugged.

No skin off my back.

Nina looked back and forth from the tied up guards to me.

“Now what?” She asked.

“Now, we wait.”

I crossed my arms and tapped my foot. I was no good at waiting like this, but I had to.

I also had to move. Staying still like this was causing me to itch deep inside, like something was wrong by me staying still. I paced back and forth in the unoccupied half, probably driving Nina nuts.

A familiar face, a familiar team finally showed up, like a million years later. Or six minutes later, given how often I’d paced back and forth and how long it took me to pace the room.

“Livia!” I cheerily greeted the head of Ranger Team Gale, waving her over. “So glad to see you!”

She and the rest of her team piled into the room, absorbing the situation in a heartbeat. They were armed to the teeth, full armor on, shield up and weapons in hand. She saluted.

“Sentinel Dawn. We were alerted that our presence was urgently required here. Ranger Team Gale reporting.”

I nodded and straightened my back.

“Ranger Livia. I’ve gotten in a bit of a pickle.”

I gave the full explanation of what had happened, start to finish. Three of the guards were getting very, very still, perhaps starting to realize just how badly they’d fucked up. The last one was squirming and fighting even harder than before.

The Ranger looked sour at the end of my explanation.

“This a corruption in the guard case then?” She asked, striking right to the heart of the matter. I nodded.

“Probably among other things.”

She sighed, the weight of a thousand things to do crashing over her.

“Do you need my assistance for anything else?” She asked.

“No. Didn’t want to make an ever-expanding pile of bodies.”

Livia saluted, and started barking out orders.

“Vipon! You’re in charge of interrogation and containment protocols. Stone Tower. Decimus, Chandilon, you’re with him. Helea. Take Justina, set up camp at site Water. Make it nice, eight out of eight, max luxury. We’re not going to be sleeping in town for a few weeks. Radagos, Meritor, you’re with me. Let’s move it people! We need to hit hard and fast, before they figure out what’s going on and close ranks. Go go go!”

The Ranger team sprang into action. The first three grabbed the wrapped-up guards, added a few extra bindings before hustling out. Stone Tower was one of the codewords that could refer to, among other things, Stormwatch Castle. Made sense to base an operation out of there.

As for the rest of it?

It wasn’t my wheelhouse. It wasn’t my job. Unless they came back to bother me more, my part here was done.

“Let’s close up shop for the night.” I told Nina.

She was out the door like a red shot.



We walked through the streets of Sanguino, the Ashen skies above starting to darken as the sun set. Nina had a bunch of questions about what just happened.

“Wait, we’re just… walking away?” She asked, glancing back, all confused.

“Yup!”

“I thought we were going somewhere. Like, working on the investigation, smashing the Three Dragon Triad, all that good stuff. Why not? Isn’t this, like, your job?”

I shook my head.

“Sentinels aren’t Rangers, and vice-versa. I’m slowly coming round to what Arachne was telling me before. Let people at the right level handle the problem. First, a corruption investigation is far, far outside of my skillset. I’d bungle it, hard. Iona would be decent at it, but she’s got no experience with systemic corruption, and rooting people out. That’s my team out. Second, none of us have the right classes or skills. Not only do we have nothing to lean on to help us out, we’d get almost no experience for it. Livia’s team does. This is the sort of thing that’ll make them stronger. If I handled every single medical problem in the city, there’d be no second generation of healers. Nobody to rise up.”

Nina was thinking hard on it, and I decided to give it in blunter terms.

“Imagine if Iona slew every single monster she came across. Would you ever get a chance to level? To practice your craft? How could you become a fearsome Valkyrie if you’re never given the chance to grow?”

That connected hard.

“Ah.” She said.

A panting messenger ran up to us, and squinted at the two of us.

“Dawn…?” She tentatively asked me.

I stopped and looked at her.

“Yup. What’s up?”

“Can… can you prove it?” She asked, between great gulps of breath.

Well. She’d asked for Dawn, so I subtly flashed my two badges.

“Thank the gods. Letter for you.” She handed me a scroll, staggered over to a nearby bench, and collapsed onto it.

I’d finished reading the letter before the second word was out of her mouth.

Sentinel Dawn,

Your armor and other gear is finished. Please come by Castle Stormwatch at your earliest convenience to retrieve it.

Yours faithfully,

Quartermaster Harper

I eyed the letter suspiciously.

This was nothing like how Harper talked. Not at all. Not in the slightest. I couldn’t imagine the bubbly personality writing this. Maybe she had an assistant pen it or something.

I handed the letter to Nina, while absently tagging the exhausted runner with [Sunrise]. She perked right up.

“Thanks!” She yelled as she was off on her next run.

“Time to take a detour.” I said, heading off towards Stormwatch Castle.



“Prepare yourself.” I muttered to Nina as I knocked on the [Quartermaster's] door. I could see Harper practically sprinting from the other side.

“Ohmygosh it’s Dawn! Like, hi darling! I’ve missed your fab face sooooo much, and I’ve, like, been totally dying to tell you this. You’re just, like, so hard to get in touch with! Sit, sit! I know you’ve been, like, super anxious and all? Not having your epic armor and all? Well, guess what! It’s totally glammed up, and, like, ready for you!”

Harper seized both of us by the hands and dragged us inside, more by force of personality than her strength.

“Seriously babe, I’ve been working my fingers. To. The. Bone. And getting my nails done right? Sooooooooo hard. But! I’ve been fueled by my dedication to my bestest BFF ever, and, like, gallons of coffee, and it is DONE. You will totally eat your heart out when you see it. Tada!”

Harper made it to my gear on a stand, and threw off the covers with a flourish.

She wasn’t kidding. It was a work of art. Deadly efficiency was married to beautiful lines and swooping structures.

The bulk of the armor was scale, like most of the Exterreri elites I’d seen so far. The scales only went to my biceps, but the waist flowed all the way down, turning into a split skirt as it ended at my knees. Void-black, as dark as could be, with tasteful red trimmings around each scale.

My personal Sentinel symbol, the eagle in sunburst, was embedded in the scales on my left breast, while the bat sigil of the Sentinel organization was on my right.

The helmet was a mean looking thing, all sleek angles to deflect blows, along with a generous neck strap to protect that region. The pauldrons were on the shorter, smaller end, designed to take a blow deflected from the helmet and continue deflecting it away from my body.

Heavy gauntlets would go all the way up to my elbows, and small ridges on the knuckles suggested they could be used as a weapon. The boots were equally heavy, with extremely generous padding at the bottom.

They looked both deadly, and insanely comfortable.

There was no cape.

Harper pulled out what looked like a jumpsuit.

“Okay, so, like, you were a real challenge. No armor skill? Girl, you’re going to, like, get yourself killed! It’s totally not cool. Finally, I thought ‘Wait, Harper, what are you doing!? If she doesn’t have an armor skill, like, give her one!’ So all the runes work together to make a totally neat armor skill. A self repairing armor skill. Like, it’ll never break from being overloaded! Took most of the time to work that little puzzle out! Be totes careful, the mana costs are way high, and someone, like, totally stronger than you can just rip through it, but it’s better than going out practically naked! This underlayer’s made out of basilisk scales, and should totally help with the joints. Don’t, like, try to take hits on it, but it’s better than nothing. Boots and gloves use peryton hide, and we were, like, so lucky that the Hunter’s Guild had some for sale! It’s totally sweet, half the Sentinels are jealous that you were next in line for gear!”

Harper continued to give me the rundown of my gear while I studied it closely. I picked each piece up, articulating the joints on the gauntlets, studying the runes on the vest, becoming intimately familiar with each part.

I tried to point some things out to Nina here and there when I thought of it, but primarily this was the stuff that was keeping me alive - and I had no idea what Nina’s frame of reference was to even begin to explain the intricate runes that made up the enchantments on the pieces.

“Okay! Do you want to try it on?” Harper asked.

I looked at Nina.

“Want to help me with this?” I asked her.

“Uh. Sure. Do you need help?” She asked, furiously looking over the armor and trying to figure out which piece she needed to hand to me first.

“The underlayer first.” I gently directed her as Harper backed up, biting her painted nails to stop herself from squealing.

Much.

I could hear a high pitched whine of excitement coming from her direction.

I guided Nina through what I needed, her face looking more and more perplexed.

It clicked for me why she was so confused.

“One of a squire’s normal duties is to help arm and armor their knight, or in your case, Valkyrie.” I explained to her, pointing to the strap on the gauntlet that needed adjusting. “Tighter! Try to make it hurt! There you go. Now, while Iona’s your knight, and I’m a Sentinel, I’m working on improving your class quality here, and giving you a bit of practice. Iona’s got some special armor. It’s pure mallium, so it flows on her mental command. Also means she doesn’t need help suiting up.”

“A full suit of mallium!?” Harper shrieked from her corner before slapping her hands over her mouth. “Like, sorry! Don’t mind me!” She took one hand off her mouth and waved at us.

Nina continued to help me into my stuff, getting her first good look at how intricate armor could be. Getting practice for when she’d one day get her own suit.

“Harper, if you really need something to think about… Nina here’s going to need a full suit of her own one day. Ever designed a Valkyrie’s helmet before?”

Nina looked utterly poleaxed at the thought, stopping what she was doing entirely. I wiggled my boot in front of her, reminding her of her task.

“You, girl, are absolutely my best friend for-ever! Yes, I would die to design a Valkyrie set! And for a kitsune! Ooooh, dish, I need to know everything to make a perfect set!”

She paused, thinking.

“Oh! And I’ll even give you a totally sweet discount! Only 250,000 arcs!”

I blanched at the number, while Nina looked pale and unsteady.

I shook my head.

I was ridiculously well compensated, and a large part of that was because I was expected to gear up my team personally. This was exactly what my funds were for, and it wasn’t like Nina was going to be geared up tomorrow. It’d be a few years.

Nina stepped back.

“I think I’m done?” She said, offering me my helmet.

That piece I did myself.

Harper hadn’t mentioned there was an enchantment to help with my hair, but the helmet flawlessly wrapped my long hair up into a neat bun as I put it on, preventing it from simply blowing in the wind.

I rolled my shoulders and flexed, feeling a half-dozen places where it wasn’t quite done right. Rather than potentially embarrass Nina to death correcting her in front of Harper, I moved at top speed to fix all the minor issues myself.

I paused and looked in the mirror.

I looked amazing. A little too ‘dark soldier of the Empire’, but damn me if it didn’t have style.

“Ehhh! Okay, okay! Weapons and shields now!” Harper bounded over, grabbed my hand, and dragged me deeper into the armory.


Chapter 13 - Seize the Day, Mug the Night

I let other people do their jobs, and a few weeks later, was busy having a grand old time.

I cheered along with the rest of the crowd, one hand slipped into Iona’s while the other one pumped in the air.

Iona, if anything, was even louder and more enthusiastic than I was at the events, a harvest festival morphed through the years to a fantastic event.

Night - Nyx in public, when he wasn’t acting as the leader of the Sentinels - was much more restrained, simply smiling happily at the events while slowly clapping. Nina had started the event looking around wide-eyed in amazement, before fully getting into things, jumping and screaming.

The Colosseum’s floor morphed, turning into a woodland paradise. Trees grew, a little stream snaked through the arena, various medium sized rocks popped up, the whole works.

“Vampires and humans, mortals and Immortals all, citizens and guests, I am delighted to see you all before me!”

This was a Big Event, and it was the Emperor himself giving a speech. It was a brilliantly done thing, engaging, simple, accessible, and short. Bless the Emperor, may he reign a thousand years, blah blah blah. More like 128 years, the max an Emperor could rule.

A cursory glance at history indicated that very few made it that long.

“ …we have our last event, our most ancient tradition! Today, we gather to witness a spectacle like no other, a contest that embodies the changing seasons themselves! Spring’s Escape!”

The Emperor sat back down, some political hand shaking, nodding, and general schmoozing happening in the VIP box.

We were content down in the stands with the rest of the crowd. Iona was the only one who even vaguely stood out a bit. Bless my Deception Ring.

I jumped up and down, cheering wildly the whole time, as a gate opened, and a brown rabbit lopped out of the gate. It was coated in flowers weeping sap, and in theory the Colosseum spent an entire year acquiring a rabbit with exactly the right skills and classes to make a good sacrifice.

In practice, I suspected that they glued it all to the rabbit if they couldn’t find one in time. I was too far away to tell with [The World Around Me] one way or another. It was all in good fun either way.

[Rabbit - 65]

High level for a simple rabbit that only lived a few years. It might have its second class, but it could still be in the child stage, hard to tell.

“Welcome Spring! Will our cunning avatar escape the jaws of the beast? Will Spring evade Winter, heralding the season by escaping her icy clutches? Now! Let us welcome the Winter! Give it up for - ASTER!”

The Emperor’s speech had been replaced by the usual announcer. There was no way the vampire would give a blow by blow of the events.

A second gate opened, and a wolf nimbly bound into the arena. Just like the rabbit with spring, the wolf embodied winter, snow swirling around her fur, icicles for teeth, and snowflakes in her eyes. The part of the river she was near started to freeze over, and frost coated the grass around her paws.

[Wolf - 278]

Yeeeeeah, this wasn’t going to be a contest. Unlike the rabbit, they kept the same wolf year to year, showing her off now and then until her big day.

There was a reason they kept replacing the rabbit, and not the wolf.

“Begin!” The announcer shouted, and started narrating the events.

I tuned him out as I watched the event.

Another gate opened, mounds of lettuce, carrots, turnips, onions, the whole nine yards of a luxurious rabbit feast. Some clever Wind use was clearly blowing the scents into the Colosseum, and I could see the rabbit’s nose twitching.

Naturally, the wolf was between the rabbit and freedom. It started to prowl forward as the rabbit blissfully hopped towards his doom.

“Is there a scent-related skill?” I asked Iona.

“Not directly.” She said. “I think it’s a compounding effect from all the Ice skills, and [Hunting] combined.”

I nodded and leaned forward to get a better look at the show.

“Run! Run left!” I yelled my futile advice at the rabbit, knowing it wasn’t going to do a thing, still enjoying participating in the event in my own way.

“Hide!” Nina shouted.

“Kick her!” Iona’s advice was particularly straightforward. Monster massively outclassing you? Just fight it anyway and win! It had worked for her.

“Pounce and bite, rip and tear.” Night - Nyx - decreed, like his simple statement would rearrange the world to his will.

I looked at him with mock-horror. He gave me a toothy grin.

“What? Am I not permitted to root for the predator, for the inevitable victor? Is there some rule that states I must cheer for the prey?”

I stuck my tongue out at him.

“We want you to cheer for a short winter, so we don’t freeze!”

Night laughed.

“In a crowd of this size, with all cheering for the helpless underdog, mustn’t some of us take the mantle up for the wolf? For winter? Should the poor creature down there enjoy not a single ounce of support, not one shout in her favor?”

“Go Aster!” Nina shouted, instantly converted by Night’s argument. She flinched at Iona flicking her ear, but straightened up and kept cheering for the wolf. It was all in good fun.

Iona and I traded amused, proud looks.

In such a relatively short period of time, Nina was no longer terrified of Iona’s disapproval. No longer changing like a willow in the wind whenever she thought Iona might dislike something.

The event was predictable. The rabbit froze when it saw the wolf, and when Winter started to approach Spring, he bolted.

In some years, the wolf played with the rabbit, making it a hunt, making it a game, slowly exhausting the hare. Skills were shown by the wild animals.

Occasionally a rabbit would be wily, and we’d all celebrate the herald of a short, mild winter, of spring coming quickly after a light snow.

This year was bloody icicle fangs and a drawn-out rabbit scream, as Aster feasted before a disappointed crowd of thousands.

Night showed his fangs in a smile, something rare in Remus but much more common now.

“There is, of course, the additional satisfaction in emerging victorious.”

I threw the end of my snacks at him. I didn’t even see him move, but they completely missed him.

“Lunch?” I asked him, the crowd filing out.

He shook his head.

“Alas, I have a prior engagement that I must attend to. Arachne mentioned that she would like to have a chat with you, when convenient.”

I frowned at Night’s statement.

That was… unusual.

If Susan wanted to chat with me, it was personal, a social call. Arranging a time and a place for dinner, or entertainment. A pleasant outing together.

If Arachne wanted to talk, it was Sentinel business. Night was on vacation, and breaks were vigorously enforced. Arachne didn’t operate by having Night pass on messages, she worked with a whole network of couriers to deliver mail and summons.

The juxtaposition implied both that it was formal, and informal at the same time, and I couldn’t make heads or tails of it.

I could feel Iona’s stare boring into the back of my head.

“Okay! I’ll swing by when I can. I’m assuming her lair’s the right place, and not your home?”

Night gave a curt nod.

“Indeed. If there is nothing else…?”

“Go for it.” I told Iona. She whispered a word in Nina’s ear.

“Yarr!” She jumped onto the bench and menaced Night. “Your money or your life!”

Given that we were in the middle of a crowded arena, nobody gave us a second look. Night raised an eyebrow at me, and I shrugged.

“Trying to level up her [Mugger] class to a reset point is harder than it looks.” I explained.

“Ah, it makes perfect sense.” He said, pulling out a single arcanite coin from his pouch. “Alas, I have chosen to part with some of my hard earned coin, rather than take your life.” He pressed the coin in Nina’s hand, who’s eyes flickered with a notification and sparkled.

“Yes! I hit it! Nine levels in one go! 128! Hey, wait! Your money or your life, not mine!”

Night and I started laughing as Nina looked confused. Iona just facepalmed.

I was glad it worked. It was tricky to figure out experience, and how the System worked at times. The sheer level difference and weight Night had neatly balanced out with how little risk there was to the move. At a point, something was so scripted, so safe, that it almost entirely negated any advantages there was to a move.

Fortunately, a fraction of a fraction of a fraction of experience from mugging Night was more than enough to propel Nina the last few levels she needed to hit 128. She could finally reset her classes, and start down the long road to 256, where we were hoping she’d merge the two, gain a nice number of stat points, then start her ‘real’ second class, sitting on a strong foundation.

We didn’t let her actually mug anyone, and there was only so much strong-arming she could do at my clinic or Auri’s bakery. The Dragon Triad was well and truly out of my hair these days, and I was starting to become known to the locals. I was no longer the fancy uptowner, but starting to become a member of the community.

Saving lives did tend to quickly change people’s minds, no matter how distrustful and suspicious they’d started out. Still wasn’t leaving furniture there though.

I hopped onto a higher bench and slung an arm over Night’s shoulders, summoned a book, and threw up a quick sound barrier.

“Nyx here happens to be from my time, and is literally the vampire progenitor. The original. Created by the gods, consummate survivor, literally older than dirt, and one of my best friends. He trained me, and if you’re very, very lucky, he might give you some lessons one day.”

Night smiled. Nina goggled.

“Do not get your hopes up, young kitsune. It is my understanding that you shall be following the most noble path of a [Knight-Errant], instead of the dirtier work of the sort that I teach.”

Nina cupped her hands together and bowed low, her ears touching the floor.

“It is an honor to meet such a venerable elder.” Nina talked to the floor the entire time.

“No, it is my honor to meet such a promising youngster. Who knows what you will discover? Who knows what ideas you will come up with? I implore you, never be afraid to question. Never be afraid to adventure out, to chase rumors. To take a stand when you believe it to be fit. You will struggle. You will fail. Life will disappoint you; people will fail you. Throughout all that, remember. It is not the events. It is how you react to them.”

Nina nodded, still bowed to the floor, and Iona nudged her with a foot. She straightened back up.

“Thank you.” Her earnest reply almost brought a tear to my eye.

It certainly brought two to Iona’s.



We continued with our lunch plans in spite of Night’s absence, celebrating Nina’s achievement. Auri had closed up her bakery, and Fenrir was shrunk down to a reasonable size. I’d had a quiet word with the waiter, slipping him a pouch full of coins so Nina didn’t know exactly how much we were spending on her celebration. It was the little things.

“You’re ready to reset!” I celebrated with the rest of the Eventide Eclipse. “Also makes it the perfect time for you to get your biomancy changes. Have you figured out the changes you want?”

Nina looked deeply uncomfortable and looked at Iona. The Valkyrie stared at me.

“Yes. We’re doing malnutrition, strength, tail length, speed, and fur to start with. Keeping the changes small enough to stay within the same species, which eliminates a lot of fun things. A couple of little things that we’re going to keep private for now.”

I wanted to protest, to explain that I’d gotten a degree in biomancy from the School of Sorcery and Spellcraft, and that I had one of the best knowledge bases in the world for biomancy changes… but if Iona was telling me that they wanted to keep it private, they’d keep it private. Sanguino had a dozen or so [Biomancers] living in the city, all who were experienced and competent.

Fine. I’ll change the topic.

“Last I heard, you weren’t sure what element you were aiming for.” I said as the party started to wind down. “Have the two of you figured it out?” I asked.

“Brrrpt!” Auri predictably, and somewhat unhelpfully, suggested Fire. Fenrir flicked his tail, sending Auri shooting off the table and into the wall.

“I do want to play with fox fire a bit if I can ever work it out.” Nina admitted. “But I don’t see myself taking Fire along with Mirage long term. It just doesn’t work.”

“BRRRPT!” Auri shouted as she landed back on the table, her face scrunching up in concentration.

After a moment of nothing happening, we moved on, ignoring the constipated looking phoenix on the table.

Life was fucking weird.

Iona and Nina traded looks, and Iona tilted her head at Nina.

“I’ve narrowed it down to four elements.” She said. “Sound’s the first one. A classic pairing with Mirage, I’d be leaning in hard on the deception and subterfuge angle. Not only is it strong in a fight, it’s got amazing utility outside of one.”

“The biggest issues I’ve seen with it,” Iona smoothly interjected. “Is that I can’t teach it. It’s far, far outside of what I know, and to my knowledge, there are no surviving Valkyries versed in the arts. It also doesn’t hit particularly hard, which is something Nina’s been looking for.”

“Okay, what’s next?” I asked.

“Ooze!” Nina looked way too excited about that one, practically bouncing up. “I’ve heard so many neat things about it! I can give my illusions flesh and weight, making them as real as can be. I can conjure up nasty materials. It’s got flexibility and weight to it, two of the things I’m looking for. I can protect people, I can hurt people, I can do anything with it!”

“But not everything.” Iona said. The two of them had clearly spent many long nights discussing the topic. My cold bed had attested to that! “An Ooze class that can conjure up a reasonable facsimile of flesh and blood will struggle to also make caustic oozes, or flammable tar. If you pick up a class that does have all that, you’ll lack the physical warrior aspects, and Mirage lacks armor reinforcement skills.”

“It sounds like a solid element. Maybe you could merge at 128 instead of 256, experiment with the element, and pick a direction at your last class up.” I suggested.

If I had anything to say about it, it wouldn’t be Nina’s last class up. Culturally, most people expected it, and it was called that.

Nina looked at Iona, who didn’t look pleased at the idea. Her face mimicked the Valkyrie’s.

“Storm’s next.” She said.

I raised an eyebrow as high as I could at that.

“It’s a look at the fundamentals.” She explained. “Mirage is going to be one of my elements. From that, I’ve got Light and Water. I should have a good amount of flexibility. I know I don’t want to be hit.”

The kitsune absent-mindedly rubbed a spot on her ribs where Iona had gotten a particularly good wallop on the girl this morning when her guard was terribly wrong. I’d immediately healed it, but the blow still stung mentally.

“Illusions are great for not being hit.” Nina continued on. “Water’s got flexibility. From there, I want to be fast and strong. Wind is the element for being fast. Fire’s the element for being strong. Both of them together?” She asked.

“Storm.” I concluded. Fenrir gave a happy snort, and Nina petted his head.

“Plus, Fenrir’s here. Should help me with a class… right?”

I smiled. That had been one of my lessons.

“That’s right!” I proudly told her. “It might be more focused towards cold and snow than most other Storm classes, if you get a visible elemental use in one of your skills.”

“Which is extremely unlikely.” Iona added in. “Downside of Storm, you’re not going to get anything particularly cool or neat. Just a set of passive buffs, maybe a few active skills that don’t have an elemental manifestation.”

Nina clenched her jaw.

“I can live with that.”

Stronger girl than I was. I’d be miserable if one of my classes didn’t have freaking amazing magic to see.

“Lastly, of course-” Iona grinned at Nina’s outraged growl.

“Hey! Mine!” She protested, looking and acting her age for once. A big win, in my book. She shouldn’t have to be an adult yet.

“Celestial!” She proudly told us. “It’s the element the two of you have. Iona knows all the tricks of a Celestial warrior, it’ll be easy!”

Iona and I locked eyes, and I gave the smallest little shake of my pupils. Iona gave the tiniest look of acknowledgment, wordlessly communicating with me.

It sounded more like Nina was saying it to be nice, because it was what she should say, rather than any true passion for it. Unlike how she’d gushed over Ooze, she had like nothing nice to say about Celestial. No real drive, no strong reasoning.

I wasn’t offended. It wasn’t for everyone. There were some elements that I went ‘meh’ on, that held minimal attraction. I’d only be offended if she did go Celestial, and ended up being unhappy with her choices.

“I think Sound and Celestial are your weakest options.” I said. “You’d be going down a radically different path with Sound, and you don’t sound excited about Celestial.”

“I am!” She protested. Iona shot me a look that said she clearly didn’t believe her.

“Brrrpt!” Auri finally un-constipated herself and got three glowing will-o-wisps floating around her, conjuring up the fabled fox fire that was a uniquely kitsune ability.

The lords and ladies of flames, the keeper of the inferno, the master of fires, phoenixes, clearly could nab it as well. Given that Auri could generally instantly summon any fire she wanted - divine included - it clearly took some effort to use fox fire.

The will-o-wisps flickered, filling the room with an eerie blue light. The shadows lengthened, and the images in the room warped as ethereal singing started.

Nina clapped her hands with delight, and Iona aborted a bonk.

“I want to do that!” She squealed.

“Storm!” I fake-coughed.

“Something to keep in mind. Whatever you choose, we have the time to take a trip to one of the elemental sites. It could help.”

“Huh?” I asked.

Iona shot me a puzzled look, then widened her eyes.

“Oh! I’ve told you about them, just not with those words. There are some places in the world that are just weird. The Reverse Glacier that showed my opposite reflection for example? That’s one of the Mirror sites. Maybe a Mirage site. Same with the flame pillars, it’s a Fire site.”

That made quite a few things click for me.

“The Titan’s Geyser. That’s… Water?” I asked, naming a tourist attraction in Exterreri.

Iona shrugged.

“Maybe Steam? Not terribly important for us. What’s nice is with Dawn’s job, we could visit the Star’s Gate in the Golden Courts, the Shifting Swamp of Draakveld, the Valley of Mist in Rolland, the Caves of Singing Glass in Aerie, or maybe dip you into Xyris, the Living Storm.”

I looked at Iona, utterly horrified by that last idea.

“But-” I protested, shutting up at Nina’s interested look.

“Doesn’t matter much if my skills get all scrambled up, yeah? They’re all resetting, should be easy enough grabbin’ new skills.” She said.

I massaged the bridge of my nose.

That was a horrifically bad idea, but I had a feeling I wouldn’t be able to stop it. All I could try to do was mitigate the damage.

Having Nina go into Xyris would indeed improve her Storm class offerings. The longer she stayed there, the higher quality she’d get. At the same time, her skills would be constantly hot-swapped. The storm randomly scrambled the skills of everyone inside it. The bulk of the creatures inside the living hurricane were fishes and birds, who randomly took skills offered, and they weren’t particularly strong.

Didn’t stop some idiots trying their luck every year. The legend of Seraphina, the Oceanic Tempest was a semi-popular one. The story went that she’d gotten sucked in while fishing, and emerged with a [Vortex of Oceanic Tempest, Unleashed by the Kraken’s Will] at nearly 4000. With that single skill, she pulled off all manner of ludicrous feats.

Of course, when it was only low level idiots and fish in the storm, the odds of getting anything good were horrific. Much more likely to end up with [Fly] twice, [Splashing] once, and three different [Peck] variants. Both on the class skills, and the general skills.

A discussion for another day. When resetting everything, I suppose there was nothing to lose… besides, you know, getting smacked by an uprooted tree and flat out killed. The storm was alive, and had something of a temper.

The discussion was on. The pros and cons of each element, each of us having a different favorite, a different pull.

To my great surprise, Auri was voting Celestial. Almost all her best friend’s eyes were starry, and she wanted Nina’s eyes to be starry as well, nevermind that Nina was aiming for rainbow Mirage eyes again.

I was advocating Ooze in the end. Passion and love had always won the day for me, and I thought Nina should follow hers. Fenrir and Iona both thought Storm was a real winner.

Frankly, the moment Iona let it slip that she thought Storm was the best, it was all over. It was more of a challenge to get Nina to consider the other elements.

“Do I just… do it now?” Nina asked.

“Yes.” Iona said. “Aim for [Page] classes, or anything similar that terminates in the [Valkyrie] class. Ask your guide for assistance.”

“Make one last illusion before you go!” I reminded her. “It’ll be a while before you can make one again!”

A half dozen Nina’s suddenly filled the room, giving us all a hug. An embarrassed Nina quickly laid down, before the lights showing a class-up started to dance around her.

I snuggled into Iona.

“Sooo… you going to feed me that mango you’ve got stashed away, or what?” I asked with a cheeky grin.

Iona bent over to kiss me, before pulling out said fruit.

Goddesses, I love that woman.



“Arachne. You wanted to chat?” I asked the leader of the Sentinels, at the center of her city-spanning web, deep in her underwater lair. The woman had style.

She smiled at me.

“Sentinel Dawn. I have a mission for you.”


Chapter 14 - There’s no place like home

I saluted Arachne.

“Forgive me, I haven’t been sent on a mission before. Just, the entire situation feels a little unusual. A message through Night, instead of a courier? Directly to me, and not something with the Sixth?”

Arachne gave me a small smile.

“Good, you did notice. Yes, this one is unusual, even by Sentinel standards. Normally, what I’ve got here is a job for a Ranger team. Specifically, Ranger Team Gale.”

She gave me a pointed look at that.

Ah. The very same Ranger team I’d tied up - perfectly correctly and legitimately - on a corruption investigation. It was still ongoing, although the message had been heard loud and clear - don’t fuck with Dawn’s clinic.

At the same time, I happily dodged all responsibility for tying the team up. Arachne knew about it. Arachne left it there for the Right People to eventually discover and handle the problem.

The Right People were now handling the problem, and going to level from it.

“I wouldn’t normally tap you, but you’ve previously expressed a strong interest in the topic, and the risks are extremely low. I believe this will be a good mission to shakedown your equipment and team. Congratulations to Nina on resetting her classes, but the timing is awkward.” Arachne winced at the last part. “That is partially on me.”

I was dead curious.

“What’s the mission?” I asked.

“You mentioned the [Playwright] of Taketori Monogatari might be from your world, and we’ve found where he’s going to be for the winter. His name appears to be Narukami Akamaru. He’s at the city of Kuri in Nippon-Koku. Given the significant impacts you have had on Pallos, we are most interested in recruiting him to Exterreri, on the off chance that he’s able to replicate a small fraction of your success.”

I crossed my arms at Arachne.

“Is this a euphemism for kidnapping? It sounds like a euphemism for kidnapping.”

Arachne laughed at me.

“No, my dear Dawn, no euphemisms with you. I have taken to heart your direct methods and way of speaking. When I say recruit, I truly mean recruit. I have seen what happens when kidnapping and coercion is applied. It works - briefly. A hundred years or so, tops. Without sufficient leverage, it is impossible to make a craftsman perform to the best of their ability. Paintings are muted and dull. Rebellion is fomented, morale is destroyed, and a rot sets in from within. No, kidnapping and coercion is for only the most dire of straits, which this is not.”

Sometimes, things were all nice, and then I was reminded that Arachne and Night had founded and kept an empire together thousands of years, helping rebuild it from the ashes each time it was knocked down. That often included doing not nice things.

I was reserving judgment. Night and Arachne had earned the benefit of doubt, and had demonstrated that they were remarkably hands-off in most situations. For all I knew, the last kidnapping had been centuries ago.

“You are authorized to offer almost anything within mortal means to draw him to our cause. Land, money, citizenship, protection, skills, resources. If he is truly from your world, you have a stronger cultural background to understand what will make him tick, what offers could be enticing. Offering to turn him into a vampire is the only matter in which you are not authorized to offer. This does not extend to your own, personal Immortality skill, should you choose to share it.”

I gave Arachne a flat look, silently communicating how I felt about that. She immediately interpreted my concern.

“If you happen to turn him Immortal, we will compensate you properly. Is the average price that your Immortality gems sold for at auction, with a 20% premium for your service, sufficient? That comes out to approximately 320,000 arcs.”

I did a double take at that.

“Hang on, how did you know-” I cut myself off and facepalmed. It was literally Arachne’s job to know stuff, even though Amber hadn’t made it back and finished the transaction yet. Nice to get an update on how she was doing.

Arachne gave me her patented all-knowing smirk. I shook my head, focusing on the issue at hand.

“Right! Mission! Go recruit the potential dude from Earth. Hit me with all the details, and I’ll see what I can do.”

Arachne held up a hand.

“Before I give you all the details, just checking one last time. This is purely optional. If you want to decline, that’s fine, I’ll happily send it over to a Ranger team. I’m only asking you because of your stated desire to look into this.”

I eagerly nodded and held out my hand.

“Yup! Plus, there’s a big mystery, something I can’t figure out and I’d like to ask about. The tale in question that made me think something was up? It’s not exactly huge and famous. Yet, it’s been almost 25,000 years since I came to Pallos. There’s a certain implication that they’re from a similar time period as me. What’s going on with that!?”

Arachne looked thoughtful.

“I have some theories of my own.”

I perked up at that. She gave me the same all-knowing smile.

“Which I will be happy to share with you after this mission, as to not taint your own analysis.”

I mimed my heart being stabbed.

“Cruel! So cruel!” I complained.

“Speaking of cruel…” Arachne said, clearly enjoying my distress. “It’d be far too cruel of you to leave on a mission, and not even have a home to come back to! Your new home should be built tomorrow.”

I spun off one thought process to analyze what she said about not coercing people, how this whole mission was basically endless bribes to get a potentially valuable person to come to Exterreri, and Arachne making sure I was putting down roots. There was something there…

Eh, maybe I’d just make Iona analyze it.

Another train of thought continued the conversation.

“Wow, thank you! How’d you manage that?” I asked, immediately knowing I’d fallen for her trap.

Arachne winked at me.

“Oh, I pulled a few strings.”



“What did Arachne want?” Iona asked as I made it back to the inn.

I plopped down gratefully onto the bed, leaning into Iona as she started to work on my knotted muscles with her rough, calloused hands. They smoothly -

I killed that train of thought. I knew exactly where it led, and I wanted to talk business first.

“Hey Auri!” I called out. The little hummingbird peeked cautiously inside.

“Yes, it’s all safe, come on in.” I said. The little hummingbird darted over, nestling in my hair.

“Two things.” I answered. “First, we’ve got a mission. I know Nina just reset her classes, which is less than optimal. If you want to stay behind, I’ll totally get it. It’s a weird one. A recruiting mission in Nippon-Koku.”

Iona looked unimpressed.

“Yes, nobody better to send than someone breaking at least two provisions of the Treaty of Kyowa, and probably half a dozen minor agreements on top of that.”

She had a point. Auri was nodding along.

“It’s the person I think might be from Earth.” I hurriedly added. “Arachne wants me to go, due to my own stated interest in the topic. If they are from Earth, well, they’re not exactly a native of Nippon-Koku. It’s not a big, flashy mission of any sort. Just, go in, poke around, see if they’re willing to take a stupid amount of money to move back here, and come back. Maybe see the sights a bit. No violence, no blood, no problems.”

Iona picked me up, turned me around, and put me on her lap. She stared deep into my eyes, and without breaking contact, knocked on the wooden walls of the inn.

“Brrrpt!” Auri pecked my head.

I rolled my eyes at her.

“Yeah, yeah, point taken. I’d want to go, regardless if the Sentinels officially sanction a mission or not. I suspect Arachne is doing me something of a favor.”

“She also wants to know everything you can get. It’s not entirely altruistic.” Iona pointed out.

“Brrpt brrrpt!” Auri chimed in.

“True.” I admitted. “But it’s something I want to do.”

Iona shifted, her stern look becoming much happier.

“Well! Something you want to do is an entirely different story.” She frowned. “Nina resetting is poor timing. I don’t want to take her, and we can’t leave her here.”

I grinned.

“Well! That brings us to the next point! Arachne pulled some strings, and our house is getting built tomorrow!”

Iona groaned at the terrible pun that I’d shamelessly reused, then grinned and pumped her fist.

“FUCK yeah!” She grabbed me and kissed me, and I loved it.

“BRRRRRRRRRRPTT!!” Auri shrieked her approval, then started worrying. “Brrpt, brrrrpt? Brrrpt? BRPT!!!”

Three seconds later, she was shooting out the still-closed window, smoldering embers in the outline of a hummingbird ‘improving’ the room’s airflow.

“That’s really nice of Auri to want to make food for everyone. We’re kinda in the middle of nowhere. What else can we add in?” I asked.

Iona had an evil look on her face. It was entirely unnatural, and struck fear into my heart.

“Help me get a barrel! It’s water hauling time!”



The next morning was a flurry of communication and coordination, before the main event.

Turned out with magic and skills being a thing, the biggest issue in building a house was getting all the material in position. The second biggest issue was getting all the right people at the right place at the right time.

Fortunately, not my headache. The builders - Casa Pernoctare - had 95% of that figured themselves, and the last hurdle was showing them where, roughly, we wanted the house built. They’d do a little bit of shifting on their own, for esoteric building reasons.

Hey, people didn’t tell me how to set a bone, I didn’t tell builders what the best place to make a house was.

Iona was on the ground, the Valkyrie being much better at discussion, communication, and coordination than I was. I was high up in the sky, giving the hybrid tiger-eagle-butterfly eye of things. Nina was down with Iona, acting as her runner and general errand girl.

Hey, it was literally what her class wanted her to do. In a twist, she’d only come out with one [Page] class - she hadn’t really had the proper prerequisites when classing up the first time, and didn’t have a Wind [Page] class available, with her second class being the all-round [Apprentice] class. She’d get double [Squire] at 32, no trouble.

Casa Pernoctare was impressive. They’d basically hijacked the entire road with wagon after wagon of stones in large blocks, piles of gravel, bags of pebbles, mounds of rocks, smooth polished marble slabs, unfired clay, planks of wood, rods of steel, and the thousand other materials needed to build a home, pulled by a mix of mules and nodosauruses. [Wagon Drivers] looked bored in the mix, a [Foreman] was shouting directions, and a veritable army of [Builders] were wielding shovels and pastries that Auri was dishing out as fast as she could.

Fenrir was deeply amused by the whole thing, saddled to the fangs with slightly squashed bread and cake. In an unexpected twist, seeing him had calmed people down. Maybe their logic was something this big and scary would stop anything else from harassing them? We were a little in the middle of nowhere, and even now the wilderness pressed in on the roads, the grasping tendrils of life trying to crumble and erode civilization’s roads.

Iona waved to me, and I dove down.

“Can you mark our proposed road again?” She asked. “It’ll be easier and faster than the [Surveyor] working out her own path.”

I flew up again, checking one last time the path we wanted the road to take. There was a nasty little cliff between our proposed spot and the nearest road, and it was far cheaper to simply go around it.

With two fingers firing [Nova Lance], two paths of blazing Radiance, I traced the outline of the road from the easiest intersection, up the mountain, and right to the base of our home. We’d already chopped down the offending trees, but nature was undeterred. In just a few short weeks brush had sprung up, ferns had exploded into the light like they’d always belonged.

My magic seared a path through them, marking the edges of where we wanted things to go. I flew back up, and got to watch the magic happen.

I had to remind myself that this was almost pure physical stats. I could perform brief miracles, but hours long marathons of superhuman efforts like I was watching were the miracle of the physical side of the System.

A few of the [Builders], perhaps [Woodcutters] or [Clearers], advanced forward with axes and machetes. They hacked and sliced away at the foliage, killing bushes and hauling large sticks out of the way. One fellow followed a little behind with a pickaxe, looking a little bored. Given what the others were doing, maybe he was supposed to smash large rocks?

We’d already cleared those out. I guess they didn’t believe us when we said we had, but then again, I couldn’t blame them.

One of their only [Mages] walked a good distance away from them, and when they were far enough, a small lick of controlled flame went up as he cleanly burned away the debris.

“Brrrrrrrpt!” Auri’s shriek of excitement heralded the little phoenix shooting over like a comet. I saw the issue, and dove down to intercept her, glorying as the wind gently held me.

In a beautiful display I hoped Iona had caught and would draw, I managed to catch Auri like a flaming ball before she could make trouble.

“Auri.” I lifted her up to eye level and stared at her. “No. We all have a job to do. Right now, yours is baking and giving people food, right?”

“Brrrpt!”

“And his job is to cleanly burn things. Remember, other people are allowed to burn stuff as well, and they might be doing something besides just burning. Come on. If you want to participate, ask to learn, instead of taking over.”

“BRRRRRPT!!” Auri shrieked in protest that’s exactly what she was doing!! It was terribly unfair for me to make assumptions about her like that, and it wasn’t lunchtime yet! The snacks had all been distributed!

“Ooops. Sorry! My bad!” I apologized and let her go. Iona laughed at the whole thing - not in a mean way.

“You good?” She called out across the field.

“I’m good!” I yelled back, taking once again to the air.

The burning mage was an interesting look at a number of my old Fire lessons. He didn’t endlessly conjure flames up. No, after a little spark to get started, he was carefully herding the flames down the path, keeping them under control while getting a whole road’s worth of greenery burned. It was an excellent display of mana conservation, one I could’ve taken lessons from in another life.

Then the army of diggers descended, with three shovels to every pickaxe, with the occasional exotic tool mixed in. They broke stones, then dug deep with their shovels, going through ground far easier than they had any right to, moving more with each haul than would ordinarily be possible. A deep trench that would be filled in to make the road appeared at record speed, five [Mages] stomping along behind them.

There were no clever tricks here. Stone and dirt were heavy, and even with the shovel army doing a fine job of things, the process of making things just right took lots of mana.

Once they’d gotten a distance away from the road, the first cart moved into position. A layer of mortar was poured, and more [Builders] with rakes jumped in, smoothing it down. No [Mage] this time, but I did spot the mortar moving in ways that suggested the [Builders] had several related skills.

The moment it was in place, it hardened, and by the time the cutting wave made it to the clearing where we hoped to place the villa, the first layer of stones were being physically hauled into the road, carelessly dumped on top of the hardened mortar.

No skills here, it wasn’t needed. Just move rocks from A to B, and it didn’t quite matter how they ended.

Precut stones for drainage were slotted in next, and nearly all the people working on that were tagged as [Artisans]. It was fascinating that they just needed to hammer things close enough, and the stones would snap to each other.

Bags of pebbles were upended onto the stones, and things slowed down for a few hours. The caravan started to slowly move up the road, each emptied wagon cutting through the wilderness to get back to the main road. The cutting crews helped with that, chopping a path through the trees and helping guide the animals down the treacherous terrain.

The caravan made it to the clearing where our home would go, and broke for lunch.

Auri’s baked goods entirely vanished, and she and Fenrir went on a supply run back to Sanguino to get more. Not that it was entirely needed - one of the supply wagons was packed with the [Laborer’s] meals.

Nobody was turning down free cookies.

Iona, the [Foreman], and a few other people put their heads together as she shared the blueprints that Vitruvius had made for us once again. Layer by layer, she went over the diagrams again, and an illusion started to form in the clearing.

A translucent image of what needed to go where, a handy, almost-impossible to screw up guide to where the [Builders] needed to put materials for the [Artisans] to work on, and the final location for everything.

Then he snapped the full illusion of what the place should look like over it all, and Iona beckoned me down.

“Check if this looks right.” She said.

“On it!” I flew back up into the air, frowning at the awkward way two rooms didn’t join together properly. I flitted back down.

“Check how the bathhouse is meeting the master bedroom.” I told the [Foreman]. “It doesn’t look right to me.”

He looked like he wanted to argue for a moment, but I guess having the bird’s eye view of things, and being vaguely polite about it got him to double check things, stomping through his own illusions.

I chuckled quietly to myself as he stumbled on a stray rock he’d accidentally masked. Whoops!

At the spot in question he flickered back through the diagrams Vitruvius made, scowling, and correcting himself.

Which of course meant I had to run back through the entire illusionary diagram, checking every room. This was the final chance to find and fix anything, before it became permanent.

I consulted with Iona on a few minor things, and some of them had to be that way due to the piping in the walls or floor, and a few were just misunderstandings due to how complex the entire diagram was.

We signed off our approval on the plans, and the [Builders] got to work, having finished off lunch in the time we were confirming the plans.

A small army of shovels went back to work on the ground, a couple of [Laborers] started grabbing bags of sand and upending them over the pebbled road, and stacks upon stacks of fitted stones were laid down on the road, completing the construction. It was slow, tedious work, but the [Artisans] - same ones who’d put down the drainage stones on the side - had time.

Everyone else was building an entire house.

The illusion of the villa went almost entirely transparent. The brightest and most visible items were the piles of wood, stone, marble, iron, and all the other resources that were needed. The crew wasn’t exactly a perfectly well-oiled machine - people got in each other’s way, tempers flared, and a fistfight almost broke out - but I wouldn’t believe things going perfectly smoothly on a construction site anyway. People swore, cursed, and the perimeter line for the house clearly marked that the rest of the mountain was obviously a latrine. Nevermind the real one that was dug and clearly marked.

Hey, how the sausage got made was never pleasant. Such was life.

Stage by stage, shout by shout, dispute by dispute, the place rapidly came to life. Trenches were dug, foundation and piping was laid, [Mages] and [Artisans] walked along them, automatically fixing and adjusting a thousand tiny things with their skills. Then the ground was leveled by hand, shovel, and skill, then the frame was erected. The bare bones of the house were complete.

I started to recognize a few people who simply patrolled around, checking that an area was good before reporting back to the [Foreman]. Then the area would shimmer with the next stage of construction. Nice to know there were quality controls.

The water cistern went up, along with the physical and magical filtration, and Iona helped Nina strap an empty barrel to her back, pointing in the direction of the nearest river.

I flew up as high as I could, keeping a careful watch over Nina on her first trip. She barely had any levels, and right now could use some cautious oversight. Just in case. The place wasn’t completely tamed, no matter that all the bustle and activity had scared everything off.

She made it down the mountain easily enough, quickly overtaking the people laying the road tiles and the sand. She got a little lost finding the river - it wasn’t obvious - but her ears twitched at the sound of running water about a minute before I was going to dive down and give her a tip.

I watched with amusement and a faint sense of nostalgia as she wrestled with the barrel and the river. There was a whole epic tale to be sung there, one girl’s battle against the raging river in a bid to appease her demanding and exacting master. It had failures and triumphs, struggles and joy as the barrel resisted attempts to be easily manipulated, got ripped out of her hands at one point, she ended up almost getting swept away, managed to grab it and swim back to shore, found out she was on the wrong side of the river, worked her way back, and finally, finally, had a half-full barrel. She slung the straps over her shoulder, and started finding the road again, then following the long path back up the mountain.

I almost dropped in when she lost the barrel, but was pleased I didn’t when I saw her gaining 4 levels when she finished her first run.

She looked like she was going to cry after climbing up the cistern ladder, emptying the barrel in, and seeing just how little it did to the total volume we needed.

I came in then.

“Hey! Good job!” I told her. “Let’s do the next run together!”

I scrounged up another barrel, then we did another water run together. After getting reassured that she could do this safely without my supervision, I picked up the pace, bouncing back and forth between the river and our steadily growing home.

Goddesses, this was going to take forever. The water level was barely moving.

Fenrir, of all people, noticed the issue, and poked his snout in.

“No conjured water or ice.” I reminded him. “It’s not good.”

He snorted a great draconic snort, and took off with a flap of his wings. I watched him go over to the river, and utterly blast the hell out of it with his [Ice Beam] skill. He then grabbed the floating iceberg in his talons, picked it up, and flew it back over.

Iona noticed, and did a single bounding leap over to the tower.

“Go!” She shouted, and Fenrir dropped the icecube from as low as he could. Iona and I applied ourselves, getting the ice in the cistern, and not breaking the whole thing as it landed.

I had a fleeting moment of pride, before the reality of what I’d done crashed over me, all the implications of my actions catching up with me. I shivered and rubbed my arms.

“Fuck. The bath is going to be so fucking cold.”

“Brrrpt!”

Or not.


Chapter 15 - To Nippon-Koku!

It took two more days for them to finish everything up. The bulk of the work was done the first day, and everything after was the fine details. Installing doors, getting the windows just right, planting grass in the inner courtyard, sanding the wood, and the thousand and one other little details. It was stunning to watch the whole thing come together.

Equally stunning was the bill. I knew how much it cost, but actually paying brought it all home.

I was at the bank with the owner of Casa Pernoctare. Just him, a [Banker], an [Appraiser], and a half dozen burly [Warriors] as I counted out a mix of diamond and ruby coins, each one worth 10,000 arcs.

“267, 268, 269, 270.” I said, carefully moving the last coin onto the 27th pile. One of the [Bankers] was intently overseeing the transaction, the owner was looking terribly casual, and the [Bodyguards] were looking every which way, anticipating legions of [Thieves] jumping out of any corner.

“Every coin is real.” The [Appraiser] declared, and the [Banker’s] eye twitched. Of course they were real! The bank’s reputation would get destroyed if they weren’t!

The bank was fascinating from a magic perspective. They had something on all the vaults that completely blocked my [The World Around Me] skill, and every inch was covered in glowing runes. The visible runes were completely fake, illusions coating the real runes. The few that I could read past the mirages were clearly obfuscation runes, and I’d bet everything in my vault that the real runes and security were two or three layers deep, located in a place that not even my super senses could decipher.

Good stuff. Was happy I had my money here. I was debating if our funds would be safer in [Vault of the Ages], and I was tempted to start splitting my funds… once I had funds again.

“Pleasure doing business with you, Dawn.” The [Owner] offered up his hand, and I shook it, the invisible chains of debt briefly but firmly binding me to the bank.

I made a boatload of money, but I didn’t have it quite all on hand at the moment. Nina’s biomancy didn’t help. It was critical, it would pay off over her lifetime, but expensive. Felt like a drop in the bucket compared to the house though. ‘Only’ 40,000 arcs. You know, an experienced craftsman’s annual earnings.

“Same! I’m torn if I want to do business with you again or not!” I joked, and the man laughed like he hadn’t heard the joke before.

We signed a pair of scrolls, and half the people in the room added their signatures to them. With that, I officially and properly owned the villa. I promptly teleported the scroll into my [Loremaster’s Library], ensuring I couldn’t lose it.

With a skip to my step I made my way over to Auri’s bakery, our designated meetup spot.



“Can I get another cookie?” I asked Auri, giving her my biggest, widest eyes.

“Brpt.” She shook her beak, firmly denying me.

No shoes, no shirt? That was fine, Auri would happily sell me baked goods. No coins? That was a different question entirely, and the answer was clear - no service.

She’d spent way too much time around Amber.

I narrowed my eyes at her, but decided not to make an issue out of it. My purse had been completely demolished, both by paying the construction company, and by acquiring Nina a celebratory gift.

Auri had a steady crowd going through, most of whom were whispering excitedly and pointing at Auri.

“No way that’s a phoenix.” One of them whispered.

“Totally is!” Her friend replied.

“Is not!”

Others were studying Auri, and more people were buying her goods.

“Entirely mundane.” One man muttered as he left the store, studying one of Auri’s cakes. “Not a speck of a Skill…”

Business looked brisk, and a [Mage Hand] composed of flames swung by my table. Auri dropped off a scroll… and a single cookie.

Curious, I read the scroll where it was, not bothering to open it. I delicately nibbled on the cookie. Om nom nom!

Ah.

Ah.

The scroll was Auri’s financial notes, and the place was not turning a profit. Yet. I didn’t mind if the bakery became an endless Void consuming my coins if Auri was happy, but my little friend was determined to make it on her own. To contribute in her own way. It was a matter of pride.

Which translated to no free cookies for me. There was some wonky logic behind me funding the gap in the store’s finances, and a lack of free cookies, but I understood where Auri was coming from. That was one thing, and this was another one.

I had faith that she’d get there. The store was getting more and more crowded every week, and it was only a matter of time before she made enough to be profitable. The killer was the property tax.

Also, I wanted tea. Auri should totally start selling tea.

I popped a library book out of my storage, put my feet up on the chair across from me, blissfully ignored a wagging finger made out of flames, and started to read while waiting for Iona and Nina.

I almost didn’t recognize Nina when she entered my sphere of perception. Only with Iona right next to her, giving her an arm to lean on for support, along with the massive lack of nine-tailed kitsunes in Sanguino, was I able to tell.

She was at least three inches taller to start, and completely reforged. No longer was there a trace of a malnourished background. No longer were her bones criminally weak. Her hair was fully filled out, no longer patchy in some places where stress had caused it to fall out. A thousand and one other tiny metaphorical scars that had been etched into her body, etched into the very backend the System used to determine how I healed them were gone.

I hadn’t gotten the full details of everything they were going to do, but clearly the two of them had decided that Nina had worked hard enough, and the muscle cheat was on. She had to have had at least thirty pounds of additional muscle added to her frame.

Her tails looked to be at least another inch longer, all bushy and so fluffy. The two of them entered the bakery a moment later. I waved to them.

Iona spotted me and quickly navigated over, Nina an awkward, gangly mess of limbs. Like a teenager suddenly growing an extra three inches over the course of two minutes.

“How’d it go?” I asked, completely unable to hide my enthusiasm.

Iona and Nina traded a look, the two of them silently communicating. Iona raised an eyebrow at Nina. The kitsune got the hint.

“Great!” She said. “I’ll only figure it all out once I finish growing up, but everything seems fine!”

I gave her a flat look of disbelief. She could barely stand!

Then again, I had been stuck in a hospital bed for almost a week after my biomancy changes. People in glass houses and all that.

“Hurray!” I cheered.

A small cake, coated with frosting and strawberries, came flying towards us with nine ethereal will-o-wisps burning over them, a [Mage Hand] deftly dissolving into nothingness as it landed on the table. Auri’s little celebration present.

Her cookie reluctance earlier now made a lot more sense. She was giving us a huge free cake in the first place! Okay, Amber hadn’t completely rubbed off on her.

“Congratulations on the biomancy!” I cheered.

Iona clapped a hand on Nina’s shoulder.

“Good job. Another hurdle down - and this one will make the rest of them that much easier.”

The Valkyrie sliced the cake up into five uneven sized pieces, wrapping a large portion up for Fenrir, and a tiny little slice went onto a plate for Auri. Nina got the fox’s share of what was left, the ginger’s eyes sparkling with joy as she grabbed a fork and dug in.

I shouldn’t have laughed.

But it was just too funny when she completely overshot the return, and landed the cake firmly between her eyes.

After a stunned moment, she laughed as well.

“Presents!” I announced.

“Presents?” Nina asked.

“PRESENTS! For you Nina! Congratulations!” I handed her the gift I’d prepared.

Nina teared up at the small wrapped package. My heart sank into my stomach.

“Problem?” I asked.

She sniffled.

“I’ve never gotten a present before.” She quietly admitted, and my heart broke just a little.

“Open it!” I encouraged.

She unwrapped the present - Iona and I pretending not to notice any fumbles - and pulled out my gift.

A brush. A brush with about a dozen enchantments to make brushing easier, and a glimmering pearlescent handle.

“It’s beautiful.” Nina’s voice wavered as she whispered her thanks, then she started full-out bawling.

Iona and I wrapped her up in a hug, and all was right with the world.



“Legata! May I have a word?” I poked my head into Katerina’s command office.

The Sixth Legion was back at its home base, and that meant no more tents. The fort was three quarters of the way to being a fully fledged town, the only thing truly lacking being the chaos of a civilian presence and the desire to expand past their walls. Not that it stopped the camp followers from building right outside the walls of the Sixth Legion in the first place.

I’d bet quite a lot of money that this spot would be a proper town within the next two decades, and that the Sixth would need to move to a new spot to be ‘proper’ soldiers. Or something like that.

What was interesting, and I couldn’t wait to see the reason why, was the sheer number of non-Exterreri armor and weapons moving around in crates. A few exotic items here and there were to be expected, but this looked like they wanted to completely rearm the Legion in different gear. I had no idea why they’d want to do that. Everyone had trained in a particular style. The gear was already harshly optimized over decades, if not centuries or millennia. Why shift? Why change?

Also, none of the gear was using the red, gold, and black of Exterreri’s colors, nor was the Bat sigil present. Instead, it was all blue and silver, with a closed fist as an emblem.

My best bet was it was for a training exercise of some sort. Put team 1 in Exterreri gear, team 2 in this new gear, and let them fight it out. Make people adopt different tactics, given how often the skirmishes between centuries I oversaw turned into shield falls futilely poking at each other.

Given my position in the Legion, I was sure I’d be told sooner rather than later what was up. Need to know and all that.

Also want to know.

Katerina sighed as she saw me, the three Centurions and one Tribune snapping to attention.

“Since that meeting’s been shot, yes, Dawn, please come in. Make yourself comfortable. Tea?” She offered.

I was… okay, fine. I was starting to get better with the social stuff. Time, experience, and hanging around Iona for long enough was starting to get some of it through my head, and I needed to stop denying that I couldn’t do it at all. I was no savant at it, it didn’t come easily, but I had started to get enough experience with it, see the same patterns often enough, to put together rudimentary basics and niceties.

Like Katerina’s tone was like a rattlesnake’s tail, warning me that the correct answer was ‘no ma’am’ and being in and out like a shot.

“No ma’am, thanks for the offer. I’ve got a mission separate from the Sixth. Wanted to let you know.”

Katerina gave me an unimpressed look.

“I know that you can be called on other tasks. Will you be back before the Saturnalia? Next time, this meeting could’ve just been a letter. If there’s nothing else…?”

I recognized a dismissal when I saw one.

“I should be back by then! Sorry! Bye!” I dashed out, my newfound confidence crumbling around me.

Oh no. Just when I started to think I was getting decent at the whole social thing, just when I was finding my feet under myself, I’d committed one of the worst sins possible.

I’d made a meeting that could’ve just been a letter!

Lock me up! Throw away the keys!

But keep the mango supply going.



All of the Eventide Eclipse had been in and out of our home ever since the construction started. We got to watch it be assembled. We went over every inch of it, looking for problems and errors. Most of that was me with [The World Around Me], and the [Foreman] had gotten annoyed at both me and some of the [Builders] as I was able to call any corners they cut, any trash that they tried to hide in the wall.

Not all of the [Builders] directly worked for the construction company or something like that? It wasn’t important, the long and short of it was I’d been all over the place already. We all had.

But not like this. Not all together.

Not as a family.

Nina clutched her brush and trusty metal pipe. Auri had changed her flames to look like the fanciest, purplest toga. Fenrir’s scales gleamed. Iona looked like she was on top of the world, and I was clutching the potted mango seed I’d gotten way back when we first made it to Sanguino. The odds of it being still alive and fruitful were slim, but I was ever the optimist.

“You mentioned a tradition like this?” Iona picked me up in a princess carry. I clutched my pot carefully, kissing her once she finished.

“That’s for when we get married.” My eyes twinkled as I stared into hers. She gave me a wink.

“Close enough, yeah?” She asked.

I snuggled in.

“Close enough. Onwards!” I pointed with the pot of command, and Iona deftly opened the door with her foot.

She carried me over the threshold, the rest of the Eventide Eclipse piled in - sans Fenrir - and I once again marveled at the place.

Broadly speaking, there were two sections to the villa. A ‘public’ half, where guests might be entertained, and a ‘private’ half, which was just for us. The public half was in a square shape, four small wanna-be towers on each corner, and the central courtyard that opened to the sky. Most of our various workrooms were in this area as well. From Iona’s future art galleries (okay, fine, that was most of the hallways), to my armory, a training salle and a workout spot, a core room that we would eventually fill with arcanite, to an industrial sized kitchen, spare bedrooms, a chapel, and a dozen other spots, it was the ‘main section’.

Awkwardly, Nina hadn’t been part of our lives when we got the designs of the place, and she had the pick of any of the ‘public’ rooms as her own, instead of one of the more ‘private’ rooms that were more intimate.

A hallway offshoot from the main square public area, and that hall was filled with mirrors. Auri’s request, her contribution, her zone. It was a neat effect as well!

At the end of the hall were two sets of rooms, one to the left, one to the right. The one on our left was the master bedroom. Huge walk-in closets, a nice bathroom, the works. On the right was our more private living area. Cozy fireplace in a living room, a small kitchen and pantry attached to it.

The four of us walked through the place together. Nina was gaping at everything, Iona was all smiles.

My eyebrows were scrunched up.

“What is this place missing?” I asked out loud, wiggling out of Iona’s grip.

“Furniture?” She suggested.

I tilted my head.

“Maybe that’s it…?”

“Brrpt!” Auri suggested, and I laughed. Not just at her suggestion, but at how it was right.

“We are missing pictures of the glorious you!” I said. “I’m so used to mosaics being displayed, that’s what we’re missing!”

“Dibs!” Iona called. “DIBS! I’m calling dibs on the art.”

“You’ve got dibs!” I happily agreed. Iona hadn’t gotten nearly enough chances to stretch her artistic muscles recently, and if she wanted to dabble in a new artform for our entire house? More power to her.

“This place looks like it might be difficult to clean.” Nina commented idly. The three of us stared at Nina. I got a wicked grin on my face.

“Why are you all - OH COME ON!” She threw her hands up in the air as I cackled. A proper, witchy cackle. Shame I didn’t have my School robes anymore, it would’ve been perfect.

Iona patted Nina’s shoulder.

“It’s all part of the deal. That being said, I know Elaine’s got a few cleaning spells in her endless spellbooks, and we are hoping to enchant the place so it self-cleans.”

Bless magic, in all its forms.

The ‘garden’ was basically all dirt right now. Critically, it was actually dirt, and not just loose stone or other forested mountain floor. With about four seconds of effort, I dug a nice little hole, and planted the seed deep.

“Home.” I said, hugging Iona.

“Home.” She agreed.



The second order of business was testing out the new bath. It was deep and luxurious, but Exterreri baths all had a similar issue. Namely, since the water was almost always in the bath and ready for people to jump in - baths weren’t run the same way, especially with magic helping things out - the pipe from the water cistern to the bath wasn’t particularly large, leading to only a small trickle refilling the bath at any given time.

“This is going to take weeks.” I hyperbolically complained to Iona as I watched the anemic trickle of water pour into the empty bath.

Iona squinted her eyes at the bath, calculating.

“Unfortunately.” She agreed.

I dramatically groaned, and hopped into the empty bath. My feet were completely dry, the puddle hadn’t even made it out here yet. I sighed, and ran a number of calculations.

I could try to conjure water, but water was heavy. Add in the hefty mana to effect penalty that wizardry had, along with the potentially nasty effects if someone drank the water, and it just wasn’t worth it.

“Fine, fine. Another day.” I hopped back out of the bath.

I balefully eyed the small pipe that was denying me one of my favorite ‘at home’ luxuries, before reminding myself that in just a few weeks I’d be singing its praises. Just one of the tiny hiccups moving into a new place.

Better than the basement leaking, the roof missing shingles, rotting beams in the ceiling, or a thousand other issues that could be challenging me at this time!



The sun was setting, and Iona headed off to Sanguino to light a pair of candles from a temple dedicated to Selene and Lunaris, the twin goddesses of the moons.

I wasn’t particularly religious, although I was trying to brush up on the twin goddesses for Iona’s sake. One twist I was surprised at - although I shouldn’t have been - was it didn’t matter what the phases of the moons were at for a consecration. Simply that the moons were out. New moons to full moons, it didn’t matter, as long as they were present, and the sky was reasonably clear.

‘Reasonably clear’ was apparently a whole theological thing as well, given the heavy cloud cover on some parts of the world. I had felt myself starting to lose focus as Iona explained, and I communicated that to her.

Fortunately, she’d understood and hadn’t been offended, and what she’d mentioned about the candlelit procession was far more interesting. Not the procession itself, but how religion changed and adapted over time.

The goddesses didn’t specifically have their own rituals that they demanded. However, whatever rituals people came up with, they tended to endorse. This was something that most of the gods and goddesses of the pantheon did, although a few were demanding and particular.

Eternity was a long time. Expecting people to keep and remember the same rituals and routines the entire time, expecting that life and culture wouldn’t shift and change, expecting knowledge of minute particulars to survive Immortal wars was absurd. The most successful gods were adaptable and flexible.

They could always descend to Pallos and remind priests of what they wanted, or make a decree, or just flat-out chat with people to remind them.

But it didn’t matter too much. They got divine juice or faith just the same from a ritual. It didn’t have to be the ritual.

In other words, it was performing the ritual, not the contents of the ritual, that was important.

For Iona, consecrating our chapel to the moon goddesses was a Big Deal. Even Auri wasn’t cracking jokes or fooling around. Nina looked like the biomancer who’d done her work had shoved a large rod somewhere deeply unpleasant.

Fenrir was shrunk down, and the four of us waited by the open front door. We’d opened the rest of the doors from here to the chapel so there’d be no awkward ‘hang on, pause while I get the door’ during the procession.

Then, we waited. The seriousness of the event was the only thing helping me keep still, no matter how boring it was. I redirected every urge to fidget at Iona’s serious face as she left, almost fully clad in armor, to the temple.

Thus, we waited. Waited while Iona slowly trekked from Sanguino to here on foot, slowly and solemnly walking the whole way with two flickering candles. By a small Miracle - a proper Miracle with a capital M - one flame would be blue, and the other flame would be yellow, no matter what the candles were made out of. Faith fueled it.

In a fun twist, Iona was one of the very rare people capable of performing the entire ritual on her own. It called for both a priest, and protection. The protection could be anything - even the locals walking around the priest carrying the lights. As a [Paladin], Iona counted as both.

Hours passed. The moons rose, three-quarters full, and slowly marched across the sky. They started to fall back down to the horizon, and I was beginning to worry that Iona wouldn’t make it in time.

I didn’t have the nerve to ask what would happen if Iona ‘failed’ to consecrate the chapel in time.

Hours and hours later - the walk wasn’t a short one - I spotted the flames flickering through the trees. I sharpened my focus, my chimeric eyes able to pick out the details.

Iona was calm and serene, placing every foot exactly where it belonged, moving so smoothly it was like she was gliding. A small procession was behind her, other faithful of the twin goddesses who’d taken the opportunity to participate. A minute later I could hear her softly humming hymns. It was both harder and easier once I could see and hear her. On one hand, the finish line was approaching. She was almost here. I could directly see her face, hear her voice, and remind myself of the importance of what we were doing to every impulsive urge I had.

Ignoring all the spiritual importance for a second, this would be good for a level or two in her [Paladin] class. Probably only one. It was a small chapel, one person, and she had a solid number of levels as a [Paladin] already. Every level was a level, no reason to complain about it only being one for a safe, relatively short activity.

On the other, dear gods, she walked so slowly. It was almost causing me physical pain. I knew she could cross the distance in half a minute, if not faster. Instead, I got to watch her walk for 90 minutes.

I distracted myself by how nice it was watching her walk. I’m pretty sure the goddesses would approve of my thoughts.

It was their moment, I sent them a little prayer.

Hey!

Consecrating a chapel to you! Hope you like it!

Give Iona a lot of credit for this one, she deserves it!

I swear I might’ve felt a slight brush at the edge of my consciousness after sending the prayer up. I did notice that the goddesses took a tribute of mana.

Eh, I wasn’t using it, sure, they could have it.

At last Iona finished coming up the road, we silently fell in around her, acting as a sort of honor guard. Iona switched from humming, to singing the hymns. I’d already memorized them, but it wasn’t right for me to sing or hum them with Iona without my ‘counterpart’ also singing them. Auri had a single word, Fenrir’s singing was more growling, and Nina didn’t know the tunes yet.

So I progressed in silence. Most of the others trailing along with Iona did know the right words and songs - frankly, I was surprised that one person didn’t know, it wasn’t the average follower who joined a procession like this - and with some minor fanfare, we all entered our home.

The moonlight came down as we crossed the central garden, creating a vague illusion of arches that we passed through. Maybe a small miracle, maybe a coincidence.

We entered the chapel, the altar already draped with blue and yellow cloth. The four of us spread out in the back, with only a bit of awkward shuffling.

We hadn’t exactly gotten a chance to rehearse or practice this.

Iona made it to the altar, and bent her head.

“By the light and grace of the twin moons, we call upon thee, the two-as-one, the one-as-two, O divine…” Iona started her prayer out loud, lighting the candles with the two oddly-colored flames.

As the candles touched the sacred torches on the altar, the flames ‘leapt’ from one to the other, entirely abandoning the devices used to bring them here.

Magic. With a capital M. Gifts of the divine, outside of the System. If I didn’t have so many other things going on, if I wasn’t trying to study wizardry as well, I’d be sorely tempted to delve into the divine mysteries.

That, and I just didn’t really feel a strong connection with any god or goddess. Transactional faith did sort of work, but… I was kinda busy. I did try to pray to the moon goddesses now and then, but it didn’t click for me the way it did for Iona.

Once she no longer needed to carry the sacred flames, Iona took a knee to the altar, which I remembered was a Big Deal for her. There were only three people she’d kneel to in her life - her mentor, her gods, and her lover.

The ritual continued. Elixirs that had been left to soak in the moonlight were sipped and passed around, the cups never emptying. Incense was burned, somehow invoking the smell of the moon. I had no idea what the moon smelled like before then. Ethereal voices joined in the chants.

Then at the climax, the consecration itself, I felt a surge of divine power, of a Presence filling the room. A single feather fell from the ceiling, gently kissing Iona.

My heart melted at the smile of peace and contentment on her face.



There was a knock on the bedroom door. [Rapid Reshelving] instantly hid the ties, and I used the skill again to instantly get dressed.

[*ding!* [Rapid Reshelving] leveled up! 19 ->20]

Ugh. Fine. A level was a level, and I guess this was stressful.

“Come in!” Iona called out. Really, there was only one person it could be.

Nina poked her head in.

“Iona. Elaine. Um. Can you come to the garden please?” She asked.

“Yeah!” I hopped out of bed, and we all made our way to the garden. The moons were out, lidded at half-full like the great dragon herself was blinking. The stars were twinkling, and goddesses, it was good to see the night sky again, instead of eternal ash.

Fenrir and Auri were already in the hortus.

Nina stood near my buried mango seed, taking a deep breath. She spun round to us, and lifted a hand.

I swear upon my honor and the light that guides me, to serve justice unwaveringly.

I pledge to protect the innocent, to vanquish evil, and to uphold the virtues of righteousness.

With every breath, I shall strive to be a beacon of hope and a shield against darkness.

I dedicate my sword and my heart to the cause of righteousness, bringing light to the world.

In the face of adversity, I shall remain resolute, unwavering in my devotion to the path of righteousness.

I vow to uphold the sacred laws, to defend the weak, and to be a champion for the voiceless.

I bind my soul to the pursuit of truth and virtue, forsaking personal gain for the greater good.

Through courage and compassion, I shall be a source of inspiration and strength for those in need.

I solemnly swear to confront the darkness within and without, never succumbing to its temptations.

Wow. That was quite a bit more high-brow than I was expecting from Nina - and using significantly more complex language. Made me think she was cribbing hard from other [Oaths].

Nina’s face slowly fell as her words finished echoing off the walls. Her ears wilted, turning down, and her tails went down. A minute passed. Her fist clenched, and she started to hyperventilate, eyes darting frantically around. Her lips moved in a silent prayer. Then two.

She started to tremble as she looked at Iona.

“I - I didn’t get the skill.” She sniffed, hiccuping through the statement, fighting the tears.

Iona smiled, took two steps forward and wrapped Nina in a hug.

“Hey, hey, shhhh, it’s okay.” She reassured the teenager. “It just meant it wasn’t right for you. That you didn’t believe it deep in your heart.”

“But I want to!” Nina exploded. “I want to believe that! I want to be a good Valkyrie! Isn’t that what it’s all about?”

“There’s more than one path.” I said. “More than one way. That one sounded like, what, the [Oath of the Righteous Paladin]? Maybe yours is more the [Sworn Vengeance of the Wrathful Valkyrie]. Give it time. Wait to see what clicks with you. What resonates. What you believe, deep down, is right. There’s no rush.” I did my best to reassure Nina that everything was alright.

“You’re not going to kick me out?” Nina asked, looking up at Iona with big eyes.

I punched my girlfriend in the arm.

“If she does, she’s sleeping in the garden, and you’re always welcome to live here. Alright?” I said.

Iona shook her head.

“Never.” She reassured Nina. “Many Valkyries never even take a [Vow]. It’s not required.”

With a LOT more reassurance, we finally all made it to bed. Just in time for the sun to start peeking over the horizon.

Not exactly the most auspicious start to my first mission, which we were leaving for in the morning.

Uh.

Which was now-ish.



I was both ready and not ready at the same time to go on the mission to Nippon-Koku. In the end, I went with the old reliable just do it, and I left with Iona and Fenrir after packing several dozen different knick-knacks in my [Vault of Ages]. If I wasn’t careful, I’d spend years prepping the [Vault] before actually doing anything with it. Auri wanted to keep working on her bakery, and she was keeping an eye on Nina, who was just a little too low level right now. The mission was a little too far from the Valkyrie’s normal mandate for her squire to get solid experience, while being on her own, looking after the place was.

The System was fucking weird at times. I was sure that soon enough it would swing back round, where sweeping the floor would make Nina swing a mace harder or some other ridiculous nonsense.

Heck, I wasn’t thinking weird enough. Probably something like drinking milk making her illusions more solid, or smelling the flowers improving her armor.

The two of them were tasked with not burning the place down, and settling in.

The three of us were soaring over the Sea of Stars, chatting.

“Let’s take a wide detour south.” I said. Iona tugged on the reins, and Fenrir obligingly turned south.

“Why’s that?” Iona asked.

“There’s an island roughly in the direction we were heading that might go boom.” I explained. “There’s a Void mage experimenting there.”

Iona shuddered.

“I was so much happier before I knew that. How do you think Nina and Auri are holding up?”

“Oh, they’re fine!” I reassured her. Iona looked all strong and stoic in front of Nina, and couldn’t stop worrying the moment she was out of sight. “I’m really impressed with how quickly you managed to teach Nina to read!”

Iona froze.

I twisted my neck around like an owl.

“You… you haven’t taught her to read at all, have you?” I asked, a little accusatory.

“Whoops.” Iona said. I smacked my forehead. Real hard to do with my neck twisted all around.

“How is she going to talk with Auri!?”


Chapter 16 - Interlude - Nina - Communication

Nina finished waving Iona off. On one hand, she was sad to see the Valkyrie go, but on the other, it was almost a relief. A break from the constant training. A moment to rest.

Nina had spent years on the streets, often alone. Having other people constantly near her grated on her in a way that was hard to properly define. She didn’t have good words for it - it was simply comfortable being alone for a bit.

“Brrrpt?” Auri fluttered up and perched on her shoulder, trilling her high pitched birdsong.

Nina stared blankly at the bird. She didn’t have Elaine’s innate ability to understand Auri, Iona’s blessing for all languages, or even the bond that Fenrir and Auri seemed to share, letting them talk.

It was just noise to her.

“I’m sorry, I’m not Elaine. I have no idea what you’re sayin’.” She explained to the bird. Auri could understand her at least.

The bird rolled her eyes at Nina. The squire wanted to sass Auri back - old street instincts, combined with Auri being a tiny bird - but good sense won out.

Flaming squiggles appeared around the phoenix. Words, Nina knew. She just couldn’t read any of them.

“I can’t read!” She snapped at Auri, perhaps a little meaner than she’d intended.

“Brrrpt!” The bird said, then a series of flames dotted a path between them, and the villa’s entrance. Four flaming hands, each one on a different side of the door, pointed a single finger at the door. The hands moved back and forth, making it incredibly, blindingly obvious what Auri was trying to say.

Nina followed the path back inside, faced with the huge, empty house.

Now what?

There were no neighbors. No desperate need to find food. No monsters to fight, no obvious tasks to handle. The squire figured that she could haul another barrel or two of water to replace what they’d used earlier in the day, but after that?

“Hey Auri, can you teach me how to use fox fire?” Nina asked. It stung her a little to ask. She was a kitsune, it was supposed to be innate to the species, especially after taking a Fire element.

She still hadn’t unlocked the skill though.

“Brrrpt!” Auri replied, then remembered that Nina couldn’t understand her, and nodded furiously.



Nina huffed and puffed down the road, glancing back up the mountain to where the villa was still visible.

She’d always been carried by Fenrir to and from Sanguino, and hadn’t quite realized how damn far the city was from Iona’s home. She could barely make out the edges of the Ashen bat clouding the city. Resetting her classes wasn’t doing her any favors either, her speed, strength, and vitality down to almost nothing.

“You’re not helpin’.” She scolded Auri, more to get frustration out of her system than any real complaint. Plus, the words were probably a lie. Auri was trying to help. Probably.

Maybe.

In an aggravating way.

“Brrrrpt!” The phoenix didn’t let up her aggravating circling of Nina, her tiny wings buzzing at the speed. Embers trailed behind her, but if that was all, it’d be easy.

No, Auri had dialed it up to 17. A full pathway of glowing foxfire lights, little explosions of flames, and a dozen hands clapping and ‘cheering’ as Nina jogged down the almost empty road.

“Please,” Nina begged. “Mercy.”

The clapping and cheering hands vanished.

The rest stayed.

Nina kept running.



Auri eventually had mercy on Nina. That, or she wanted to get to her bakery in time to actually make something for the day, and not lose the entire day to Nina’s slow running. Four [Mage Hands] were summoned, and Nina was whisked down the road at high speed, screaming as the road passed inches from her nose.

“Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!!!!!”

What was a comfortable distance for a three inch hummingbird was ‘life flashing before her eyes’ to Nina.

Worst of all?

They didn’t even make it all the way; Auri ran out of mana before they finished getting to Sanguino.

The gate was another challenge, the little phoenix burning words into the air until a high ranking guard showed up. Nina’s instincts screamed at her to turn away, throw up an illusion, and start walking the other way.

She grabbed those instincts, dragged them into a dark alley, and hit them over the head with her trusty pipe until they stopped twitching.

She belonged now. She was one of the people the guards were supposed to protect, not one of the street urchins the guards hunted.

The guard - who seemed to know Auri - waved them through the gate.

“Atlas.” The guard offered his hand to Nina. She boldly took it and shook back.

The instincts against guards were still slowly turning into a puddle of blood in a back alley.

“Nina! Iona’s squire, although she’s out of town for a few days.”

“Ooof, and leaving you behind? Shame. I’m semi-permanently assigned to Auri. Don’t want any issues happening with her.”

Auri puffed up, and Nina wanted to scream at the sheer unfairness of it all. She knew there was no point in it - all she could do was suck it up and keep going.

But a guard, just to escort one person around? One person who knew what they were doing, and could easily get themselves out of any trouble?

There were a thousand and one problems in the city that could use a guard’s attention, and they were off escorting Auri around.

It didn’t make the bitter taste any better, and it didn’t help with the unfairness resonating in Nina’s heart.



Getting to the bakery was easy enough, and Auri and Nina quickly worked out a system. Blue arrows were ‘grab this’, and green arrows were ‘place here’. Discouragingly, the moment Nina was done moving one thing around, another pair of arrows immediately appeared, giving her the next task.

On the plus side, Auri needed a taste tester. Nina was stuffed before they even opened for the lunch crowd, and the goodies didn’t stop coming.

This is perfect. Nina thought as she hauled bags of flour around. Why didn’t I ever think of this before?

She knew the answers.

No connections. The wrong classes. The wrong look. Nobody would hire an [Apprentice] who looked like they’d walk off with the coins after scaring all the customers away, not when their cousin’s nephew needed a job.

The shelves were filled with freshly baked goods, the doors opened, and Nina was slammed. An elvenoid face that could talk was much more approachable than a small bird that wrote in flaming letters.

Some people even seemed to think that Nina was the owner, no matter how she tried to redirect attention to Auri.

“Oh, I’m just here to see the phoenix.” One man told Nina. She frowned at him.

“Buy somethin’ and get out, or get out.” She firmly told him.

He laughed at her.

“Ha! You’re level 15, how are you going to make me do anything?”

Auri demonstrated exactly how she was going to make him do anything. Nina eyed the new doorway.

“You know, I think I figured why you’re not making any money.”

A flaming finger flicked Nina’s ear.

“You know I’m right!” She protested before the next customer came forward.

Remarkably, nothing came out of Auri’s violent ejection. More favoritism from the guard.



Nina had no talent at reading Auri, but even she could see the phoenix looked proud as punch as the doors closed in the evening, the little bird counting out the coins she’d made.

Blue arrows appeared everywhere, with a single green arrow where the trash was. Nina’s shoulders slumped. She was exhausted, and the bakery was a furnace. Auri naturally loved the heat, and most customers were in and out before it could get to them.

Nina had spent the entire day, coated in fur, panting and sweating profusely. She didn’t want to - but she was no stranger to hard work. The only major difference was, her very survival didn’t depend on succeeding.

The thought of saying no literally never crossed her mind. Doing what needed to be done was core to Nina’s being.

Auri seemed to notice how she was flagging though, and lent a little helping hand. Solid Inferno coated every inch of Nina, armoring the [Squire] as if she was a full [Knight].

Nina looked down and marveled at her gear.

“Wow. Can you do this every time I fight?” She asked.

[*ding!* Unlocked [Phoenix Flame Armor]. Take the skill?]

The System prompted Nina with a new skill, one she’d half-earned.

The only hesitation Nina had was which skill to axe. She was at the start of her journey again, and she didn’t have an armor skill yet. It wasn’t exactly what Iona had wanted, but it was close enough.

Plus, the phoenix implication would do stupid things for her next class up.

She took the skill, and started to wonder if she could get anything from Fenrir in her Wind class.

“Brrrpt!” The flaming lights pulsed even brighter, and Nina jumped.

Right! She still had a job to do!

Clad in blazing armor, the [Overheated Knight of the Flame] got to work.



To Nina’s surprise, they didn’t immediately leave town once they were done, instead going shopping. Through a game of charades - and figuring out the obvious answers - it was easier for Auri to purchase food through someone who looked elvenoid and could actually talk. Atlas’s presence made it less sketchy, and Nina was soon loaded up like a mule.

“Back to the store then?” She asked, turning without waiting for a response. A huge flaming X appeared in front of her, and Nina stumbled and tripped as she tried to stop in time.

Auri instantly dismissed the flames before barbequing the poor ninetails, grabbing her before she could fall.

“Brrrpt!” Auri fluttered around Nina, redirecting her.

Nina’s face fell.

“We’re taking this home!?” She cried out.

Her legs burned. Her feet ached. She’d started the day out with a full marathon, had spent all the normal operating hours on her feet, running around in the bakery, and was now expected to finish the day off with a second marathon, this time with thirty pounds of food on her back.

She wanted to cry.

“Brrrpt!” Auri nodded her head, then perched on her shoulder.

Well.

Nothing else but to do it.

“Need a hand?” Atlas asked.

Nina almost broke and took advantage of the guard. But no. That’d make her no better than the rich toshes that had personal guards. The sooner they shook him, the sooner he could be doing useful work.

Or maybe, if I say yes, he’ll stay out of the way, out of the slums, and there’s one less guard to harass people.

In the end, Nina’s distaste for guards won out.

“No thank you.” She politely replied, and got walking.

One foot in front of another. Nina started to chant the mantra to herself. One foot in front of another.

[*ding!* Unlocked [Endurance]. Take it?]

Nina instantly accepted the general skill, the burden on her body immediately lightening.

“Brrrpt!” Auri cheered encouragement from Nina’s shoulder, and as soon as they were out of the town, a hall of foxfire lights lit the way for Nina.

One foot in front of another.



[*ding!* Unlocked [Foxfire]. Take it?]

“Yes!” Nina found the energy to leap in the air, coming back down on bloody paws. She grabbed the skill, immediately focusing on it.

Nine ghostly will-o-wisps appeared over Nina’s tails, and she reveled in the feeling for a moment. They clicked with her. They were meant for her. It was an open-ended question if they’d survive the merger into the Storm element.

The pain came back, and Nina gritted her teeth.

“Brrrpt?” Auri drew images of Nina being carried, flying through the air again. Third time Auri had offered this trip.

“Please.” Nina agreed, accepting this third time.

“Brrrpt!”

Nina was slowly getting used to flying, and started to wonder if she’d take a skill in it. She could see why Elaine enjoyed it so much.



Battered, exhausted, and with the moons having already peeked in for the night and left again, the two members of the Eventide Eclipse finally made it back home.

“Thank fuck!” Nina shouted as she got through the door. Auri grabbed all her bags and vanished in the direction of the pantry.

[*ding!* [Unlikely Page] leveled up! 13 -> 14]

[*ding!* [Street Apprentice] leveled up! 15 -> 19]

Levels. Solid for a day’s work. The larger increase in [Apprentice] made sense, given how much Nina had been working as one, versus being a [Page].

Nina’s fur stood on end as she heard voices coming from within the house. Instinctively, she reached for her illusions to hide herself, but she didn’t have them anymore.

She wanted to run, to hide, to scurry into a dark corner.

Nina wasn’t that scared little girl anymore.

She was a squire - okay, technically an [Unlikely Page] - of a Valkyrie. Didn’t mean she was going to charge in all stupid-like, but she wasn’t going to run and hide.

“Hey Auri!” She yelled.

She knew she was low level. Auri, on the other hand?

The two of them snuck through the house, the other voices having paused when they heard her shouting, then started talking even faster.

Nina found them in the private dining room. A man and a woman. The man was lean and scarred, relaxing over a mug of beer. Iona’s beer. The woman had short blonde hair, her feet up on the table, and was eating from the end of a knife.

“Brrrpt!” Auri shouted, flying over to them and zipping around them excitedly. “BRRRRPT!!!”

Friends of Iona’s? Nina boldly stepped into the room. In poor, broken High Elvish, the woman greeted her.

“Many greetings! Name my Artemis is!”


Chapter 17 - Adventures in Nippon-Koku

I had a fairly uncomfortable realization when we finished crossing the sea to Nippon-Koku, one that shook my self-confidence and made me look deep inside myself. One that had me do some serious soul-searching.

I’d never really traveled to another country before. Not voluntarily, on a temporary basis.

Oh, sure, Hunting and I had crossed the Formorian wastes to see what was on the other side, discovering the dwarves. But I hadn’t gone out there intending to visit a new country, a new culture. Once there, my greatest goal had been leaving, and getting back home. Sure, I’d crossed through the centaur plains and the shimagu city, meeting new people and cultures the whole way, but it hadn’t been my goal. They were simply between me and my goal.

Technically, visiting the fae realm might count, but for a thousand and one reasons - mostly it’s the fae, they don’t count - they weren’t added.

Rolland was involuntary, the School of Sorcery and Spellcraft was an island, not a nation. The stops they made sort of counted, but it wasn’t like I’d deliberately gone out of my way to travel, more like they were pit stops.

Trying to find analogies for how the School moved around was weird. There was nothing quite like it.

Going to Cartref Clyd for the Gladiator Gauntlet also sorta counted, and traveling to Exterreri was to find a home.

Mission or not, this was the first time I ever felt like a tourist. Traveling to new lands to have a good time. I should totally see if I could find a book of magic or two to learn from. [Butterfly Mystic] would love that. Sure, it wasn’t as potent as the School, but critically for [Butterfly Mystic], it was new, and the class was all about new.

A level up notification broke me out of my musings.

[*ding!* [Ancient Loremaster of Legend] has leveled up! 182 -> 183. +100 Dexterity, +100 Vitality, +800 Mana, +800 Mana Regen, +1600 Magic Power, +1600 Magic Control from your Class per level! +1 Strength, +1 Dexterity, +1 Speed, +1 Vitality, +1 Mana, +1 Mana Regeneration, +1 Magic Power, +1 Magic Control for being Chimera (Elvenoid)! +1 Mana, +1 Magic Power from your Element per level!]

I held my breath as I looked at the notification, praying that I didn’t get another one. One notification was fine. Edge of a level, got a small trickle from pointing out the Void [Mage] island that we detoured around, Auri doing her thing splitting experience with me. Typical. Expected.

A second level would suggest that Auri was gaining some significant experience, and I didn’t want to return home to a smoldering wreck. She’d gotten a few levels here and there far faster than I thought she would, and nobody would let me know what was going on with that.

I let a sigh loose as nothing else happened for a few minutes, content that everything was alright at home with Auri and Nina, and refocused on traveling.

We’d gone a bit further south, and snow had already fallen heavily. Most people were tucked away in their homes, smoke merrily puffing out of chimneys, and there just frankly wasn’t a ton going on. Most people stayed warm and safe in the winter months, indulging in indoor activities with their families.

Plenty of people did brave the snows for various reasons, and quite a few people hurried over when Iona landed outside the village, while a few more went and hid inside their homes. Fenrir was pretty damn scary… and a rider didn’t really mitigate that.

Iona hopped off and went to chat with them, and get our bearings. I didn’t speak a word of Yayoi.

The people of Pallos were interesting. Most countries had a few dominant races that mixed freely in cities, but when it came to villages, they tended to only have a single species living there. My personal theory was it was one part xenophobia, and three parts families. Couldn’t easily marry a member of another species and have kids, it just didn’t work. Any village large enough to support two species would need to be the size of two smaller villages stuck together, along with a lack of interspecies friction at the village level - too easy to have a grudge lasting generations against an other, at which point it was well on its way to being a small town instead.

Nippon-koku was one of the more diverse countries. Small enclaves of elvenoids made homes here that weren’t found anywhere else in the world. This little village we’d stumbled across was the home of some kappa. Imagine a large turtle with intelligence and thumbs that walked on two legs.

Iona hopped back after a few minutes.

“Kobi here gave me directions to the next place. Do you want to do a quick healing pass?” She asked.

“Yeah!” I hopped off Fenrir and rose into the air, not bothering to go through the whole ‘mime explaining what I wanted to do before slowly going through the process’. I just blitzed through the village in an instant, using the same combination of skills that I’d used in Osengard. There was a nasty case of pneumonia in one baby, and I fixed one man’s cracked shell that had never healed quite right.

“Good to go!” I landed back on Fenrir’s back as a gale of snow whipped through the town, the wind finally catching up to what I’d done.

Iona took off, and I swear Fenrir tried to whip up an even larger snowstorm. Rivalry? Or working on his Storm element?



Iona managed to get us to Kuri in a few days, her [Relentless Pursuit] skill leveling up as well as her [Traveling Archer] class. She also managed to quickly track down where Narukami Akamaru was located, and we quickly found ourselves in a hot spring.

“Oooh, this is nice.” I said as the heat washed over us. I liked a little bit of snow, but I was rapidly discovering that I was not a fan of prolonged cold at all. Rainbow snakes were tropical creatures, and I’d upped my nerve sensitivity. It wasn’t important that my new biology was a little more vulnerable to the cold… and for all the freezing I’d done, getting somewhere warm was all the nicer.

Iona made some appreciative noises as well.

“Maybe once all this is over, we can spend some time here together?” She asked with a cheeky wink.

“Sure!”

Iona navigated us through the various levels of people, all while I enjoyed the hot steam.

“They’re in one of the smaller baths.” She finally said. “Do we want to join them, or wait?”

“They?” I asked. “Thought it was just one?”

“He’s got some friends with him.” Iona explained.

Ah, yeah, that made sense.

“I’ll be honest, joining them or waiting seems to be a question that you’re much better at answering than I am.” I said, trying to make the right decision in spite of my excitement. I was almost vibrating with anticipation. I could meet someone else from Earth!

I knew my normal social graces were more likely to sink the initial impression than anything, so I deferred it to the person who actually liked that sort of thing.

Iona shrugged.

“Why wait? Let’s go say hi.”

I held Iona’s hand so I didn’t sprint forward in my excitement - it was frowned upon to do that sort of thing here, and I needed the solid physical marker to ground me.

Towels were the outfit of the day for the pool, and I froze as we were changing.

“Uh.” I paused, a little awkward, tuning down my senses as far as [The World Around Me] would go. I wasn’t a peeper or any sort of pervert.

“What’s up?” Iona paused.

“They sound busy in there. Why don’t we wait for them?” I internally grumbled as I got dressed again. I wanted to take a dip in the hot springs!

Later.

Iona laughed, and gave me another cheeky grin.

Goddesses, I loved that grin. It did things to me.

“Just have to wait I guess!”



I spent the time uncomfortably waiting. There was only so much tuning down my senses I could do, and they were not trying to be subtle at all. Pretty sure it was fairly rude, but this wasn’t my place, this wasn’t my culture.

Iona tried to distract me with various plans, which only somewhat succeeded. I was too nervous, too impatient, and too willing to use [Parallel Thoughts] to my detriment.

I could see my relentless tap tap tap of my feet on the floor was driving Iona nuts, but she was nice enough to not say anything. She knew I was being restrained, but I just had to tap.

Finally, finally I heard footsteps and wingbeats heading towards the door. I patted Iona’s arm furiously as I stood up, expanding my sphere of perception and senses once again.

They washed over the people about to come back in. One dude, seven women. The guy looked like a human, which wasn’t a given with Papilion having offered me a chance to become a golden crow. Then there was a werewolf, harpy, yuki-onna, dryad, minotaur, catkin, and goblin. The yuki-onna looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t put my finger on why. Skye was the only other yuki-onna I knew, was there some sort of resemblance? Or was it simply a snowflake-like delicate look that they all shared?

“Goblin. Looks friendly enough.” I muttered quietly to Iona, giving her the heads up. She was not a fan of the little green gremlins, and given her history, I wasn’t surprised.

Then he walked into the room, followed by the rest of his group. His eyes widened as he saw us, and he said something that instantly got Iona all stone-faced and looking pissed. Then as fast as the emotions appeared, her face smoothed over and she replied in English.

“No thank you. We heard a rumor you might be from Earth?” She said.

The dude’s eyes widened up, but before he could say anything the harpy - only level 189, nothing special - shrieked and launched herself at us, flapping her wings and battering Iona, who basically just ignored her.

“What’d he say before?” I asked quickly in Creation under the beating wings, swaying back to avoid getting smacked by one.

“He was excited to see a ‘pair of smoking hot babes’ and wanted to know if we would join ‘the hero’s harem’.” Iona answered with clear disgust. “His actual name’s Jake Jason.”

Ew. She had better self control than I did. I might’ve just walked right out, mission or not.

“Yellow here’s yelling about ‘how dare we turn him down’ and ‘he’s the best’ and other such nonsense.” Iona added in as the rest of the party tried to talk Yellow down.

I didn’t think it was her name, but of course they all had different hair colors. I suspected that was the so-called hero’s doing, and not natural.

After talking down Yellow, and a whole three rounds of discussion, we agreed on a better place to chat, and found a language that enough of us spoke.

English, of all things. Jake only knew Yayoi and English. Some members of his… harem, ew, just saying it made me feel squicky - spoke it, ‘to better impress the hero’, and with Iona’s blessing, it made it the strongest language.

It took a bit of shuffling around, and an utterly inane argument/fight about who got to sit next to Jake, but we finally got down to business in a tea shop. Most of the girls were dressed normally, but the minotauress was in a maid’s outfit for some ungodly reason.

“You two chicks from Earth or something?” He opened the conversation up with that, staring at Iona’s chest. I crossed my arms over my chest. Iona shook her head.

“Just me.” I said. “Heard something that made me think you were as well?”

Jake’s eyes lit up.

“Yeah! But this place is totally cool. It’s like a magic Japan! They even have rice and soy sauce!”

“Master is the best ~ nya!” The catkin draped herself over Jake, and my eyes narrowed as something clicked.

“Slaves? Really?”

Forget recruiting this asshole, maybe there was a nice prison we could throw him into.

“Whoa! She’s cool with it!” Jake protested.

Iona and I traded a Look. She gave me a tiny shake of her head.

Fine. If Iona didn’t think it was worth making a huge fuss over right this second, I wasn’t going to. I wasn’t going to lie to Arachne at the end of the mission, but right now my personal needle was set dead to ‘throw into a lake and figure out if there was a way to delete memories’.

“How’d you come here?” Iona diplomatically asked, changing the subject. I just sat and fumed, keeping my eye from twitching.

“Got wasted by truck-kun. Some goddess told me that the world needed a [Hero], shoved my soul into a practically dead body, and here I am! Living my best life.” He eyed us up again and got an idea.

“Hey! We need a healer with us, and two for the price of one? I wouldn’t say no to being crushed between your thighs!” He leered at Iona.

I could see Iona’s toes digging in through the floorboard as she tried to remain civil.

“We’re representing the Exterreri Empire. We’d like to extend an offer for you to come settle in over there, and we’re empowered to offer you significant incentives to join.”

Dear goddesses, I had no idea how Iona managed to stay on-task like that. Her social skills had to be capping out like crazy in the background. I would’ve already put him through a wall.

Jake clicked his tongue and did finger guns at the two of us.

“I want something from you, you want something from me, I’m sure we can make something work!”

One of the girls protested.

“But then there’s less of you for meeeeeeee!” She whined, and quickly swapped languages to let everyone else know what was going on.

“Why do you even like this guy?” I asked in pure confusion. Nothing - nothing - about him was attractive in any way, shape, or form. I just couldn’t see it.

“Because he’s so nice.” The seven girls said in eerie chorus, nevermind I wasn’t sure if half of them understood me.

I glanced at Iona with no small amount of concern while Jake was trying to reassure everyone else that there was more than enough of him to go around, with quite a few crude gestures. Mind magic wasn’t supposed to be a thing, but he clearly had some sort of divine fuckery going on. Her eyes unfocused, communing with her goddesses.

“Just a shareable experience buff.” She snapped back and explained.

[Warrior - 420].

Not much of an experience buff, was it?

Actually - depended on when he came over, and his current age. If it was only a few years ago, that was an insane pace. Such bullshit! I got smacked around with having large chunks of my memories removed, and Jake got a fucking buff!? A shareable buff!?

I had a brief, heretical, blasphemous thought, wondering how hard it’d be to kill a god, before purging the idea entirely. The gods could clearly hear prayers in the privacy of my mind, I didn’t want to give anyone any ideas about smiting me.

I took a deep breath and tried to refocus and center myself.

I didn’t have to like the guy. I had a job to do, and I was going to do it to the best of my abilities.

Within reason. I was not letting him get anywhere near me. I had standards, and I’d rather fail the mission first.

I’d focus on that. My curiosity was secondary. Once we’d figured out if he was coming or not, we could chat about Earth. I had so many questions.

Although… hmmm… wouldn’t making some sort of connection first be a good idea? Would that make him more amenable to moving? It sounded like a good idea to me…

I glanced at Iona, raising a questioning eyebrow, trying to communicate my question. By some magic known only to Iona, she figured out what I wanted and nodded.

“What year was it when you came over? And where are you from?” I asked.

Jake and I started comparing notes, and it was surprising. The date he left was just a few short years from the last date I remembered. Which was weird to me.

Had whatever happened to my soul caused it to drift through the currents of time? Had it been involved in Samsara, the great cycle not caring about when a person was reincarnated (or so some monks claimed)? Or did Jake’s own divine meddling cause him to be blasted forward?

Could the different worlds be operating at different effective speeds? That didn’t quite make sense to me - I felt like some fundamentals would break if that were the case, but I couldn’t point to an easy example - but hey, it was magic, it didn’t have to make perfect sense.

In spite of my faint hopes, he’d had no idea about me or my family. No news from anyone I knew. The world had just… continued to turn after I’d died. Oh, it sounded like everything had gone to shit, but didn’t it always?

A nice thing about news and information on Pallos - I wasn’t constantly bombarded with how things were terrible all over the world. Just small, local woes that were more gossip than anything else.

Jake’s background was unfortunate. He claimed to be a misunderstood genius who couldn’t decide if he wanted to broker peace in the Middle East, revolutionize mathematics, or create a new genre of music that would be famous world-wide.

“Of course, my teachers misunderstood me.” He confided. “Kicked me out. It’s just so hard being so smart, you wouldn’t understand.”

Iona’s fingers twitched like she wanted to strangle him. Only my [Oath] prevented me from cheerfully joining her.

Jake’s… dubious sense of his own intelligence made most of his ideas and information suspect. Global information systems, perpetual motion machines, anti-matter, which was like the opposite of matter… somehow… Die-Sun spheres - the name alone had me frowning - something about perfect free markets, cellphones, and a hundred other ideas that spewed out like a firehose. I swear he was making words up to sound impressive.

Attempts to gain any sort of details usually ended poorly.

“What’s a gamma ray burst?” I asked.

“Oh, it kills everyone, instantly. Bang! Every single living thing, dead!”

Iona couldn’t keep the obvious question to herself.

“So how are you alive?” She asked. Jake rolled his eyes.

“Duh! It’s never happened!”

“How would it happen?”

“Well, a bunch of gamma rays would come, and kill everyone.” Jake said very slowly, like he was talking to a small child.

I was half suspecting this was a test by Arachne to see if I could keep my cool. Never before had the self imposed shackles of my [Oath] been so keenly felt.

I almost - almost - missed Kerberos, my once-fiance.

Some of the things Jake talked about made no sense to me at all, and given his surprise, I suspected they were at the heart of what Papilion had stripped from me.

“Wait, you don’t know what nukes are?” Jake asked with utter disbelief. “Are you sure you’re from Earth? Everyone knows what nukes are. You know, Hiroshima, end of World War II, all that?”

I frowned. World War II rang a bell, but either huge parts had been stripped out of my memories, or he was making a bigger deal out of it than it actually was. Given that it was called a World War, I suspected the issue might be on my end.

“I… don’t. What do you know about them?” I asked.

Jake gave a too-confident laugh that Iona frowned at. She twitched a finger, and I divined it to mean ‘absolutely nothing’.

“They destroy cities! Just, boooooooooooom, city gone!” He made explosion noises as his hands mimed a large explosion.

My eye twitched at how utterly useless that was. The only part that was vaguely useful was the fact that pure technology, with no System or anything helping things along, could create such an effect.

Iona could see that I was nearing the end of my rope, and frankly, the whole conversation felt like a bust.

“Is there any amount of money, status, or items that could persuade you to relocate to Exterreri? I know the brothels in Sanguino are quite famous and rather extensive.” Iona offered up.

I suppose, on some level, Jake and Iona were on similar wavelengths. I knew Iona was resisting going out and screwing everyone she wanted to because of me and my desire to be monogamous, and maybe she’d be able to speak his language enough to get him to come over.

That, and he couldn’t stop staring at her chest. There was a part of me that didn’t feel great about it, but I compartmentalized it.

“We’re buying him passage on a ship if he says yes.” I muttered to Iona in Creation. “I am not letting him get close enough to be grabby on Fenrir the whole way back.”

Iona gave me a small nod of vigorous understanding.

“Fenrir would literally eat him halfway through.” She agreed. “Plus, ten people and all their supplies might be too much for a full overseas trip.”

Thank fuck.

Jake snapped his fingers.

“Yes, actually! Apart from everything else you’re willing to give me, you round my party out perfectly for this quest I have!”

Iona and I traded another look. She lifted an eyebrow, and my shoulders slumped.

“What is it?” I asked, managing to keep the despair out of my voice. Of course there’d be a dumb side-quest. It was almost like I was an [Adventurer].

If I had to do it, I had to do it.

“I want to be a [Dragonrider Hero]. I heard rumors of a dragon nearby, and what’s a more perfect companion for a hero than a dragon? Help me steal one of its eggs.”

I froze at his proclamation, biting down on my tongue from saying something inadvisable.

We were going to get so fucked.

“Iona.” I didn’t even bother finishing my tea, jumping up and out of my seat and heading for the door. She instantly got what I wanted, and the two of us headed out of town, just in case.

Jake and his harem followed us.

“Hey! What’s the big idea?” He asked.

“Let’s talk outside the town, okay?” I said.

I was frankly terrified of a dragon deciding to torch the town to the ground. If things were going to escalate - okay, that was a lie, things were already escalating, hard - I wanted as many people out of the way as possible.

I was thinking furiously as we walked, a thousand and one implications tumbling together. I crafted what I thought was a decent sentence, knowing that we were being eavesdropped on.

“There is a dragon nearby if I remember where we are correctly.” I told Iona in a hurried voice. “Kanadaj, the Carmine Fixer. I’m going to do my best to stop anyone from raiding his nest.”

There. Message sent. Someone was after his eggs, and we were working on stopping it. Hopefully the dragon wouldn’t budge unless something happened.

“My [Vow] is active, by the way.” Iona quietly told me. “I must stop Jake, one way or another. I don’t have the option of walking away from this.”

I gave a curt nod of understanding. Just like how my [Oath] could trap me in unfortunate circumstances, so could Iona’s [Vow]. This was blessedly less unfortunate than usual. I was completely on board with stopping Jake’s stupid plan. It was now a higher priority to me than recruiting him, although I’d happily take both wins if I could somehow manage it.

We finished getting out of town.

Fenrir had landed in a beautiful glade next to a half-frozen lake. The trees were dormant for the winter, but in the spring and summer this had to be the place in Kuri.

Iona stopped in the snow as Jake and the rest piled out into the field. Fenrir opened one magnificent eye at them.

“Bitching dragon!” Jake yelled. “That’s what I’m talking about! Got a spare egg or eight?”

Fenrir didn’t have all the social graces. He didn’t need to make nice. He loomed over Jake, brought his face down, and roared.

I clapped my hands over my ears, mentally cursing as all the women were blown away. Somehow, all of them landed in compromising poses, and they had to have done that deliberately.

They were mildly injured though. Blasted [Oath]. I healed them all.

Jake had demonstrated some sort of spine, and only took a few steps back.

“Whoa, yeah! I gotta get me one of these! He for sale?”

Iona looked murderous, and I was entirely inclined to let her go to town. Heck, I could easily spin this to Arachne as ‘too stupid to live’ and ‘prevented a dragon attack’. Might even get a few [Loremaster] levels out of it.

“Fenrir is not a dragon, and not for sale.” Iona patiently explained. “Listen, dragons are dangerous. Not like most creatures and monsters where you can get away with nonsense, dragons are on an entirely different level. They will kill you, eat you, then burn down the closest few towns because they can. We’re talking here, and not in the town, because every time you say ‘dragon’, every single one of them can hear it. If they decide to do something about it, I don’t want thirty thousand civilians caught in the crossfire.”

Not a word of that got through to Jake. He swelled up with pride.

“Your words simply validate how much of a genius I am!” He boasted. “Nobody else would even dare to think it! Yet, I will be the strongest!”

Red - the catkin - jumped in again.

“Nothing but the best for Akamaru ~ nya!” She took the chance to jump on Jake, which of course had the rest of the girls fighting for his attention, and to get their fair share.

“You know what. I think I’m reporting this mission as a failure.” I told Iona as we waited for the gaggle to sort themselves out. Again.

“Thank the goddesses.” Iona sagged in relief. “Is your [Oath] still applying, even with the threat?”

I nodded.

In some ways, our respective restriction skills were at odds with each other. Iona’s demanded that she stop Jake, and violence was likely. Mine demanded that I did no harm, and while he wasn’t trying to directly hurt anyone, I was bound and shackled.

We were on the same wavelength at least, so we weren’t coming into a harsh conflict. I believed that communication would carry the day.

“Even if they were at the entrance to the cave, I couldn’t do anything unless they attacked me first.” I confirmed. “The same logic that lets me detach my healing a [Soldier] who’s going to try and fight someone else, from the harm they will cause there. The same way it doesn’t worry about people I can’t see, also applies here. They wouldn’t be directly attacking me or causing me harm. Just indirectly antagonizing someone else. I’m not great at that.” I admitted.

Iona grinned at me.

“Good thing one of us is, yeah?”

“Yeah. What’s the plan? I don’t want him to die if at all possible. ‘Hi Arachne, I know you sent me to recruit him, but we murdered him instead’ isn’t a good look on my first mission.”

Iona made a sound of agreement. “Ten years from now, that’s all they’ll remember. I can punch down. His antics, level, and plan means he’s far from being considered meek or defenseless, and his class is double [Mirror]. All about borrowing power from the girls. Limited, but with how many he’s got, Jake has a lot of tricks up his sleeves. I think I’ll just slowly escalate with him and see how it goes.”

I patted her shoulder.

“Sorry that my mission is halfway turning into your mission.” I said. Jake and his harem were still sorting themselves out, and I wish I could block my ears at the promises being made between them all.

Iona smiled again.

“You kidding? I’m delighted! I get worried that I’m just tagging along, contributing nothing and being a huge money drain on you. I get concerned about all that. Now I get to basically fix a problem for you? It’s great! That, and I made my [Vow] for a reason. Protecting an entire city? It’s what I swore to do. Imagine if I dragged you to a war zone.”

Well, hey, it took all types.

Jake sorted himself out again, and Iona stepped forward.

“Jake! Listen. Come to Exterreri, and we’ll figure out a wyvern’s egg on top of everything else. Can’t let you go after a dragon, but the image is the same.”

Jake blew a raspberry.

“Wyvern, smyvern. Dragon or bust! Dragon or bust!” He started chanting, his backstage dancers soon picking up the chant.

“It’s a stupid idea. Is there anything we can do to get you to change your mind?” Iona asked. Her mallium was starting to spread across her body and down her limbs, still hidden by her tunic, but she was getting ready for a fight.

Red jumped forward again, power posing with not nearly enough clothing for the weather.

“You take that back! Akamaru is an unparalleled, once in a thousand years genius ~ nya!”

Something about that seemed to give Jake an idea. He got a sly look I didn’t like.

“Okay! Let’s duel! Me versus you. If you win, we’ll stop. If we win, you’ll go out to dinner with us. I’m sure I’ll win you two lovely ladies over.” He flashed us what he probably thought was a charming smile, and just made it feel like spiders were crawling over my back.

Iona looked at me. I grimaced and nodded.

“Fine.” She agreed. “When do we start?”

The two worked out the fine details, which was to say - in just a few minutes.

Iona and Jake went to separate sides of the field. Armor coated the Valkyrie, and she retrieved her glaive, shield, and axe from Fenrir’s gear bags.

Jake put on some questionably light armor, then held his hand out. There was a snap-hiss as a curved blade of glowing red Radiance sprang to life. He swung the blade a few times experimentally in front of him.

I pinched my nose.

A lightsaber-katana. I don’t know why I expected anything else.

“Watch the blade.” I murmured to Iona. “It should cut through most things. Aim for a dodge, not a block.”

She nodded her thanks.

“Omae wa mou shindeiru.” Jake said right before we began. Iona didn’t translate, but she didn’t look impressed.

“Go!” Orange cheered, and the fight was on.

This fight was almost harder than the Gladiator Gauntlet duels. Iona didn’t want to kill the obnoxious brat, and there were no protective shields here.

She shot across the snowy shield in an instant. Jake tried to do an Artemis, and blasted Iona with sustained Lightning coming from his off-hand.

“Unlimited P-” He got out as Iona completely ignored his attack, ducked under a wild, amateur strike - seriously, I could swing a sword better than that and I had almost no training in long blades - and punched him.

Lightly. Gently.

With a gauntleted fist.

It went through his pathetic excuse of armor, and I could hear his sternum breaking as his entire chest caved in. He went flying back to his gaggle, who cooed over him. Green popped out a potion and poured it into his mouth.

Unfair! Foul!

Jake sprang up.

“All according to keikaku!” He declared.

“That’s outside interference.” Iona’s voice was colder than the weather. She did not like dishonorable actions.

The warning rattle in Iona’s voice was completely dismissed by Jake.

“My friends are my power! With the power of love, we will-”

Iona didn’t wait to hear the rest. She grabbed him by the hair and spun. Round and round she went, until she let him go like a discus. He spun over and over in the air, arcing above the lake, before landing with a mighty splash.

Iona hummed a war tune as she got her bow out and a few arrows. She nocked the arrow, pulled it back, and fired it.

Way, way over his head.

Then she rapidly fired a second arrow, they collided in midair, and both went straight for Jake. Good [Trick Shot] practice.

Both arrows ended up in his feet, a testament to Iona’s skill. A carefully calculated blow to let him know he was in trouble, that Iona could kill and sink him at any time, but not enough to hinder his return if he promptly gave up. He sank a little further, but could keep swimming.

“Surrender?” Iona asked.

“Never!” Jake yelled.

Four arrows later, and he was shouting his surrender. He was losing steam fast, and sank under the icy water right as he was about to get to shore.

“Do we fish him out, or…?” I asked Iona. She sighed.

“Maybe?” She started to approach the edge as all the women ran over.

There was an eruption of water as Jake and another lady exploded out of the lake.

“Oh Fated King,” The Lady of the Lake Spoke, her voice echoing in an ethereal and magical way. “Oh destined [Hero]. Take this sword, and become king. Rule the world, wisely and justly.” She offered him a jewel-encrusted greatsword, glowing runes in a language I didn’t know etched down the blade.

I threw my hands up in disgust.

“You have got to be fucking kidding me!” I shouted as his harem cheered.

Jake stepped forward, extending his hands out to the sword.

“Tha-” was the last word he got out.

In a single swift motion, the rest of the oversized anglerfish erupted out of the water, the lady of the lake lure on the end of its tendril whipping away as row upon row of pointy teeth closed around the hero. In a single grinding motion, he was gone, and the fish submerged itself once again.

[*ding!* Your party has participated in slaying a [Harem Hero] (Mirror - 420)// [The Main Character] (Mirror, 369)]

[*ding!* [Ancient Loremaster of Legend] has leveled up! 183 -> 190. +100 Dexterity, +100 Vitality, +800 Mana, +800 Mana Regen, +1600 Magic Power, +1600 Magic Control from your Class per level! +1 Strength, +1 Dexterity, +1 Speed, +1 Vitality, +1 Mana, +1 Mana Regeneration, +1 Magic Power, +1 Magic Control for being Chimera (Elvenoid)! +1 Mana, +1 Magic Power from your Element per level!]

Averting an epic threat from manifesting was solidly in [Loremaster’s] domain, and dealing with Jake’s quest to disturb a dragon clearly counted. I’d been a little more on the edges than I would’ve liked - the fish solved the problem, Iona strongly contributed, and I was on a third order effect at best - but a dragon was potent enough that it trickled over nicely.

I checked the fish.

[Anglerfish - 1871]

That was a mean one, and Iona took a few short hops back.

“Well. I can’t say I’m sad to see him go.” She said as she got back.

“Best of all, we didn’t do it!” I agreed. “Home?” I asked. After all the nonsense today, I was in no mood to explore Nippon-Koku. Forget their magic, forget their books, I just wanted to be warm and safe in my own bed again. After about a four hour long hot bath.

Iona looked around.

“Home.” She agreed.

Red - the catkin - whirled on us, and I expected a tearful tirade, maybe a vow to figure out a way to reanimate him or something. Instead, she started cussing up a storm, quickly joined by some of the others. I only understood what Red was saying, but given the body language of the rest of them, they probably had similar thoughts. I’d have to ask Iona later.

“Fuck!” She swore, ripping off her collar in a single easy motion and hurling it into the lake. “Do you know how much bullshit I had to put up with for that sweet, sweet experience boost!? Nya~ this and nya~ that, and now he’s fucking dead!? Such bullshit!”


Chapter 18 - Springtime is wartime

The three of us basically took off instantly, leaving Jake’s girlfriends behind. They were already scheming up ways to try and reanimate him.

I had full confidence that they wouldn’t succeed… although I’d let Arachne know about it, and maybe keep me in the loop if any zany events occurred. Successful reanimation would be huge, although with tens of thousands of years of bereaved and grieving people trying, with literal gods probably putting their thumb - or whole weight - on the scale, and it just not being a thing, I had my doubts.

Speaking of… I wanted to chat with Iona about the events.

I flew closer to her, deciding to ride on her shoulders for a minute. My legs clamped around her neck, and she grabbed my knees to keep me secure.

“Hey otherworldosaurus!” She cheerfully greeted me. “What’s up?”

I tilted my head back, gazing at the wondrous blue sky above us, my hair lashing in the wind. Iona flicked my knee.

“Yeah, yeah, very clever.” She laughed. I answered her question for real, and not in the annoyingly literal way.

“I’m pretty disappointed in how little I learned from Jake.” I complained. “The whole thing went off the beaten path so fast I never got a chance to compare all the notes I wanted to.”

Iona pulled a face.

“You’re right.” She said. “The only time I saw you light up was when you two were discussing the years. How you feeling?”

I sighed.

“Resigned, mostly. It was such a fucking disaster, I’m just glad to be out of there.”

My shoulders sagged.

“And a little bummed out. I wanted to know…”

Earth wasn’t home, not anymore. Pallos was, and I’d made my peace with that a long time ago. I had still been curious about Earth though, and Jake had told me nothing useful. I swear, it seemed like he lived under a rock and just played games all day.

And that was before knowledge came into play. Sure, magic replaced air conditioning nicely - I don’t think I’d be nearly as content on Pallos otherwise - but things like the internet, if Jake was capable of making it happen, would change everything.

Not that it had looked like he was trying to make anything, just have a good time.

I shook my head.

Life was good, and comparison was the thief of joy.

“What went wrong, what went right, and what could we have done better?” I asked.

“We found them no trouble. That part went well.” Iona promptly replied. I ruffled her hair. It was right there, too easy not to.

“Strong work.” I praised. She’d done all the tracking and finding.

“We worked decently well when we realized Jake was a problem and needed to be handled. I know there’s not a lot we can do about it, but your [Oath] did throw a few problems where you couldn’t directly fight Jake.” Iona said.

I shrugged.

“Sure, and while I completely agree with the what and why, your [Vow] also might’ve caused issues where you had to fight and stop him. Six of one, half dozen of another, neither one threatened so much trouble to completely derail the mission.”

“Arguably, it did completely derail the mission.” Iona argued. “We wanted to recruit him and bring him back to Exterreri. We almost entirely failed the mission. We didn’t bring him, and whatever knowledge he had is gone.”

I frowned at some of Iona’s phrasing.

“Almost entirely failed?” I asked.

“I’m starting to get a handle on Arachne. Maybe. At least enough to predict that she’ll see a silver lining in all this. We didn’t get to recruit him - but nobody else could either. Nobody’s going to suddenly come out with a major military or economic advantage.”

I snorted in disbelief.

“Him? I got major ‘idiot’ vibes, and it was like he knew the ideas, but absolutely no way to implement them or even the fundamentals of how they worked.” I was skeptical.

Iona chuckled.

“Yeah? Anyone looking at you wouldn’t believe that you - ow!” I had started knuckling Iona’s head as hard as I could about five words into her sentence. I knew I wasn’t actually harming her - my strength was too low - but it was the gesture, the message.

I smiled sadly as I thought of mom, and her wooden spoons. The futile, painless spoons, that dad played along with, and when I was old enough, tough enough, I did too.

The System was both a great equalizer, and a great granter of disadvantages.

“Pbrrrrrrrrrt.” I blew a raspberry at Iona, refocusing on the here and now, not bothering to even spin off a [Parallel Thoughts] process. She tilted her head back and grinned at me.

“You know it’s true.” She teased.

I crossed my arms and pouted… which probably just added fuel to her argument.

Iona sighed deeply as we flew over the Sea of Stars.

“What’s up?” I asked.

Iona hesitated.

“I love you very much.” She said, patting my leg. I knuckled her hair.

“Okay, now you’re making me nervous. What’s so terrible that you need to butter me up first?”

She tilted her head back, looking at me with a mischievous smile.

“You’re the love of my life, and I’m perfectly content and happy with you. With all that said… could you imagine having a dozen beautiful men and women around at all times, all interested?”

Iona’s eyes glazed over a bit again, and this time I knew she wasn’t chatting with her goddesses.

I indulged in the thought for a bit. Iona wasn’t wrong, the fantasy was quite nice.

It was just that though - a fantasy. The reality wouldn’t be nearly so clean or nice, and that was just for sex, not even touching on love.

“Mmmm. Yes, yes I can.”

Iona refocused with a hopeful look on her face. I flicked her nose - gently.

“It’s not for me though. Are - are you completely happy?” I was more than a little worried asking.

Iona flexed her shoulders, and somehow, by sheer physical prowess multiplied by the gifts of the System, managed to ‘pop’ me into her arms, where she caressed me.

“I am. I love you, now and forever.” She kissed me.

I eventually broke the kiss.

“Even with… the Immortality thing?” It hadn’t been something we’d properly addressed, knowing we had years.

Iona hesitated.

“Is it really so bad? With my vitality, I should live 400, maybe 600 years. Ever notice you don’t see old warriors at that age? How everyone fighting is under 100? Yeah. There were no old Valkyries for a reason. You’re Immortal, I’m not, but it doesn’t change anything. I’ll be dead before then.”

I gritted my teeth.

“Not if I have anything to say about it.” I firmly declared.

Iona smiled sadly.

“I know.” She whispered, keeping careful control over her voice.

“So… together until one of us dies. You interested in making it formal at some point?” I asked with roughly all the subtlety of a brick. Dealing with Jake had completely drained my social graces, and this wasn’t exactly a conversation to dance around.

The only thing surprising about a proposal should be the when and how. Both parties should have talked about it ahead of time, and known it was coming. Marriage wasn’t a surprise that should be sprung. It was a measured conversation.

Boring, not terribly romantic, but it was the right way to do it.

Iona didn’t immediately answer, and a terrible weight started to crush on my chest. My mind, sped up by Auri’s bond, started to go over and over a hundred, a thousand different possibilities. My self-confidence started to shake, and-

“Yes.” Iona firmly replied. “But I’ve got some thoughts of my own.”

I repositioned myself on Fenrir, properly positioning myself for a serious chat.

“Yeah?” I asked.

“First, off the top of my head, I hate the Immortal idea that relationships and marriages and the like need a time limit. Till death do us part.” Iona almost cracked up on the last line, and what she’d just said about Valkyries not making it to 100 took on extra weight.

I easily nodded.

“Absolutely.” I swore.

“With all that said, I’ve been thinking about Nina. She was too low level for this, and I’d hate for her to stay low level. I’d like to go on a few rounds with her. Probably outside of Exterreri, they’ve got things down pat here. Not enough conflict for a budding Valkyrie. Barely enough for me! I feel like we’ve settled down enough, found our feet, and now I want to go out and be a Valkyrie.”

I eagerly nodded.

“Of course! I agree with you, we’ve found our feet well enough, have gotten a base established. We’re in an excellent position to go out into the world and do some good. Any ideas where to start?”

Iona clicked her tongue unhappily.

“The Valkyrie-squire relationship tends to be one to one for experience reasons. If there were two Valkyries to one squire, the danger and difficulty of any encounters would go down sharply, which also decreases the experience quite a bit. Both in terms of levels, and real world expertise. Similarly, two squires to one Valkyrie splits the duties and experience a little too hard for meaningful levels.”

I could feel Iona giving me a pointed stare, and I could pick up what she was putting down.

“You want to go alone.” I said.

“If you don’t mind.” Iona said.

I paused, then shook my head.

“I mind a tiny bit. I love you. I’ll miss you. It’s disappointing that I can’t come with you. But I understand. Nina needs experience. Levels. It’s part of your thing to go out and work like this, and I’d never try to stop you. That’s not what our relationship is. Is there a chance I’ll be able to come in the future?”

Iona cracked a relieved grin.

“Thank you. I want to do a few rounds with you and Nina at some point where you’re acting as a [Healer], but I think that’s for the future, like you said. When she’s got a few more levels, when she’s a [Squire] instead of a [Page], when I’m not trying to get the bare bone fundamentals down. When it’s not my first [Squire].”

“Maybe when I’m on a break from being a Sentinel. That could be a good window?” I suggested.

Iona nodded.

“Oh yeah! Or even this summer. We’ll work it out.”

I briefly debated asking Iona if she’d be fine for a few weeks or months without any bedroom fun, but axed the thought.

We both knew where we stood regarding monogamy, and the heart of Iona’s [Vow] revolved around acting honorably. There were few actions less honorable than lying and cheating.

Content and satisfied, I laid back and continued Plotting.

I still had a good number of the Remus coins, but I needed to think of a good spot for modifying them…



In a trip that was too short for the time I wanted to spend with Iona, too long for how badly I wanted to be home, we were getting to Bloodmoon Bay and Sanguino. We’d flown around the experimental island again - there was no way that wasn’t ending in tears one day - and we were getting some nervous looks from the guards on the walls.

I mean, I’d be a little concerned if a huge fucking armored wyvern was approaching our home.

“Hey, I wanna report back to Arachne, and run some errands. Wanna come?”

“Nope.” Iona promptly replied. “I’ll let you have the fun conversation with Arachne. I want to get back home, and see how Nina’s doing.”

I hopped up, standing precariously on Fenrir’s neck.

“Cheers, see you later!” I let myself fall backwards off Fenrir, like a high diver going into a stone basin.

I didn’t immediately open my wings, enjoying the rush of falling. There was still a primal part of me that screamed in terror, that insisted we were going to die, that humans - nevermind that I wasn’t exactly a human anymore, the lizard part of my brain never got the news - weren’t meant to fall like this.

I was fairly certain that I could walk off landing at top speed on the hard streets of Sanguino. I basically had when I’d jumped down for my library reconnaissance mission. At the same time, didn’t want to accidentally land on somebody, nor did I want to traumatize the hell out of anyone by going splat in front of them.

I’d get better, of course, but I had a sneaking suspicion that watching someone turn into a flesh pancake wasn’t an easily scrubbed memory.

I slowly unfurled my wings, flapping a few times to catch the wind. I turned my freefall into a dizzying series of acrobatic maneuvers, finding new and fancy ways to twist and turn in the air as I fell.

I was in no particular rush.

I directed myself near Stormwatch Castle, not wanting to go head to head against the fortress’s aerial defenses.

They were calibrated to deal with very high level Immortals. I wasn’t arrogant enough to think I could survive them, no matter how hydra-like my defenses were.

I landed, worked my way through the various systems, corridors, and guards, and soon ended up outside of Arachne’s lair.

One difference in how things were done these days - fewer large scale meetings of all the Sentinels. The report I’d had when I first came back was an unusual exception, not the norm. The expectation was more that our individual teams would handle things the way we saw fit, and various Sentinels had created their own little clubs to meet and discuss things. Like the War Sentinel meetings.

It was a good thing. There were just too many of us.

After a short wait - and an angry-looking Sentinel Mirror storming out of Arachne’s lair, half her bottles missing and a nasty-looking burn on her armor - I was beckoned in.

“Sentinel Dawn.” Arachne greeted me with an arched eyebrow. “I don’t see you’ve come back with anyone in tow. Issues?”

I grimaced.

“You could say that. From another world? Most likely. I can’t imagine many situations where he wasn’t. He was also one of the biggest idiots I’ve ever encountered.” I said.

Arachne didn’t react at all to what I’d said.

“Tell me more.” She said.

I gave the rundown of events, starting from when we’d found him, to the end.

“... then he decided he wanted to rob a dragon. A specific dragon that I knew was nesting nearby.” I gave Arachne a significant look, trying to silently communicate how I knew it. Arachne figured it out - she was the one who’d given me the map in the first place! “I tried to dissuade him, Iona tried to dissuade him, but he was bull-headedly insisting on going through with it, egged on by his harem members.”

The pun was completely intentional. Arachne didn’t even blink, let alone groan. Boo.

“Given the potential for devastation if he followed through, my team and I put forth our best efforts to stop him. He insisted on a duel, of all things, and Iona ended up throwing him into a lake, to try to get him to concede without killing him, trying to salvage the mission. A monster - an oversized anglerfish, I believe - ended up luring and eating him instead. We called it a day, and headed back home.” I finished summarizing the mission.

Arachne was tapping the edge of her chair in the end.

“How do you believe you did?” She asked. I’d had some time to reflect upon that exact question on the way back.

“Acceptably well.” I answered. “We failed in the primary mission, yes. We could’ve executed various maneuvers better, yes. Broadly, we prevented the situation from escalating in a massive way, we didn’t drive Jake into the arms of our enemies, or give him any cause to hate Exterreri, and the secondary purpose of a shake down run was successfully executed. I leveled eight times. I’m not going to put this one in the rousing success column, but it’s not going to haunt me as a massive failure either.”

Arachne nodded, and started to ask me a dozen more questions, each one probing into my thoughts. She didn’t directly comment on anything, but the woman was a master of the Socratic method, asking thought-provoking questions for me to analyze my own actions and decisions.

“Understandable. Why would it be bad if the situation had escalated?” She asked.

I scrunched up my eyebrows at her.

“Because… mad dragon rampaging all over the place, burning cities, killing livestock, causing massive devastation? That’s… a bad thing, yes?” I asked, completely puzzled at her question.

“Where would the dragon in question be rampaging?” Arachne asked.

This felt like a trick question, but I dutifully pulled up a mental map of the world - thank you [Astral Archives] - and studied it.

The Sea of Stars was too large to easily cross in a hate-fueled rampage. Why would a dragon go that way, when easier, more direct targets were in their sight? I mentally traced a dozen different rampage paths, all centered on Kanadaj’s lair.

“Nippon-Koku primarily. Maybe dipping into Modu, depending on the scale of things.” I answered.

“Yes. I believe that, overall, you’ve done a fine job. I have one last question for you to reflect upon, before we move onto other topics. Don’t give me an answer here and now, just think about it with your team. From an Exterreri perspective, what are the benefits and downsides to a dragon rampaging through Nippon-Koku?”

I almost felt something click in my perspective of Arachne and the situation.

I wanted to talk it out more with Iona, but from an Exterreri perspective, devastation and ruin being brought to our neighbors could be both a boon and a curse. It was a prime chance for Exterreri to extend and expand its soft influence, as long as refugees coming into the country didn’t cause too much of an issue. There were a hundred more pros and cons, but I could suddenly see that some people would absolutely benefit from such an event.

Heck, it was almost like when Lun’Kat had wrecked the dwarves. I hadn’t gotten the full story yet, but it sounded like Remus had been merrily expanding into the new territory with almost no resistance at all. Completely different than if they’d been going strong.

Didn’t mean I regretted a single one of my actions. Iona and I had been working as one there, determined to do what was best for the people we’d found ourselves with.

I’d be a terrible ruler. Apart from not being interested, I’d struggle to put the interests of my people over the wellbeing of others in the way that was needed.

Arachne and Night had no such issues. I knew it required a certain way, a certain type of thinking to be in their position, a morally grey character, and it just wasn’t for me.

“I believe I understand, and I’ll give the question all due consideration.” I promised.

“Excellent. Things have been moving in the background, and while nothing has gone as initially planned, I believe I have your next assignment. Again, this one is entirely voluntary, but significantly more important.” Arachne said.

[*ding!* Congratulations! [The Dawn Sentinel] has leveled up to level 521->522 +3 Dexterity, +24 Speed, +24 Vitality, +170 Mana, +170 Mana Regen, +48 Magic power, +48 Magic Control from your Class per level! +1 Magic Control, +1 Mana, +1 Mana Regeneration per level for being Chimera (Elvenoid)! +1 Mana, +1 Mana Regen from your Element per level!]

I split my mind, focusing on two things at once.

Yes! The mission hadn’t gone off particularly well, but in the end, I’d done enough for a level! A big success in my books, especially with all of my capped healing related skills bumping up a hair.

The other part of me saluted.

“Nine levels!” I quickly updated my report, then got a little more serious. “Ready.” I doubted I’d be a Sentinel if I declined optional missions. Just wasn’t in my nature.

“I don’t want to say the Exterreri Legions have gone soft,” Arachne preambled. ”But we haven’t had a significant threat or conflict within a mortal lifespan. Life is good. Society is stable. Our neighbors are larger than we are, and not directly threatening our interests in a military way. Given that most of them are Immortal nations, the long passage of time favors them heavily for a coming conflict, and they know it. We can keep the best and the strongest warriors alive, but we lack in depth, not without causing more issues than we can solve. We vampires level slowly, while every year that passes has more elves be born, gives them more time to level.”

That sounded like one heck of a story. I’d have to raid the library and find out more.

“The Legions, while they continue to solve smaller problems, are becoming more and more a political body. Scions of powerful houses join not to defend Exterreri, but to further a political career. Soldiers keep themselves at 256, because they know they don’t need levels to survive, and want to see what will happen after their career, to get a class for that. Our fortresses are unassailed, turned into towns by the passage of time instead of defending against attack. In short, there are issues being caused by this long stretch of peace that is threatening to have the Legions fall apart under their own weight.”

Wow. I’d noticed a few pieces of it here and there - the forts becoming towns was a big one - but I hadn’t quite grasped the whole picture. A time issue, or a perspective issue?

“This isn’t the first time we’ve encountered this exact issue.” Arachne said.

Gods, sometimes it was hard to grasp that Arachne and Night had personally overseen the rise and fall of multiple civilizations. This wasn’t a new problem for them. This was the same problem, echoing back over time.

Immortality.

I could see if the same problems kept having the same solutions time and time again, that the same problems would occur as a result. The same solutions being applied again would result in… the same problems.

Again. And again.

Like the hands of a clock going round and round the face, a dog forever chasing its tail.

A snake, forever eating itself. The ouroboros of my Immortality skill took on new meaning.

Night staying as hands off as he possibly could, letting mortals run around trying to solve issues made a lot more sense.

Arachne kept talking as I thought about the issue. Yay [Parallel Thoughts]!

“What we are doing is preparing a single Legion to operate as a foreign mercenary company. The plan is to shuffle, not the most dedicated, but the most interested soldiers in from various Legions to form a single Legion, that we will then send off to another land - The Han empire is the current destination - to act as a mercenary company. There, the Legion will be tested in the fires of warfare, and brought to new heights. The initial plan had revolved around keeping you a secret, and having the Fourth Legion operate overseas. After all, a War Sentinel being deployed is no longer Exterreri working on improving their soldiers, but an act of war, one that would bring the mortal nations screaming to our borders in one powerful coalition.”

Arachne gave me a grin.

“However, you are not a vampire. You do not shy away from the sun, and have multiple means of hiding your level. That, and an entire Legion who will fight on your behalf. The members of your team are from a well-recognized organization in that part of the world, and I’ve even gotten reports that some of the few remaining Valkyries are active in the conflict. Now, I want to be clear on this next part. The Legion going out to gain experience, both in the sense of levels and the practical aspect, would happen with or without you. It is not the first time we’ve done such a thing, and it won’t be the last. Your presence in the field would make life easier. More of our troops would survive to come home, to kiss their spouse again, to hug their children. I am aware of your [Oathbound] nature, and I know you won’t be able to help yourself helping others, no matter which flag they march under. That is fine. I’ll admit, there’s more than a few misgivings about what will happen when you’re faced with other elvenoids in open conflict, and how it’ll work with your [Oath]. This is an excellent opportunity for you to work that out, without the consequences being dire for Exterreri. What do you think?”

This was practically a no-brainer. Chance to heal people, many who probably desperately needed help, and an opportunity to reconnect Iona with some of her fellow Valkyries?

“I’m in. When are we leaving?” I asked, my mind churning with possibilities. Hopefully Iona and Nina could complete a full round before then, get a bunch of levels, then come with me. I had a natural instinct to try and protect Nina from a war zone, but no. That wasn’t right. That’s the path she wanted to take, and the sooner she could see it, experience it - especially under our protective aegis - the sooner she could help, and do something about it. The levels she’d gain.

No, taking Nina was the right call, assuming she had enough basic levels in the first place to survive.

Arachne had a tinkling laugh, like glass chimes in the wind.

“No rush! Winter is coming, and that’s the season where everyone hunkers down. War is a spring and summer game, and the Sixth Legion will be deploying then. I say the Sixth, but in reality, it’s going to take us all winter to finish reshuffling soldiers and rearming them, along with drills. Can’t be too obvious that it’s the Exterreri Legions, otherwise they’ll rightfully think it’s an invasion!”

What Arachne had mentioned before about things being bad for our neighbors potentially being good for Exterreri flashed through my mind again. The Han empire was far away - about as far as Rolland, the two shared a border - but that didn’t mean there wasn’t some advantage. With how bloody and ugly the civil war was from what I’d heard, sending an entire army could be paid for in massive concessions down the line.

Also, the crates of non-legion standard weapons in the Sixth suddenly made sense. They were already gearing up. Logistics took time.

All that was a little over my head. It wasn’t all good, but a single fundamental truth wasn’t changed.

People were dying every day.

I had the ability to do something about it.

I was being given a golden opportunity to do something about it.

One way or another, I’d be saving lives.

Iona and I had even discussed going to the Han empire after we graduated! Trying to find Night and settling in Exterreri had taken priority, but now was perfect.

Even better than going alone?

We had an army with us.

Only downside was we’d need to wait a while, but if nobody was truly attempting to fight General Winter, our presence wasn’t immediately needed.

“Sounds good.” I agreed, and changed the subject. “I’ve got a skill called [Vault of Ages].” I quickly gave Arachne the rundown on the skill, my level in it, and my relevant stats. “Do you have any suggestions for what I should store in it?”

“Food.” Arachne replied after a brief pause. “Food and water. Normally I’d also suggest books, but you’ve got that covered in another skill. Tools are another solid addition. I know you can simply conjure tools with your skills, but keep in mind that most often you’ll want to be giving the tools to others, not keeping them for yourself. A tool that’ll degrade and break isn’t worth it, not when people put their lives depending on it. Similarly, you’ll never know when you’ll be lacking the tools to make the tools.”

I took mental notes.

“Got any recommended books?” I asked.

Arachne did have quite a list, and I took more notes, vowing to swing by the library next time I was in town.

“Sadly, our time here is at an end, and I have another appointment.” Arachne stood up at the end of the list.

I saluted my commander.

“As you will.” I said, and we left together.


Chapter 19 - Old Friends

AN: This is my first day sitting down and trying to 0-100 write a full chapter. Let me know if the quality is noticeably different one way or another.



I leisurely flew back home. I didn’t want flying to become perfunctory. I didn’t want it to become just a way of getting from A to B. I had a bit of time to simply enjoy it, to revel in the absolute freedom of unconstrained motion, knowing that I could simply pick a direction and fly for hours if I wanted to.

I did want to see Iona, spend as much time as possible with her before her trip, and check up on Auri, so I still headed homewards.

[The World Around Me] gave me a perfect sphere of perception around me, but my ‘basic’ senses were still ludicrous beyond that sphere. I could see and hear things from great distances, and once in a while my ability to see deeper into the UV spectrum than normal humans revealed interesting things. The drab, colorless birds? Turned out they were gorgeous, with brightly colored stripes all over their feathers! Hidden just out of the human spectrum. Flowers had additional dots, and some plants looked like an artist had taken a bucket of paint to them.

It let me see farther, and most importantly, hear farther. Usually, [The World Around Me] helped control it, so I wasn’t trying to process an entire city’s worth of gossip at once. It did occasionally let me pick out distant voices, and hear what they were saying.

Brains were weird. A distant voice chatting? Easy to filter out, it was done unconsciously.

A voice I recognized? A voice that cut to the very core of my being, a voice that practically raised me, a voice from my childhood, who’d molded me into the person I was today? A voice that was practically family?

“Artemis!” I yelled to the great blue sky, and moved. The anti-friction runes tattooed on my skin started to glow as I poured power into them, making a beeline straight to home. I pushed my body and wings to their top speed, cranking out every inch of performance in my desire to go faster.

I made it home in seconds, and used a gravity assist to dive down, pushing my speed to the utter limit. I got a glimpse of Fenrir trying to dig into the side of the mountain as I dove, but couldn’t get a perfect look as I started to ‘wobble’ in my dive. My magic wasn’t suited for the speeds I was going at, and I was starting to lose control.

Haste made waste.

Slow was smooth, smooth was fast.

I flared my wings, bleeding off some speed as I bolted through the front door, the bucket of water artfully placed on top not even starting to fall when I was already through the room.

I careened around some corners, occasionally bumping into a wall in my haste. The mango peels on the floor only distracted me because mango!, but flying left no chance at all that I’d slip on them. A bookcase had all of its books rearranged from the proper arrangement to ‘largest sized book to smallest’, which was another outrage.

I smelled Artemis’s dirty hands behind all of them. It was like she had nothing better to do!

Hang on, wait. Iona was also here, and the water bucket at the front was freshly set up!

Thinking time was over as I burst into the living room where everyone was sitting around.

Including Artemis and Julius.

“Artemis!” I yelled again, taking the most direct path to her. She spun, automatically lashing out with Lightning and Darkness. Oooh! She got a new element!

Didn’t blame her for lashing out, it was the only way she could possibly hope to survive a high-speed attack, which my rushing looked like.

I only slowed myself down enough to not turn us all into high-speed paste, but otherwise eagerly threw myself into a hug. Her face went from fear to terror as she recognized me, then morphed quickly to delight as my healing utterly negated everything she’d tried.

“Healy-bug!” She laughed with delight, spinning me around before knuckling my hair. “How’ve you been?” In the distance, a water pail finished crashing to the floor.

Iona and Julius were already out of their chairs in alarm, only just starting to relax as they realized everything was fine. I was unhurt, Artemis wasn’t being attacked, life was good.

There’d probably be a round of scolding all around, but eh, as long as Artemis and I were cool with it.

My eyes sparkled as I separated from Artemis, a mad grin splitting my face.

“Great! You’re here! And Julius!”

I was a little more restrained with Julius, just because I was already stopped. The years had added a few more lines to his face, and his hair was going grey. The System and vitality helped slow down aging, not stop it entirely, and Julius was around 55.

The thought brought me up short. Artemis was around 45 herself. Gods, where did the time go? It was only yesterday that we were all young.

Well, with [The Stars Never Fade], old age claiming my closest friends would never be a concern.

“Elaine! It’s great to see you again!” Julius grinned.

Iona sat back down in her own chair, torn between amusement and glaring at Artemis, letting me reconnect with my friends. Nina was harder to read, standing in a corner of the room, looking relieved.

Hang on…

“Where’s Auri?” I asked.

“Cooking.” Artemis promptly answered.

“Brrrpt!” A shriek of protest came from the small kitchen, Auri objecting and saying she was baking, not cooking.

“If I say you’re cooking, you’re cooking!” Artemis roared back.

“....brpt.” A very small squeak of assent came back from the kitchen. I raised an eyebrow.

“Wow. What did you do to Auri?” I asked.

Artemis flapped a hand at me, sitting back down. I sat on my favorite seat - Iona’s lap. She nuzzled me gently with her nose.

“Oh, she tried to boss us around when we first showed up. We had some fruitful discussions about the pecking order.”

Julius and I dutifully groaned at the pun. I looked around.

“The villa is still standing.” I said with some surprise. I wouldn’t use the word ‘restrained’ with either Artemis or Auri.

I split off a [Parallel Thought] to properly observe everything. There was an empty bowl that smelled faintly of mangos on a table, with an eye-rollingly bad half-circle of sliced mushrooms around it. The side near Artemis had clearly been munched on, the mage’s hunger getting the better of her ‘fairy ring’ prank.

Speaking of - levels!

[Mage - 525] - Artemis was doing well for herself! I’d seen the third element earlier, but still! That was a lot of levels.

[Leader - 333] - Julius looked like he was stalling out for some reason. I had some thoughts why, but I’d chat with him about it.

I’d never answered Artemis’s question.

“I’m doing great! OH! Night’s alive!” I was so excited to share that tidbit.

Artemis got real quiet for a moment. I felt Iona’s hands subtly tense around my waist, the Valkyrie about to jump in and make it not-awkward.

Julius saved the moment.

“It’ll be nice to see him again. Do you think he’d be open to that?”

I nodded.

“Oh yeah! He’d be delighted!”

Artemis cracked a grin, one that I knew was fake from all the time I’d spent around her. I considered butting in, but no. I’d let Artemis work through her own emotions first, then maybe Julius. If that didn’t work, then maybe, maybe, I’d ask Iona for advice.

Wooo! I was figuring out this social and interpersonal relationship stuff one small revelation at a time! One day my big mental book of ‘all the rules to operate under in polite society’ would be complete, and I’d never need to worry about it again!

It was a little disheartening that interacting with Artemis vaguely fell under social stuff these days. Then again, maybe I was just getting better at all of it, and starting to see the lines and connections where before I’d been oblivious.

“What else have you been up to?” Julius asked after a brief, almost-awkward moment.

“Oh, tons!” I eagerly jumped in, and Artemis laser focused on me, whatever was haunting her vanishing. “We just came back from a mission. The stupidest mission I’ve ever been on, but I’ll get to that in a minute. Let me start with when we sent you the letters from the School. We left shortly after and…”

I regaled them with my - our - tale, as Nina served the refreshments Auri had baked. Iona joined in, adding her thoughts and perspective from time to time.

I did a double-take at her story of meeting Nina. I hadn’t realized quite how much violence had been involved with her tackling the Dragon Triad’s outpost. Artemis approved.

I naturally included all of my new classes and skills - after casting a few privacy spells.

“... and then we got back. You see why I called it the stupidest mission - let me finish!” I protested as Artemis shamelessly laughed herself sick, not even bothering to try to stay in her chair. Julius was holding his head in his hands.

“Of all the reports I ever received…” He bemoaned for an instant before shaking his head again. Iona was smirking behind me.

I rolled my eyes.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m sure I’ll find it hilarious in a week or two. How about you? Picked out your third class yet?”

I knew Iona could tell me, but hey, it was Artemis’s story to tell, not mine.

Artemis stretched with a grin.

“I did! Dark mage. Technically, it’s got a bit of a teaching aspect to it, but hey, I was always teaching practical combat. Only fits! I was lacking the oomph to kill things really fast, so I grabbed it!”

I looked at her with a flat stare. Artemis, one of the deadliest mages I knew, felt like she was lacking oomph?

Dear goddesses, just how deadly was she now, and with how jumpy she was, how much had I taken my life into my own hands just now?!

“That’s fantastic! Any idea what advanced element you’ll pick?” I asked.

Artemis shook her head.

“Nah. I’m thinking maaaaybe I merge my Earth and Dark class into Gravity, but eh, I don’t really care that much for the element. Would give me a nice pile of stats, but then I’m a shittier Earth mage, and I need to start on Dark again. Void would be nice, but everyone here’s so uptight about it. Humph.”

Artemis crossed her arms and pouted, as Iona looked Seriously Alarmed. She shifted me off her lap, and leaned forward.

“You can’t take a Void mage class.” She stared right into Artemis’s eyes, speaking with deadly seriousness.

Artemis narrowed her eyes back, the Lightning deep inside them flickering like a tempest.

“Who’s going to stop me, you?” She challenged.

“Yes. It’ll break my heart, it might ruin my relationship with Elaine, but yes, I absolutely will.” Iona said with deadly sincerity.

The two women stared at each other for a moment, Julius and I trading nervous looks. Nina bailed out the side door.

Artemis cracked a smile after a tense moment.

“See! I told you everyone gets really uptight about it!” She tried to sock Julius in the arm, who effortlessly dodged. He was still a speedster, and Artemis was more of a pure mage than I was. “You’ve picked a good one here Elaine! Don’t let go of her!”

Iona’s shoulders relaxed, and she sat back down in her chair.

“Don’t joke about that.” She chuckled with a nervous laugh. “I had no idea how that would’ve ended.”

“We’ve got some tales of our own.” Julius smoothly changed the direction of the conversation.

Artemis bolted upright.

“Oh! Oh! Tell them about the fire-breathing megalosaurus!”

Julius gave her a puzzled look.

“You hate that story, you got roasted.” He said. Nina chose that moment to re-enter the room with her trusty rod, awkwardly slipping it behind her back when she saw we weren’t fighting after all.

Artemis waved her hand.

“Yeah, but after Elaine’s Nippon-Koku disaster, they could use a laugh at my expense.”

There was something about Artemis cheerfully serving herself up for our mirth and entertainment that touched me. I felt a tear well up, and I went and gave her another hug.

“Missed you.” I whispered quietly.



“... then the diplodocus redirected the meteor up, and, and…” Julius was wheezing with laughter as he tried to finish the story. “... it landed right back on its head!” He smacked his fist into his other hand, miming it exploding like a ripe cantaloupe.

Iona chuckled and shook her head. Nina and Auri had eventually joined us, and the squire’s mouth dropped open in horror.

“No, you’re kidding.” Nina said.

Artemis shook her head.

“Not in the slightest. Sometimes, now and then, the people you’re fighting will screw up. Sometimes, rarely, it’s a trap. It usually isn’t, and exploiting your enemy’s mistakes is vital.”

Nina was internalizing everything Artemis was saying hard. Given her teaching credentials, given that she was still alive - and I was also still alive, in large part thanks to her - there were worse sources to learn from.

I laughed and smiled with them all, wondering. Hoping.

“What are you two planning on next?” I asked.

“Having babies.” Artemis said with a stony face.

She what?! Artemis was going to-!?!?

Julius choked and started coughing, pounding on his chest.

Artemis cracked one of her infamous grins.

“Nah, just fucking with you. Should’ve seen the looks on all your faces!” She leaned back and pretended to fan herself. “Priceless.”

Artemis slunk slowly deeper and deeper into the chair as we all threw murderous looks in her direction. Nina quickly caught on and joined in, putting her hands on her hips, while Auri did her best ‘I’m not mad, I’m disappointed’ slow beak shakes.

“That is a shit joke.” Julius decreed when he finished getting the wine out of the wrong pipe. “Utterly terrible. Worse than bringing over some mangos for Elaine, then eating them before she showed up.”

“I was hungry!” Artemis weakly protested.

She read the room and shut up. Julius sighed.

“We don’t know.” He said. “We’ve discussed a lot of options. Artemis got some interesting classes relating to the School of Sorcery and Spellcraft that you two attended.”

“Brrrpt!” Auri protested.

“Four of us attended.” I quickly translated Auri’s correction. “Not sure if I’d properly count Fenrir in though.”

Julius nodded.

“Either way, that’s a thing. No idea what to do with that knowledge. Made Artemis’s third class incredibly potent.” There was a sad note in Julius’s sentence. “Hunting things is decent work, although it’s losing its appeal. It’s pretty nice here, it feels like Remus in a few ways. The ways it doesn’t are jarring, but we might stick around. Teaching is an option. I’ve wanted to try it myself for a while. Tutoring. All that’s gone out the window when you mentioned Night was still around, and you got back pay. He’s clearly willing to lend a helping hand, and he’d open far more doors, and know about options we have no idea about. We should talk with him to find out more.”

I completely agreed, and I’d had a persistent thought telling me the same thing.

“Exactly what I was thinking.” I said. “But if you ask for backpay, make sure to specify modern currency.”

Artemis laughed at that, pounding her fist on the side of the chair.

“That’s just like Night!” She howled with laughter, Iona joining in on the fun, before Julius’s stern glare got her to calm down.

Julius and Artemis traded a look.

“Give us some time?” Julius asked.

“Of course.” Iona smoothly stood up, grabbing her dishes and our guests’s. I jumped in, trying to make sure I pulled more than my fair share.

After a few minutes of a private discussion - I’d made sure my quick wards could keep my senses out when I’d set them earlier - the two of them exited the room.

“We’re ready! No time like the present!” Artemis cheerfully decreed, and we were off.



The hardest part was figuring who would come. We eventually decided to keep it small - just me, Artemis, and Julius.

It didn’t take too long to get back to Sanguino, navigate the lines, guards, and streets, and finally make it to Night’s place.

I knocked on the door, deep underground.

“Nice digs.” Artemis looked around and marveled. “They’ve done something to the stone here, I can’t get any grip on it with my magic.”

Didn’t surprise me to hear that Night had layers upon layers of defenses in his home. Didn’t survive for tens of thousands of years without security.

Night opened the door with a smile.

“Artemis. Julius. I have missed the two of you, and it brings me no greater joy than to see the two of you darken my doorstep once again.”

I protested.

“Hey! How do you remember them immediately, and had to go to the wall for me!?”

My protests were utterly ignored by the other three. Artemis socked Night in the arm, who permitted it.

“Hey Night you old bloodsucker! You’ll have to try harder to bump me off next time.”

Julius coughed.

“Didn’t you explicitly want to go on the mission, no matter what anyone said?”

Artemis waved him off.

“Details. Semantics.”

Night chuckled darkly.

“Come in, come in.” We all piled in, and started to follow Night. “As for how I immediately recognize Julius and Artemis, it is simplicity itself. When I retrieved my memories of you, dear Dawn, they required context. Other people and events that shaped you, that were important to understanding who you are. Naturally, Julius and Artemis were included in that list, quite highly too I might add. That was before your report mentioning that the two of them had come with you to this era upon Pallos. It would not do for them to remain locked away, in storage. On to celebrations! I am certain that I have a bottle of a most wonderful vintage. Sadly, I drank my last bottle from old Remus a few thousand years ago - a celebration of finding an original piece of the Indomitable Wall - but I have some fine imitation wines.”

Artemis missed a step at the mention of the Wall.

“Can we see it?” She asked.

Night paused, then smoothly continued on in a different direction.

“Naturally. Forgive me, it should have been the first place I went to. It is inevitable. With only a few exceptions, almost everyone who has ended up surviving their name being placed on the Indomitable Wall wishes to see it. Reactions differ, you must understand, but the desire to see, to know, remains almost universal.”

We quickly reached the Wall, and Artemis honed in on her name. Julius followed more somberly, taking the time to read every single name on the wall.

Even as a speedster, even with his ability to zip through them, it’d take him hours or days to read every name in the hallowed hall. Night chose to walk with him, and no amount of Immortality, no gifts of Gods or the System could remove the weight of time and memories on his face. The tens of millions of friends he’d made, then buried. The names that would only ever come from his lips.

An eternal Sentinel. Watchful. Remembering.

Artemis got real quiet when she saw her name chiseled into the wall. Simply ‘Artemis’. No modifiers. No ‘of’.

No Sentinel title.

A single word in a lonely hallway was the sum of her life, the only echo of her work as a Ranger coming down through the years. If not for the mention of the School, perhaps it would be the only trace of her life, of her entire existence.

I stood near her, offering her comfort. I pretended not to see the tear rolling down her face.

Then in a twist, she barked out a laugh, pointing at her name.

“Ha!” Her shout echoed down the hallway, Julius frowning slightly but Night remaining stoic. “I survived!”

And, as Artemis was wont to do,

She danced a merry jig in front of her grave.


Chapter 20 - Friends come, friends go

I’d made the connection, and I was starting to feel out of place. Artemis, Julius, and Night all had their own relationship with each other, independent of me. I’d gotten them all chatting again, things seemed to be going smoothly.

I made a brilliant excuse to deftly leave in a smooth way.

“Hang on, I think my phoenix is on fire.”

With that, I deftly slipped out, and returned home.



I settled into a pair of cozy chairs in front of a small fire with Iona and the rest of the Eventide Eclipse. Nina was included as a member, and Fenrir was shrunk down. Auri’s new favorite seat was inside the crackling flames, the tiny traitor. We’d just eaten with Artemis and Julius, so we simply had tea.

Hot chocolate was on my desire list, and I’d be planting more mangos come the spring.

A cozy place, a cozy moment, belying the topic of conversation. War and violence.

I spun a [Parallel Thought] off to start pondering. How many wars had been decided by Classers sitting comfortably by the fire, spending thousands of lives in a single sentence? That wasn’t what we were doing here, but the power, impact, and topic were similar enough to give it some thought.

“Brrpt!” Auri thanked me for my hard work getting her levels. Which reminded me that she’d gotten me a few levels.

“And thank you for your hard work getting me levels!” I cheerfully told the little pyro. Auri puffed up in pleasure.

Iona flicked a piece of jerky at Fenrir, who snapped it out of the air. Fenrir then curled up at her feet, making a small Ice wall between him and the fire. The two didn’t say anything to each other, but even I could tell they were recognizing each other’s efforts in a similar way. Nina looked interested.

“What’s the deal with animals?” She asked.

Iona and I communicated with a look. The Valkyrie wanted to handle it herself, given the way Valkyries and companions interacted.

“I’ll explain while we’re on the road. I want to spend a week gathering supplies and gearing up, then we’re heading out on our first round.”

Nina jumped up with joy.

“We’re going!?” She shouted.

Fenrir lifted his head and glared at Nina.

“Indoor voice.” I complained.

“BRRPT!” Auri shrieked in protest, having just realized that Nina had been calling her an ‘animal’. I petted her with a finger.

“She wasn’t trying to be mean.” I quietly tried to sooth Auri. “Biologically, we’re all animals.”

Now Auri was giving me the stink eye.

“Yes.” Iona replied to Nina’s question, possibly saving me from Auri trying to see if she could beat my Fire immunity. “The timing of Dawn’s last mission was poor, to say the least, but generally you’ll be coming along on everything we do. Given the scale of issues we’re likely to handle, we need levels on you sooner rather than later, and there’s no real substitute for just doing it. You’ve got enough fundamentals, and all of our bases are settled enough, that it’s worth building on now.”

I jumped in.

“Iona, worth noting that Arachne has something for the entire Sixth Legion in the spring. We’re all going to the Han Empire. I know we discussed going there after the School, there’s rumors of Valkyries being there, and if Nina’s got a few levels under her belt, this seems like an excellent opportunity for us? Think you can be back before we leave? It’s still a few months of training Nina, then it gets you into one of the best places for the Dusk Valkyrie to be… I think.”

Iona clicked her tongue.

“Maybe.” She stressed. “You’re right in almost every way. Historically, Valkyries haven’t attached themselves to armies, even when we believe in a conflict. Armies tend to misbehave, and we generally find ourselves needing to take corrective action.”

I winced at the loaded words. Iona was right. It would be far too much to expect the 4,000+ soldiers and all the attached support to always act in a way that she’d approve of, nevermind what orders might need to be given.

“Yeah, totally reasonable. Still, interested in being in the vague area? I’m sure there are enough problems to fight and injustices to correct without needing to directly butt heads with the Legion. That, and I’d like to think I’ve got some sway to correct problems without a throwdown being needed.”

Iona stared into the flickering flames for a few minutes, the rest of us letting her think. Well, Auri and Fenrir started to play some sort of game on his Ice wall, but the rest of us were silent.

“I’ll need to think on it more.” Iona said. “The premise is solid. I can’t point to any one thing and say ‘this is a problem’, but my instincts are screaming at me that it’s a bad idea. You’re right that we wanted to go to the Han Empire before deciding to come to Exterreri. Do you think you’ll have issues with [Oath]?”

I nodded.

“Fuck yes, [Oath] is going to cause me problems. But like. What’s the point in sitting safe and comfortable at home when others are suffering, just because it’ll cause me trouble? I don’t plan on spending my life avoiding the conflicts where I can do the most good. This lets me figure things out now. I should probably have some long talks with Night before we go.”

Night had been instrumental in helping me shape and work out how my [Oath] applied back in Ranger Academy. Long nights of slowly walking around the island, discussing the skill and its usage. What my beliefs were, the philosophy behind it and the various applications.

We’d discussed Ranger Teams against hostile people, of course, and minor rebellions were a thing. I’d even participated with Destruction in quelling one.

However, we’d never handled large-scale warfare like this. It had been almost inconceivable. Humanity had been on the brink against the Formorians. We just didn’t have big wars against other people. Closest similarity were larger goblin tribes occasionally rattling their spears, and that was a clean-cut problem.

Ish.

Mostly.

Sorta.

“Well, no pressure from me. I’d love you three to be around. If you don’t want to, you don’t have to. Just know there’s always a safe spot for you near me, no matter if I have to fight my own Legion or not.” I said.

“Let’s not fight a Legion.” Nina piped up. “That sounds like a bad idea.”

We laughed at that, and moved onto lighter topics.

“Are you fine with Artemis and Julius crashing here short term, or maybe even long term?” I asked Iona. We built the place with way more space than we ever needed, in anticipation of having lots of guests.

Iona nodded.

“Completely. I know you’d be fine letting some Valkyries crash here, or even the entire Order. Who am I to say no to your friends? It’s our house.”

I grinned at her.

“Yeah, our house, so I like to get buy-in from everyone.”



We all had things to do, and Iona went to Sanguino with Nina on some excursion or another. I wanted to take a day or two to relax, and I wanted to be home when Artemis and Julius came back.

I noticed Fenrir was digging into the side of the mountain again. Hard, without any proper forelegs. He used a combination of Ice magic, his powerful jaws, and the little hooks on his wings to slowly chip away at the rock.

“What are you up to?” I asked, having an idea but wanting to make conversation. Out of the entire Eventide Eclipse, I felt like my relationship with Fenrir was the weakest of all the bonds, and if I had my way, we’d be together for a long, long time.

I was fairly certain that Fenrir was Immortal, and even if by some tragedy Iona died of old age, Fenrir would still be around. He was tight with Auri, and I struggled to imagine him flying off somewhere else if she died.

“Cave.” He growled. “Home.”

Ahh, made sense.

“Want help?” I asked. “I can chip in myself, or see about getting some [Laborers] to help. Keeps progress going on your cave while you’re off with Iona.”

A Good Idea suddenly came to me. I could totally sprinkle a few gems or pieces of gold in the wall, then wander down to the Adventurer’s Guild and post a quest or something. ‘There’s an old Immortal hideout in my backyard please get rid of it or something’. Have them come, excavate the cave for Fenrir, then leave once it turned out there was no lair.

Quest complete!

…

Although, with my luck, it’d turn out there actually would be an Immortal hideout in my backyard, then they’d plunder it all and I’d be left sad, and Fenrir still wouldn’t have his cave.

Better to do things properly I suppose. Iona would disapprove of my plan.

Fenrir thought about it for a bit, the cogs slowly turning.

“Later.” He growled out. I patted his leg.

“Well, if you need any food, or want me to clear some of the rubble out, just let me know!”

I interpreted a snort as agreement, and left him to it.



Julius and Artemis came back after a few hours, and naturally we got chatting.

“Any idea what you’re going to do?” I asked.

“Nope!” Artemis answered without a care in the world. “Going to take a break, see some sights, goof off for a bit. Have a vacation. Then maybe we’ll find something we like.”

Julius gave me a Look. I tilted my head, and he flashed me a few old Ranger signs.

I flashed a quick response.

“I’m going to borrow Julius for a minute.” I told Artemis.

She waved us off.

“Just remember, he’s not your boss anymore!” She said.

The two of us moved to another room.

“Is this private?” Julius asked.

I figured I had time, and instead of pulling out one of my spellbooks I cast half a dozen privacy wards.

“Now it is!” I made a mental note to get a room permanently enchanted with privacy wards. Why not?

I did know why I wasn’t enchanting everything with them - mana cost, and plain old space to put the enchantments. A topic for another day.

“I’m struggling with what to do.” He said.

“Everything alright with Artemis?” I asked.

He hesitated, then nodded.

“Yes. Mostly. The issue is with me.”

“Your level?” I guessed.

He nodded.

“I took [Ranger-Commander] variants when I got promoted. In both classes. Why not? It was the natural extension of what I’d been doing, it was my job, it was the end of my career. I’d be in the role until I retired. It was perfect for me, in every single way.”

It sounded to me like Julius was justifying his choice to himself once again, rather than trying to convince me.

“It was absolutely the right call with the information you had at the time.” I reassured him. “Don’t beat yourself up over it.”

He nodded.

“Yeah. Problem is…” He spread his arms and looked hopeless.

“It’s a dead end now.” I confirmed. “Basically nothing you do is getting you good experience, and Artemis is massively outstripping you.”

“You understand.” He said. “I can’t keep up with her. I know she’s slowing down, taking on smaller risks for me. But it’s not quite working.”

There was a clear and obvious solution to this.

“Have you talked with her about it?” I asked. “Instead of me?”

“Absolutely. We’re in vague alignment over the problem and the solution. The issue we have is, we can’t find where to implement the solution. Something that works for both of us.”

“Well, maybe you’ll find it here. You’ve got Night in your corner now. If he can’t help you figure something out, nobody in the world can. I’m supposed to have a team, and I’d welcome you and Artemis on it any day of the week. Just let me know.”

Julius cracked a grin, and put his hand on my shoulder.

“Thank you, Elaine. I am eternally grateful to you.”

I patted his hand, remembering the day, long, long ago, that I sang and told tales to Ranger Team 4, the day I changed Julius’s mind and got him to accept me as a tag along.

I grinned.

“Guess I was someone special and important, huh?” I asked, finally finding a moment to use his own words against him.

Julius snorted and rolled his eyes.

“Please, I stand by what I said. Every teenager thinks they’re special and important. I just hope I’m around on the day you make the same realization.”



In a week, with little fanfare, Iona and Nina were ready to leave, planning on traveling to Vollomond. There was the right mix of problems and safety to train a new [Page] on. Iona even privately confided in me that she hoped Nina would hit 32, and be able to get [Squire]! Leveling that fast was bound to come with solid achievements above and beyond being Iona’s squire, but even so, nobody was expecting greatness from the first level 32 class-up.

The two had spent the morning doing some last minute preparation, triple checking that everything was ready. Nina was getting an earful for forgetting tinder, which Iona had managed to catch.

“Lunch!” I handed over two lunches I’d personally cooked, seasoned with love. All of Iona’s favorites, along with a love letter and a risque picture of me. Something to remind her of home while she was out and about.

My only regret was I couldn’t see the look on her face when she found it.

Iona hopped down off the fully armored Fenrir, and strode over.

“Thanks, love! It smells delicious!”

I grabbed her in a hug, enjoying the height difference. Her arms wrapped around me.

“I’ll miss you.” I said, tightening my grip.

She hugged me back, kissing the top of my head.

“I’ll be back before you know it.” She promised.

“You better be!” I said.

We spent a sickeningly long time saying goodbye to each other, neither of us wanting to break the moment but knowing we needed to.

Auri, bless her little heart, finally managed to get us moving along.

“BrrrRRRRRRrrrrrPPPPTTT.” She made a disgusted retching sound, finally killing it.

Iona hopped onto Fenrir in a single superhuman leap, and Artemis and Julius came out to wave them off.

I had to be dramatic. I grabbed a silk and waved it as hard as I could, waving them off as they flew off into the distance.


Chapter 21 - The Saturnalia

Being a War Sentinel wasn’t all fun and games. I felt the crushing responsibility of the lives of the [Legionnaires] in my hands, and the stress and pressure was steadily growing as the fated day to leave approached.

The Legion was divided into eight cohorts, each headed by a [Tribune]. Generally, most issues simply needed one, sometimes two cohorts dispatched to handle the issue. It let the Legion handle several things at once, and I’d imagine I’d start dipping my toes into ‘real’ conflicts by tagging along with a cohort on a light mission or two.

Instead, I was being thrust into the deep end by having the entire legion deployed at once.

There was the other side of the coin to the whole thing.

Occasionally, now and then, being War Sentinel Dawn was all fun and games.

It was the Saturnalia! A festival deep in winter, celebrating the end of the old year, and welcoming in the new year. In one of the rare meetings I had to attend, Legata Katerina made clear that we’d finished shuffling the members of the Legions around, and that we all needed to put forth maximum effort during the Saturnalia as a bonding activity.

“The [Legionnaires] need to know, like, and trust each other before we put them at the business end of a spear.” The Legata gruffly told us all.

On paper, I was the single most powerful Classer in the Sixth Legion. That was the whole point of a War Sentinel - if someone else was stronger, if someone else had more sway to how the course of battle went, shouldn’t they be the War Sentinel instead?

In practice, nothing was that simple, and most everyone knew it.

It did mean that Katerina wanted me highly visible on all the events, along with several other members of the Legion.

I woke up bright and early on the morning of the Saturnalia to an unusually hot bed. [The World Around Me] helpfully let me know that Auri was right next to me, burning brightly but carefully not setting anything on fire.

“Auri?” I asked, a little confused at her presence, and why she was burning so hotly. “Is everything alright?”

“Brrrpt!” She reassured me, and I cracked an eye open and smiled at her, slowly stroking her flames.

“You’re sweet, but you know that’s not what I meant.”

I’d idly dropped yesterday that I was sad about my bed being cold, and Auri had figured out a literal way to help out.

I had some hopes that Iona would’ve managed to find a way to pop back briefly for one of the winter celebrations, but so far I’d had no luck. No letters either, but that was only to be expected. Even if she sent a letter the second she landed in Vollomond, she’d likely be back before any of them arrived.

Heck, I was likely to be in the Han empire before any of them even left the kingdom!

“Ready for the big day?”

“Brrrpt!!”

Auri had been working hard on her various flames, and had worked out a few browns and greys, letting her ‘dress up’ like she was wearing a miniature suit of armor. It was adorable. She even had a new ‘hat’ added to her collection! A miniature helmet, exactly like a [Legionnaires].

Sadly, the Sixth was stationed at their fort, and it wasn’t near Sanguino. I didn’t have the luxury of a slow morning. I hit myself with [Sunrise] and used [Blink] to get out of bed and instantly undressed.

[*ding!* [Blink] leveled up! 46 -> 47]

I was trying to use [Blink] whenever it was halfway reasonable to, working on grinding the level up. It was sloooooow. Painfully slow. The low stakes of each [Blink], combined with having infinite things to do, meant I didn’t always remember.

“Flame bath?” I asked Auri, who promptly obliged.

“Thanks!”

“Brrrpt!”

I shuffled closer to my closet until a tunic was close enough through a wall that I could [Rapid Reshelving] it straight onto my body, instantly getting dressed.

No level this time.

Between [The World Around Me], [Blink], and [Rapid Reshelving], I was regretting not making more secret rooms, passages, and storage closets in the villa. I could easily see and access things inside them, while they weren’t immediately obvious to anyone else.

Maybe one day we’d make an expansion to the place, and I’d squirrel away as many secret parts as I could. Or even make the entire thing secret!

The imagination boggled at all the things possible with magic, and I didn’t even have a building skill! Silly things were possible with that.

I wondered if anyone made a castle inside a cloud? It should be doable, the only question was mana and power requirements… levitating stuff was expensive.

I walked over to the armory where I kept my ceremonial gear, and another round of [Rapid Reshelving] got me geared up in no time at all. The only interesting thing was I needed to lift my feet slightly when teleporting my greaves on. Couldn’t just teleport them onto my feet, there was the floor in the way!

I continued to marvel at Harper’s skill. I looked amazing. All sharp black with subtle red lines. She knew her business! My pair of badges - the Sentinel one, and my own personal emblem - finished the look.

No helmet, of course. The armor was ceremonial, the whole point of the event was to see each other, smile, and make friends.

I just needed to shrug my shoulders and twist my elbows a bit to remind myself that the straps were all at the right positions. It still felt weird for a moment, I wasn’t yet used to teleporting my armor on myself.

I popped into the smaller kitchen for a minute, where Auri was fretting, making sure all the food was ‘just right’ for our guests - Artemis and Julius figured staying with friends was far nicer than getting lost in the city - and the man in question was nursing a mug of something warm and sweet smelling.

“Morning, Julius!” I said with a cheer only possible thanks to [Sunrise].

He lifted the mug in a toast.

“Morning. Your big celebration is today, yeah?”

“Yup!”

He nodded.

“Listen. I know you’re going to be tempted to focus on the appearances, and nail that aspect. I have no doubt you’ll do that well. Remember though, this isn’t just a ‘Dawn looks nice’ event. Mingle. Meet people. Otherwise, they’ll think you’re standoffish. That you think you’re better than they are.”

Julius gave me a Look over his mug, making the rest of what he wanted to say clear.

Old instincts died hard, and Julius was still my commanding officer in them. I did resist the urge to salute him - it’d be entirely inappropriate, given that I was in my full ceremonial Sentinel gear.

“Understood.”

Strangely, I felt more confident than I had before. Maybe being ordered to do social stuff was an option?

Oh wait.

Pastos.

Nevermind.

“I should get going.” I said, hoping that history wouldn’t repeat itself, and privately deciding that seeming a little standoffish was a better option than a repeat.

“Brrrpt!” Auri exploded into one last flurry of flames, getting everything just right.

“I know how bread works.” Julius made a shooing motion. “Go on, don’t be late.”

I gave him one last smile and bolted out of the place, pausing only a moment to pull out my spellbook and cast the magical equivalent of a delayed stinkbomb right outside the room Artemis was still sleeping in.

Hey, she started it!



“Sentinel Dawn. Excellent! Your schedule.” Leonidus, the second-in-command of the Legion, handed over my schedule for the day. Most of it looked pretty normal, but…

“We’re replacing Wren with Hazel?” I asked, furrowing my eyebrows. Last I knew, Wren was the third judge on most events, along with the Legata and I. “Also, an alchemy contest? Please don’t tell me I’m going to be drinking random potions.”

Leonidus gave me a pointed look.

“If you attended the meetings you’d know all this already.” He pointedly remarked. “I know you’re new, I know you’re still assembling your team, but unless you strongly object in the next meeting I bring it up in, I’m assigning you a liaison. Nike. She’s the head of the Battery line you’ve been asking about.”

I opened my mouth to protest, then thought about it.

Wait.

He wasn’t letting me protest now. He was going to bring it up in a future meeting, and I’d need to be at said meeting to protest. Either I started attending all the meetings to object - at which point Leonidus won anyway - or I accepted with good grace, got a liaison, and started to regularly meet with one of the people I’d be working closely with.

“To answer your questions - yes. Wren argued that he should participate directly in all the events as the Primus Pilus. Sitting on a table does him no good, and he persuaded the Legata. As for the potions?” Leonidus gave an evil grin. “Nobody says you have to drink them to judge them, which is always a source of hilarity in alchemy contests. They’re all over there stirring up the best potions they can think of, then Katerina judges them on their color. The first year she did it…” Leonidus trailed off with a silly look on his face.

I glanced at Auri, who was practically vibrating with excitement.

“We’ll see.” I told the little pyro. Hey, if we could be ridiculous in our judging criteria, why not?

Some more shuffling around, and I found myself sitting in some prime seats in a makeshift arena, next to Katerina and Hazel. Reed stood behind us, ready to amplify Katerina’s voice or make his own announcements. A few [Runners], [Scribes], and [Assistants] were hanging out with us, Katerina’s perpetual escort. She never knew when she’d need to send messages or need a hand with something, and today was no exception. Most of her escort had been peeled off to help Leonidus, who was actually running the event instead of presiding over it. The soldiers had built the arena themselves under Centurion Rhoda’s supervision. Good camaraderie exercise, and it helped flex the fort-building muscles the Legions were supposed to be famous for.

I had a sneaking suspicion that Rhoda would be building siege weapons and demolishing the arena after all the events were done. Everyone liked blowing things up.

Actually…

“When’s the stadium being destroyed?” I asked Katerina.

She snorted her amusement.

“Good morning Sentinel Dawn. How are you? Is the Saturnalia so terrible that you’re already asking about when we’re going to demolish the place?” Katerina had a little bit of bite to her words. I backpedaled hard.

“Whoa! No, I just haven’t been around anything big getting destroyed near me like this.” I had a few experiences that sort of counted, but nothing so direct. The Formorian walls had already been down when we made it there, trees weren’t buildings, Ochi was still standing when I’d left, etc. “I figured I should be there and get some experience before having it happen for real.”

“Wise. Next week.” Katerina told me. “First thing in the morning.”

Hazel leaned over.

“Do you want a particular role, just observe, or be in the trenches?” She asked.

“I think I need to meet with Nike, then Katerina, I think we should discuss exactly how I operate as a War Sentinel. Flying overhead is fine in drills and practice sessions, but it paints the biggest fucking target on my back. I think deception, smoke and mirrors, is the name of the game here.”

“Aye, we’ll discuss it later.” Katerina agreed, then focused on the growing crowd, looking kindly, but imperious. Aloof, yet approachable. No idea how she did it, but I was conscious of how many eyes were on us.

My vanity wouldn’t let me present anything less than my best, and I subtly traced a spell with my fingertip to help with my hair.

In a weird twist, the System-imposed vanity from my companion bond with Auri was steamrolling my desire and urge to fidget and move so hard I didn’t even feel it. I briefly marveled at the sensation.

Was this what life was like for everyone else?! Did people really have it this easy? Fuck, I’d been robbed.

Optio Beatrix brought her lines out to the floor of the stadium, the 24 of them either helping to drag a small altar out to the middle of the field, or holding various sacrifices.

That’s what the [Priests] had determined was the ‘right thing’ to do in the current day and age. It didn’t surprise me that the larger gods ended up with a more primitive set of rituals. When everything went to shit, I imagined the biggest, strongest gods got the most attention, people eagerly throwing whatever they could in their general direction. Some people - mostly those deep in the priesthood or highly educated, like those from the School of Sorcery and Spellcraft - knew that it was people who had made the rituals, and the gods simply accepted them.

Most didn’t.

Thanatos, god of death, demanded a crow or a dove to be sacrificed in his name. We had found a crow, cawing balefully in its cage, flapping its wings against the bars. Aion, goddess of life, required a domesticated animal. Beatrix had obtained a huge bull in the prime of his life, over level 100. Papilion wanted an animal of change. Frogs and butterflies were common, and the god/dess was something of an asshole regarding the slime debate. They refused to answer the question of ‘is a slime an acceptable sacrifice’ in any way, shape, or form.

Sure, it was people who made the rituals. It was somewhat ironic to me - people kept arguing about the status of slimes, yet it was people who could figure it out. If the consensus was that slime sacrifice worked, it’d work. If the consensus went in the other direction, it wouldn’t work.

Didn’t stop Papilion from being an asshole. They could decree an answer one way or another and stop the fighting. At least, that was my amateur theological understanding of the matter.

It had to be more complicated than that though - the high priests weren’t idiots. If it was that simple, wouldn’t they just… fix the problem?

The bigger the offering, the larger the sacrifice, the happier the gods, and the more likely they were to bless us in the coming year. For Papilion, Beatrix had gotten her hands on an enormous serpent, its skin starting to molt.

The goddess Seira, divinity of order, required a colony insect sacrificed in her name. Ants and termites were hugely popular sacrifices, given how much of a pest they were, and the goddess liked them just as much as bees. Glass walls enclosed an entire fire ant’s hive. They weren’t native to the area, but no expense was being spared.

Not when we knew we were deploying soon. It hadn’t been announced to the general troops yet, but people weren’t stupid. They could put one and one together. A massive reshuffling of troops? The logistics clerks chatting about all the different weapons being obtained? A dramatic upping of drills?

They knew something was up, just not what.

Xaoc, lord of chaos, had a singular demand.

Cats.

No other creature would serve, and an evil-looking mouser, missing an ear and with an ugly scar slashing across his face was hissing at everyone and everything.

The [Priests] and [Chaplains] arranged the animals onto their respective portion of the altar, or, in the bull’s case, near Aion’s side. Order opposed Chaos as Life opposed Death, with Change in the center, mediating it all. Katerina got up, and I mimicked Hazel in staying seated. Reed amplified everything Katerina said, letting everyone hear her.

“Sixth Legion!” She roared. “The Dread!”

Cheers and screams of approval met her opening of the ceremonies.

“Welcome! Welcome, old soldiers, who’ve been with us for decades. Welcome, new legionnaires, who’ve just joined us. I say this with complete confidence - we are the single best Legion in the entire Empire!”

Katerina’s speech whipped the crowd up into a frenzy. Lots of ‘we’re the best, rah rah rah, we’ll crush our enemies, see them driven before us, and hear the lamentations of their women’.

I felt myself getting caught up in the excitement, but I deliberately tried to separate myself from it. I didn’t want to be a blind fanatic, unquestioningly supporting the Empire.

I was a Sentinel, yes, but that didn’t mean I was going to leave my senses at home.

The Legata kept the speech short and sweet, then handed it over to Optio Beatrix. The [Chaplain] began her own speech.

“Welcome friends. Another year gone. Another year ahead of us. Today, we thank the gods and goddesses above for their blessings, and hope to see them again in the coming year. We thank the Emperor for his strong leadership. The Senate for their wise guidance. The…”

No wonder Katerina could keep her speech short and whipping people up. She’d delegated the boring speeches to everyone else!

“We give thanks to Aion, and her gift of life.” Beatrix announced, and the [Priest] ritualistically sliced the bull’s neck open, the life-blood spilling all over the goddess’s portion of the altar. The bull kicked and bucked as its life spilled out, the holy men and women effortlessly dodging its thrashes. A skill was clearly being used with the blood, directing it to the altar. Not a single drop landed on the ground.

The bull died, and was promptly castrated, the remains thrown onto the altar. One of Beatrix’s seconds raised his arms, sent up a prayer, and ignited the altar.

The magic didn’t care that blood wasn’t normally flammable.

“Brrrpt.” Auri observed with interest.

The rest of the bull was hauled away, to be a centerpiece on one of the feasts. I was pretty sure I was scheduled for that one.

“We give thanks to Thanatos, and his gift of death.” Beatrix announced next, and the crow’s neck was swiftly snapped, the body placed on the altar and ignited moments later.

Much easier than the bull. The gods didn’t care about the disparity in difficulty.

“We give thanks to Papilion, and their gift of change.” Beatrix announced. The serpent was placed, cage and all, on top of the middle of the altar, Papilion’s place in the Big Five pantheon. A blade was plunged through the cage, and it took the combined efforts of most of the priests to keep things under control.

The snake was skinned right then and there, the scales thrown onto the altar and immolated with the rest. The body was hauled away, and I mentally debated if I was going to have some snake at lunch.

“We give thanks to Seira, and her gift of order.” The ants were placed, enclosure and all, on Seira’s portion of the altar, and ignited while alive.

I’d burned plenty of Formorians to death. I didn’t have a leg to stand on to complain.

"We give thanks to Xaoc, and his gift of chaos.” Beatrix put the final offering on the altar, the cat.

Then she opened the cage, releasing the cat into the world. Letting a little more chaos roam around.


Chapter 22 - Nike

The rest of the Saturnalia went by with… no incidents at all. Nope. None. The mess at the feast didn’t count, I’m the Sentinel and everyone loved it.

There were chariot races and wrestling contests, gladiatorial games against vicious dinosaurs, a mage tournament that hastily had to go back to the original rules after my healing proved too powerful, dancing, singing, the dreaded alchemy contest.

Tribune Hazel insisted that this year, we all drink the potions.

“We are the alchemy Legion.” She insisted. “I’m in charge of the specialists, including the alchemists. Optio Maxlin has repeatedly complained about command’s habit of judging on inane criteria. What message does it send if Command is unwilling to even try?”

“If any of them poison us, I can just heal it.” I muttered.

Legata Katerina narrowed her eyes.

“This was the sort of thing that should’ve been discussed before the event!” She hissed at Hazel, plastering a smile on her face and downing the first potion to shocked gasps.

I drank as well, and being a bird was a surreal experience. Somehow, I knew how to fly with the wings I was granted, and the world was so much bigger and stranger.

Auri was the same size as me, for one.

I took off, spreading my wings and marveling at what ‘true’ flight felt like.

[*ding!* Congratulations! [Butterfly Mystic] has leveled up to level 498->499! +8 Strength, +8 Dexterity, +70 Speed, +70 Vitality, +70 Mana, +70 Mana Regen, +70 Magic power, +70 Magic Control from your Class per level! +1 Strength, +1 Dexterity, +1 Speed, +1 Vitality, +1 Mana, +1 Mana Regeneration, +1 Magic Power, +1 Magic Control for being Chimera (Elvenoid)! +1 Strength, +1 Mana Regen from your Element per level!]

I got the level as I returned to normal.

“Sixteen out of eight!” I declared. “It got me a level, best potion possible.”

My announcement basically killed the rest of the contest. Katerina and Hazel were all too happy to declare the potion that leveled up the Legion’s War Sentinel as perfect, and while a few of the alchemists were bummed - only fair when their potion hadn’t even been tried yet before someone got a perfect score with brownie points on top - most were excited to congratulate the winner.

Who’d gotten three levels of his own.

All in all, a rousing success of an event.

The feast was fine. Nothing to say about it. Food was eaten, yes. Drinking occurred. Some bawdy songs were sung, and gripping tales told. Yes. That is what happened. Oh, and entertainment! There was lots of entertainment. For a loose definition of entertainment.

I slept with the Legion - wait, phrasing - and woke up bright and early the next day to meet Nike. It wasn’t hard - Nike and the rest of her line had been transferred to the Sixth Legion explicitly because of me. They’d had a few days to settle in, and we were now ready to meet. Leonidus was able to direct me right to them.

I took the long route, walking slowly towards them while [Parallel Thoughts] let me greet the various soldiers pleased to see me, while also mulling on the nature of command and my role.

What was the best way to approach this? There were several competing methodologies, all of which applied.

The first and most obvious one was to lean on ‘I’m Sentinel Dawn, here’s what I need.’ It was the expected chain of command, the ‘right’ way for an officer of the Legion to interact with the rank and file soldiers. It was distant, it was aloof, but it made a necessary distance. I’d be making calls and decisions that imperiled their lives. Space was required.

It’d be all too easy to get off on the wrong foot. All too easy to step on toes and quickly develop resentment and dislike. The last thing I wanted was for the troops I was trusting to have my back to be plotting how best to stick a knife into it.

The counterpoint was I’d been trained as the leader of a Ranger Team. I’d taken command of, and primarily handled, situations where we were all close. Where I could be, should be familiar. I hadn’t been trained as a Legion Officer, with the proper ways of maintaining distance, and a few of my initial plots and plans involved me effectively blending in as ‘just another soldier’. I couldn’t dress like a legionnaire and act like a Tribune. It came with its own set of issues, ones that I couldn’t quite properly articulate, but I could just broadly point to ‘nobody else does it this way and there’s got to be a reason for it’ as the source of my discomfort.

I decided it was easier to start off with the distance, so to speak, and slowly ‘come down to Pallos’, as opposed to starting off close, then try to establish distance later.

I knocked on the wooden door of the barracks room, where Nike and her line were assigned. I hadn’t quite considered when I’d been planning out my improved senses how it’d let me spy like crazy on everything. Half of the line was missing, and the other half had partners sharing their narrow cots. No privacy in the Legion, and yesterday had been one heck of a party.

At least, that’s what I assumed was going on, and it wasn’t the entire line shacking up with each other.

Welp, yesterday’s partying was over, and there were enough soldiers moving around that going up to the door in my full Sentinel gear, hesitating, then turning around would be remarked on. Plus, this was at my convenience, not Nike’s.

“Legionnaire Nike!” I bellowed with my best impression of Quintus, my Ranger Academy drill instructor, making sure I focused on my presence as well. “Report!”

I kept my face stony no matter how hard I was laughing inside at the sheer chaos unleashed by my statement. Everyone woke up, one woman I assumed was Nike was running around furiously, other people getting up were getting in her way, and one couple had an utterly horrified look at waking up in each other’s arms.

Ahh, beautiful, hilarious chaos.

It was clear that Nike wasn’t a physical Classer, and she spent a moment straightening out her hastily-thrown-on tunic before opening the door and paling.

“Sentinel Dawn!” She shouted, throwing a hasty salute. I could see her muscles twitching as she thought of and dismissed several more things to say, before settling on a simple “Reporting as ordered!”

[Mage - 311].

“Walk with me.” It wouldn’t do to have the conversation right here, and now I could see why it was such a favorite.

“What have you been told about your assignment to the Sixth?” I asked Nike once we were out of the barracks.

“Sentinel Ma’am. I haven’t been told much, but I’m a [Battery]. Simple enough to figure it out, ‘specially after you came knocking at my door. You need people with my class. I have the class you need. Does it get much more complicated than that?”

She wasn’t wrong.

“Not particularly. There are some layers of complexity in the execution. How have you done this previously?” I asked.

She gave me a puzzled look. “Yes? I was assigned to the siege and artillery century.” She answered. “Keeping the artillery [Mages] topped off. Simple stuff.”

I was mentally cursing Leonidus. I was getting the vibe that I was going to need to be in a number of miscellaneous meetings I didn’t want to be in, because Nike might not be up to the job. Too much to ask for hyper competence from everyone I met. If she was that good, she should be a Ranger.

Still, I didn’t need her to be a one woman wonder. Just good at her job.

Also, my question had been a little dumb.

“Right. Going to be a little different with me. I’m going to be healing the Legion. We’re not sure quite what it’s going to look like. Something that’ll help me shape the look of this all - how, exactly, does a [Battery] transfer mana?” I asked. I had a vague inkling, but I knew it required an element I didn’t have, and there was just so much endless magic to learn about. I didn’t know every niche, no matter how hard I tried. Maybe in a few centuries I’d have a better grip on it all… but at that point, the old stuff might be obsolete, and there could be a ton of new magic to learn.

I caught Nike’s flash of concern on her face before she smoothed it over.

“Arcanite rods.” She answered. “All [Batteries] have Arcanite as an element, letting us refill the crystals. You drain the rods as fast as we fill them up.”

Hmmm. Alright.

“What’s your mana pool and regeneration look like?” I asked.

“Mana pool’s pretty small. I can give you about 140 mana per second, and a normal entire line can do just under a thousand mana per second. Zeus though, he’s got a [Promise], and our line can do closer to 1500 mana per second as a result.” Nike was clearly proud of the boost that one dude was providing, and I was personally impressed. He was worth almost an entire line on his own!

I mentally translated the numbers. I wasn’t used to working in mana per second, but it was clear [Batteries] were. I had about 800 mana per second of regeneration, so the entire line would be almost tripling my regeneration. In a protracted battle, it was going to be all about the regeneration.

“Is the small mana pool typical of a [Battery]?” I asked.

“Yes ma’am. If storage is needed, we generally will fill up a large arcanite crystal. We’re fantastic at keeping arrays up.”

I had my doubts about how viable a massive arcanite crystal would be to lug around, and the sheer impracticality of needing to constantly run or fly back to it to top off, then jump back into the battle. It was a prime target, a huge amount of money, and it painted a target on my back as ‘that one healer that keeps running out of mana and going to the huge crystal while this Legion seems to have unlimited healing’. I wasn’t even partially trained in intelligence and counterintelligence on the field and in battles, but even I could make the obvious connections.

It also killed the idea of having them disguise themselves as a typical line, and I’d run back to them when I needed to be refilled. They were a continuous supply of mana, bolstering my regeneration, not a pool I could tap for a top off.

“Do [Batteries] fight at all, or are you purely supportive?” I asked.

“We fight.” Nike gave me an eyeroll. “Everyone and their sister seems to think [Batteries] can’t fight. We can! It’s just different. We focus on low-cost, high-regeneration spells. Wands are typical, and we can fuel far, far more enchantments than any other class, bar none. None of our attacks are particularly powerful, but like.” Nike looked around shiftily for a moment. “Imagine, pretend, for a moment, about a wand that could spray a deadly contact poison. Low cost, high impact, deadly. The blowback would be fatal to most people, but a second set of enchantments acts as an antidote. I gotta say that the more mana we put into our enchantments and spells, the less we have to give away, so we don’t fight lots. We just can.”

I stopped and stared at Nike.

“Do you have a wand that sprays deadly contact poison?” I asked. She shook her head furiously.

“No ma’am! They’re highly illegal, and against Legion regulation. It was just an example.”

I lifted an eyebrow. I didn’t believe her at all, but my liedar was terrible on the best of days.

“Thank you, Nike.” I told the woman. “Now, you’ve probably heard most of this, so forgive me for going on a bit. I just want to make sure we’re on the same page. See, I’m good at healing people, and…”



“Legata.” I entered her office when it was clear she was between tasks.

[*ding!* [The World Around Me] leveled up! 86 -> 87]

Spying was occasionally useful.

“Dawn. Good timing. What can I do for you?”

“Well, I’ve got some initial thoughts how my team and I should operate in the Han Empire…”

I explained my plan to her, along with the questions I had to see if it was possible. She leaned back thoughtfully.

“That would work.” She said. “But we’d need more people to do it. There’s going to be some grumbling, most people will think it’s useless, but it’ll be excellent cover…” She trailed off thoughtfully, absent-mindedly chewing on the end of a quill.

“Yesssss.” She slowly drew the word out. “Yes, I think that would work beautifully. You don’t mind getting dirty, do you? How are you with makeup to change your facial structure?”

Well, after being challenged like that, I had to say no.

“If getting dirty saves lives, throw me into the pig pen. I don’t know much about changing my facial structure, but I’m more than willing to learn anything and everything about makeup!”

Katerina grinned, and we got to plotting.


Chapter 23 - The Extinguisher of Legends

The old year had ended, the new year was in. Night and Arachne were busy, busy people, and while I’d gotten a number of invitations to fancy functions and various parties, without Iona to push me and provide a strong incentive to go, I’d declined almost all of them. The only one I’d accepted was a party the War Sentinels were throwing, which had felt a little out of my league. It wasn’t that I felt I didn’t belong or anything like that, just that their idea of entertainment was founded on most of them being over level 1000, which allowed for some niche, extreme stuff.

However, in the end, I did get to arrange a nice little sit-down dinner with Night, Arachne, and Clotho, her bonded black widow spider. Julius and Artemis joined us, and my heart had a little crack in it when Iona failed to miraculously appear out of the sky at the last second to join us.

I knew she was out and busy. I knew she’d be back in just a few months, if not weeks, and that the time wasn’t so long as to be worth making a ton of trips. I knew she hadn’t been gone long.

But all those were logical arguments, and I missed her something fierce.

Auri had baked, Julius had scrounged up some relatively old bottles of blood wine, Artemis had acquired enough different food to feed an army, and I’d gone ham on enchanting every last square inch of the villa. We all pitched in on the cooking.

Auri was very particular on the difference, and with me around, she was a little better at telling Artemis where to stick it.

We didn’t have a proper arcanite core yet, but I could run the enchantments myself for now.

One moment our doorway was clear, the next Night, Arachne - Susan, here at an informal event - and Clotho, Arachne’s bonded spider, were at my door. Gods, they were so fast I didn’t even see them approaching.

“Hello!” Susan stepped inside.

“Hey! Come on in!” I shouted, hurrying over to properly greet them like a good hostess. “Thanks for coming!”

“Oh no, thank you for inviting us! Your place is simply marvelous!” Susan gushed over my home, while Clotho, sitting on her shoulder, waved a jaunty leg at Auri. The little phoenix puffed herself up importantly.

“Remember.” I muttered out of the side of my mouth, well aware that everyone could hear me anyway. It was about the appearance of the thing, not the actuality. “They’re guests. Be nice.”

“Brrrpt.” Auri tried to be quiet with her protest, but it was merely tolerably loud instead of her usual high powered blast. She wanted to let me know that she had a store, plenty of customers, and knew how to be polite.

She ended her reminder with a buffet of her wing to the back of my head. I loved immunity to fire. It included immunity to being smacked by solid flames!

Night smiled as he entered, holding a wrapped gift in his hands. I could see through the waxed paper easily enough, and lifted an eyebrow.

That was an excellent housewarming present. Night knew me well.

“Night! How are you? Come in, come in, don’t let the cold get you!” ‘Cold’ was a relative term, and part of me wanted to go on a dizzying analysis on how temperature was relative. Our ‘cold’ here in Exterreri was someone else’s ‘warm spring day’, but at the same time, we were all used to our warm and cold, so our cold felt cold… until stats and skills kicked in, which…

Thank the System for [Parallel Thoughts].

“Elaine. I must concur with Susan, your home is most wonderful. I get a strong sense of behaaglijk from it.”

I tilted my head in confusion, not knowing the word. Night understood.

“It is a word from Frisian with no good equivalent in High Elvish or Creation.” He said. “It exemplifies the idea of cozy. Comfortable. Warm. Snug. Agreeable. Everything a home should be. It is the crackling log in the fireplace. The hot mug of milk. The warm embrace of a loved one.”

I looked around with Night’s words in mind.

“Behaaglijk. Yes.” His description was accurate.

We made more polite small talk as we made our way over to the garden, where I was hosting dinner. A fancy set of spells had snow drifting through the air, only to vanish once they hit the ground.

“Brilliantly done.” Susan praised as she saw the snowfall. “It’s not an illusion at all. Such a clever application of Ice, Wind, Fire, and Dark.”

I coughed awkwardly.

Shit! That would’ve been a much neater way of doing it! Ah well, live and learn. The more practice I got, the better I’d be.

Hey!

Wait!

There’s no way Susan didn’t know how I’d actually done it! I wasn’t trying to hide it at all, the runes were glowing all around the edges of the garden. She was trying to subtly steer me down a better path!

My shocked look must’ve made it to my face, because the rainbow-haired woman sent me a cheeky wink.

Everyone sat down and made various greetings as Auri and I bustled around, getting food served for everyone.

The idea of getting a few apprentices to do the gruntwork was starting to become appealing. I could see the benefits of such an arrangement! Heck, I could even pay someone to do all this.

Be helpful to Nina as well. The place was big, and I was starting to feel like I was rattling around in it a bit.

“Auri, I do believe that your current accommodations are lacking a certain flair, one I seem to recall a much younger Elaine gushing over once upon a time.” Night said as he presented his gift to Auri.

“Brrrpt!!” Auri’s estimation of Night went way up, mostly for bringing her gifts.

In a surprise, she didn’t just burn the paper off. She fluttered around it, her wings buzzing at the speed they flapped at, carefully ripping the paper apart with her beak. One spot then another, she artfully shredded the paper.

I already knew what was inside it. Auri’s scream of birdy approval when she finally unwrapped enough of it to see what was inside was a thing of beauty. Night smiled as she burned away the rest of the paper in her excitement to see her new arcanite perch.

Auri twisted and turned to see herself in her new perch, then hopped up.

“BrrPTT!!” She declared it perfect and marvelous.

“I am most pleased that it meets your approval, young one.” Night said with a smile, and Susan shot him a loving look.

I refocused on the conversations going back and forth, moving quickly from appetizers - a charcuterie board, with artful drizzles of basilisk blood for the vampires - onto the main course. Tasty, tasty agnolotti, stuffed with rapini and king salmon! Pork loin on the side, a small dish of curry imported from Ralakar - a day of flying there, a day of flying back - and a beautiful set of freshly cut garden greens in a salad.

For the vampires we had ethically sourced silvery unicorn blood, warmed and spiced. The seller was the seventh person I’d tried claiming to sell unicorn blood, and the first one I believed. I knew what it smelled like thanks to Varuna, my roommate Skye’s bonded companion back at the School. I’d dropped an idle word about it to Auri, who’d dutifully passed the message along to Atlas. I figured that was good enough.

The ethical part I had no way of confirming, but I couldn’t imagine a steady supply without some willingness on the unicorn’s part.

Night leaned back, swirling his glass of blood wine and bringing it up to his nose. He breathed in deeply.

“Ahhh, a most wonderful find. Elaine, I have been looking for interesting tales recently, and I have one from my past which I believe you would find most fascinating.”

I straightened up, although Julius and Susan were still deep in discussion on the nature of command. Susan was delighted to hear how Julius viewed things in Remus times, considering it a valuable source on how thought, philosophy, and command had evolved over time.

“Too far back for anyone to remember, too long after you were cruelly torn from Pallos, a powerful Spatial mage appeared.” Night began to recount. “At the highest levels, fights become interesting, to say the least, and blows can come from any direction, from any element. Yet, one thing remains true the world around - the vitality defense.”

Night was slowly weaving his spell of words, drawing all of us into his story.

“Two individuals of even vaguely the same level can not directly impact one another. They must find another way to visit violence. This one mage, however, found something of a workaround. An arguable loophole, in the time before the Divine Decree banning tearing the very fabric of space was enacted. Indeed, I have good cause to believe that this nameless mage was the cause of said Decree, due to it coming ‘round near the end of his lifespan. But I digress. The mage, you see, was a master of portals, Spatial magic only available at the highest levels. Not only did he have the power to rapidly create small portals, but he worked out a way to move them through space, ‘scooping’ up anything that went through.”

Night paused for a moment, letting us imagine such a thing. I immediately saw the connection.

“He could ignore people’s vitality when teleporting them.” I gasped, imagining all the horrible things that could be done with such a power. Into an active volcano, into the depths of the planet, and a thousand other possibilities sprang to mind.

Auri’s eyes went wide, and Artemis had an evil grin on her face.

“Ooooh, I’d love to do that to some people.” She said. “Just throw someone into the bottom of the ocean, and let them drown.”

Night nodded.

“Indeed he could. But he was more clever than that. See, many powerful Immortals could survive being taken to the bottom of the ocean, and such widespread slaughter would draw unpleasant attention. Instead, he simply sent people on a trip. The other thing he’d worked out was how to make portals to other worlds. What does it matter if your opponent is alive, if they have been stranded on another plane of existence entirely? For all practical purposes, they are dead.”

Night swirled his glass of wine around again, taking a delicate drink.

“That is the background to this tale. The story, proper, is how I found myself trapped on a world called Aetherion, a world entirely lacking in the System but rich in a different type of magic, and how I found my way back home, to Pallos proper. This is a tale that requires three days and three nights to properly regale, but alas, I shall have to cut it short.”

Night paused for a moment, and I didn’t even care that sauce was dripping off my ribs, onto my nice tunic.

“I have stolen from sleeping barrow kings, thrown tyrants off the highest peaks, and survived a single night with Morgana Moonwhisper. I have navigated the labyrinth of souls, recovered the heart of the forest, and sung so beautifully that the Siren of Sylvara wept and tore out her voice.”

He paused, letting his words soak in and ignite our imagination.

“I am Nyx Shadowbane, Warden of the Dark, Sovereign of Shadows, and Guardian of the Dreamrealm. You might have heard of me.”



Susan and Julius rapidly finished their conversation as Night started to get into the meat of the story, all of us engrossed at every word coming from his mouth. He spoke rapidly, every single one of us here Classers and able to keep up with his furious pace. Still, it was clear that he was dramatically abbreviating portions of the story.

Him getting caught. The portal closing over him. The new world. New rules.

New magic.

Bit after bit, word after word, Night wove the most fantastical tale. A finger poking Auri got her to get the desserts - her pride as a [Chef] overriding her desire to hear the next part.

It was slowly becoming clear that all of Night’s titles and achievements that he’d just mentioned were purely from his time on Aetherion.

Night was detailing how they’d weakened a dam, preparing to flood out a town that a shape shifter of vicious power and seeming true immortality had taken over.

“The beams split with an almighty crack,-”

Right as Night said crack, a vicious Lightning bolt cracked through the sky, landing just outside the villa. Artemis was on her feet in an instant, knife in hand as stones began to spin around her.

“Excellent instincts.” Susan praised, manipulating threads that Clotho was furiously spinning. “Single human male. I don’t recognize him.”

If looks could kill, whoever was interrupting our dinner party would’ve been struck down by Night.

“Bird! I know you’re in there! You ruined my life! Come out!” The dude shouted in Trader Tongue from outside. Susan quickly relayed and translated the words to those of us with poorer senses. I was tempted to put my hands on my hips and glare at Auri, but restrained myself.

All eyes were drawn to the phoenix.

For all that it looked like Auri was continuously getting into trouble, she wasn’t. The last few times I’d tried to save the situation I’d been completely wrong, and misread both her and the situation. From the builders, to as early as this evening, Auri had been doing the right thing, and it’d be wrong of me to prematurely scold her, or even accusingly ask what she’d done.

“What do you think is going on?” I asked Auri.

She made a shrugging motion with her wings.

“Brrrpt?”

“Would you like me to intervene, dear?” Susan asked. “We are as inconvenienced as you are.”

“Give us a few minutes to try and resolve it ourselves. You’re guests, you shouldn’t need to be involved.” I said.

I got up with Auri, and started to head out. Julius and Artemis joined me.

“We live here, we’re not exactly guests.” Artemis explained. I nodded my understanding.

I made sure my [Persistent Casting] was on, both for myself, a small area of effect for Julius and Artemis - we’d be in moonlight once we were outside - and two casts for Auri. Whoever it was seemed to have a beef with her, and while she was a phoenix who could revive, why take any risks?

I assumed my enemies were competent. If someone was explicitly going after Auri, I assumed they had something prepared. Like a bucket of water.

We got outside.

[Ranger - 340] was the dude’s level, and it was like he came out of the jungle or something. Quetzalcoatl feathers made a cape, jackalope horns were shaped onto a crude helmet, a rabbit’s foot was at his waist and he had a glorious hoof-shaped bruise on his chest. A necklace filled with various carnivore’s teeth was around his neck - megalodon teeth and medusa fangs were distinctive - and he had a cerberus fur loincloth. He wasn’t quite steady on his feet, and he was armed with a pair of scimitars, but lacking in armor. He looked enraged at seeing us.

“You destroyed my life!” He screamed at Auri, starting to flourish his blades in a complex dance. “It was all going perfectly, I was going to be great! Then YOU came along!”

It clicked.

Suen. Osengard. The plague town we’d been driven out of, after fixing their problem. I crossed my arms.

“You already tried to murder us once, now you’ve chased us all the way down here?”

Julius made a pacifying motion.

“Let’s see if we can talk this out.”

The dude snarled, his blades increasing in speed. He took a step towards us.

“Yes! No! I -”

That had been enough for Artemis. With a dozen sharp overlapping cracks, two dozen small sharp rocks leapt from around her, crossing the distance in an instant and pulverizing the man. Blood, brain, and gore arced across the ground, and he dropped dead like a puppet with its strings cut.

[*ding!* Your party has slain an [Extinguisher of Legends] (Lightning, 340)//[Pursuer of Myth] (Mantle, 314)]

“Sorry love.” Artemis apologized to Julius. “I didn’t see that ending peacefully, and it’s better we get his notification than him ours, or poor Auri’s. Especially with that class.”

Julius sighed and rubbed his eyes.

“You made the right decision.” He easily admitted. “Just wish that people weren’t so stupid.”

Susan’s threads had already neatly grabbed every single bone shard and shredded artery, neatly wrapping everything up into a tidy package. In moments, it was like the [Extinguisher of Legends] hadn’t even darkened our doorstep, every inch cleaned up and removed.

I patted his back.

“That’s what we admire about you.”

“We all know you’re more than willing to give the execute order.” Artemis chimed in, slipping her arm around his waist. “One of us has to be the reasonable one, otherwise we’d both be rotting in jail!”

Julius hugged his wife.

We went back inside and settled down again. Susan and Night had clearly helped a little with the dishes, subtly making our lives easier while not stepping on our toes.

I started a new book inside my [Astral Archives] - clever social moves by Susan and Night, and started taking notes. When in doubt, they were the masters.

“I am dying to know what class he had that got you all so interested.” Susan prompted us as we sat down.

“[Extinguisher of Legends] and [Pursuer of Myth].” I answered before Artemis could, throwing her a smug look.

Susan’s eyes went wide, and Night whistled.

“The class sounds most potent. A concern one must always hold is the ability for an individual with the proper skills and classes to punch far, far above their weight. Elaine, Auri, he might have even held a threat to you and your lives! Such a class could be explicitly designed to slay those who are out of myth and legend, which the two of you most assuredly qualify as. You might have found your healing deserting you, or the legendary phoenix’s resurrection failing. Indeed, a few more levels and I would be wary of engaging such a person.”

Artemis looked smug. I pointed a knife at her.

“I’m pretty sure you also qualify as legendary, Miss Founded-the-School.” I pointed out.

“Yeah, but I didn’t wait for his speech. Now he’s dead, and I’m feasting!”

I didn’t have a second knife to point at Artemis. Drat.

“No feet on the table!” I quickly said before she could put her sandals up. She mimed horror.

“Me?”

“Yes, you!”

“Brrrpt?” Auri wanted to hear more of Night’s story.

“What happened after the dam broke?” I asked, quickly redirecting the conversation to Night’s story.

“Well! I hopped onto one of the largest logs with my boon companions, and we rode down the flood together, hoping to strike in the chaos and confusion. However, we hadn’t considered that…”



The dawn was arriving as Night wrapped up the abridged version of his story.

“... as much as I wish to say that the Enorian assassins found me at the height of the ritual, alas, reality occasionally lacks the dramatic flair of a story.”

Julius and I traded disbelieving looks. His entire adventure had been something out of a story! Night had a tiny little quirk in the corner of his lips, clearly aware of how his words were received.

“The ritual completed, and a portal was ripped clean open from Aetherion to Pallos. I had already said my goodbyes to those who would be staying behind, and quickly stepped through with those who wished to see new worlds, and explore new mountains. We found ourselves on the northern continent and that…” He paused for a dramatic moment. “Is a story of its own.”

I enthusiastically clapped and cheered at the end of Night’s story, a sentiment quickly picked up by everyone else. Auri made a whole audience’s worth of [Mage Hands] to join on in.

We started to get up and out of the garden, nobody wanting the vampires to be exposed to the sun.

“Dawn. Would you do me the privilege of walking together once again?” Night asked.

I straightened up at his request. He’d called me Dawn, not Elaine, so this was important.

“Yes.” I said.

In a twist, we stayed inside, navigating through rooms in a slow, endless loop, staying out of the garden in the center of the villa and out of the faint rays of the morning light. Wasn’t sure how the two vampires planned on getting home, but they were welcome to spend the entire day here if they wanted to.

Vampire room I mentally added to my list of things to add to the place. A deep, secure, lightless crypt for visiting vampires.

“I have had many causes to observe the workings of your [Oath] upon the tens, if not hundreds, of thousands of people who have taken it up since your time.” Night began the conversation in his typical manner, hands clasped behind his back, stepping slowly and pausing for me to absorb his words.

Some routines had been sorted out ages ago, and never changed.

“A regret I have - I shall not tell you a bald-faced lie and claim it is my deepest regret, not when that would do injustice to so many others - is that, after a time, I simply forgot that they were because of you. The memory was not important, and so I allowed it to be relegated to the annals of history, failing to give you proper credit. For that, I would like to apologize.”

I waved him off.

“You had every reason to think I was dead, and how many literal years of time have you spared yourself by not tracking my name every time it could possibly come up?”

Night nodded his thanks.

“Over time, I have seen many, many healers engage on the front lines. Those who choose to pursue the path of both sorcery and healing remain rare, for obvious, self-selecting reasons, but there are a few every generation who make a name for themselves. I have also seen a number of people struggle with their vow to heal all who come, when just moments before their patient was attempting to end their life. When people across the battlefield are not directly choosing to try and harm the healer. I was concerned when Arachne settled on the role of War Sentinel, although you seemed to go into it with both eyes open. Nonetheless. I believe a conversation on the topic of ethics would be fruitful, in the light of your imminent deployment to foreign fields. A deployment that, if I recall correctly, you explicitly asked not to have happen as part of your regular duties, and yet, which you find yourself now wrapped up in. Come, tell me of your thoughts.”

I grinned.

“I’d wanted to have this exact conversation with you Night, thank you.” I said. “Last things first, the Han Empire. I’ve been wanting to go for a while. In fact, Iona and I almost went there after we graduated instead of going to Exterreri, both of us having a good reason to be there. My starting thoughts are fairly simple, and I know they’re going to evolve over time. Before a battle, after a battle, everyone is fair game. Everyone deserves aid. There’s an argument that I’m making a tactically poor choice to ensure my enemy is in fighting shape before an engagement, but I feel fairly secure in after the battle. During the fight is where I anticipate problems. My initial thoughts are fairly simplistic. They’re trying to kill me and harm my patients, so I’m going to defend myself and my patients first. However, I can anticipate several situations where it might not be so clear cut…”

Night knew what he was doing with the time and the sun. Dusk came and went before we even began to wrap our conversation up.


Chapter 24 - The Question

The winter weeks flew swiftly by, and a false spring was raising everyone's hopes. It wouldn’t be long before winter’s cold jaws clamped down on its neck, reminding us all that it was winter, but I was enjoying the nice day and the fine company.

By ‘The Sixth Legion is leaving in the spring’ Arachne and the rest of Command meant early spring, and there was a ton of running around and shuffling going on in the Legion as people got everything ready at the last minute.

We’d determined that I needed to lay relatively low. Plausible deniability was the name of the game. ‘Sentinel Dawn’ wasn’t going on the excursion out to the Han Empire. Sentinel Dawn would attract all sorts of ire. The Han could claim it was an invasion, although they were too far away and way too busy to do anything about it. No, more threatening was the potential prospects of the Wardens stepping in, my presence arguably a violation of the Treaty of Kyowa. The extreme reaction, one extremely unlikely, but who knew how political winds could shift and what chances opportunities would seize, would be a full-on outcry how ‘Immortals are invading!’ and ‘We must all band together and fight back!’

Extremely unlikely, to the point where we were still willing to go through with the operation, but weirder shit had happened.

Soldier Elaine was going to be a simple [Healer-Soldier], part of the 2nd Century in the Third Cohort. I wasn’t even the leader of the line! That was Nike.

On paper. We all knew what was up.

Pure coincidence that the rest of the line were all [Batteries]. They obviously knew what was up, but were selected partially for their ability to keep their mouth shut. Frankly, I was stunned that there were seven [Batteries] in the entire Legion with a reputation for discretion!

I was blatantly cheating though. Instead of getting all my gear packed up and stowed away on the line’s nodosaurus, I’d just teleported it all into [Vault of Ages]. I was also debating sleeping in there, given the extra comfort and safety, but that question was still up in the air. It would commonly reveal that I had a third element and more mana and magic power than a level 128 [Healer] should have.

My Deception Ring was set to 128, while my amulet was permanently displaying 256. If someone got through the first one, they’d see the second one. If they could sense they’d broken through a skill or enchantment that could fool [Identify], seeing the exact same class and level on the second round would just be evidence that there was a third layer.

There were levels upon levels of deception, a whole hallway filled with smoke and mirrors around my presence in the Legion, and that was simply what we were practicing on ourselves! I’d complained at one point that Arachne was going overboard, but that just had her laugh.

“I’m doing the bare minimum.” She said. “You haven’t even seen me get started.”

I wisely shut up at that point.

I had a dozen makeup kits hiding out in my [Vault of Ages] simply to modify my appearance, so soldiers that were a little more familiar with me wouldn’t instantly recognize me and rat me out to everyone else.

Katerina and the rest of her command knew about me, of course, but not even the tribunes had been told that I was hanging around. We still hadn’t settled on whether I was still the third in the chain of command or not if Katerina and Leonidus should die. I was of the opinion that if we got there, we were so fucked anyway and should be going back home.

We had a meeting to hash it out once and for all. The chain of command had to be crystal clear before we left - both to us, and to the troops. ‘Sentinel Dawn is third in command’, to me, gave a blatant message of SENTINEL DAWN IS HERE EVERYONE and was less than subtle. There was no plausible deniability.

A discussion for… I wanted to say another day, but sadly, it was for later today. Before that, a fun meeting!

I walked into the restaurant where the War Sentinels met once a week, and made my way to our room. I was a little early, only Tyrannus beating me to the punch. He had a long stalk of wheat in his mouth.

“Tyrannus. Anything interesting this week?” I asked the man, settling into my customary seat. The man thoughtfully chewed on the stalk for a bit before answering.

“Eh. A raiding party of a bunch of young elves from Tympestshard decided that Exterreri looked like a fun place to ‘party’ a little. Only killed two of them, managed to capture the rest. Letting the [Diplomats] sort it out. I’ll tell you the full story once everyone’s here.” He said. “You?”

I wasn’t quite vibrating with excitement, but there was a kaleidoscope of butterflies making my stomach their home.

“Sixth is deploying soon!” I couldn’t stop my voice from becoming a nervous squeak. I made sure to drum on the table with the tips of my fingers, not my nails. I didn’t want to drive Tyrannus and the rest nuts.

He gave me a knowing nod.

“Stole a few dozen of my favorite soldiers! Try to bring them back home alive, yeah?”

I got quiet and still at his comment, overcome with sonder. Each soldier had their own full, rich lives. They all had friends. Families. Favorite foods, children, social circles. They’d each spent hours upon hours working on their classes, agonizing over which skill to take. They all had a favorite memory, cherished moments, and embarrassments that cropped up at inopportune moments.

I’d need to keep them alive. I’d be looking at them and judging in a snap, judging in less time it took my heart to beat, if they would live or die. If I’d extend saving magics their way, or judging if their unwilling sacrifice would let me save three more.

I wasn’t even there yet, and the responsibility was already threatening to crush me.

“I’ll do everything in my power to.” I answered Tyrannus, who managed to successfully read into my somber tone. He didn’t say anything, but he did pour me another drink and push it my way.

He didn’t have to say anything. I was in rare company, meeting with the few others in the world who shared a similar burden.

The rest of the War Sentinels slowly trickled in, only Depths missing. Probably on a mission to the bottom of the Sea of Stars.

After a round of greetings, Tyrannus stood up and clapped his hands together, creating a deafening clap that silenced us all.

“Dawn here is about to deploy on her first full-Legion mission, a little stroll through the Han Empire.”

A few chuckles met his announcement, a couple of cheers in my direction. I clamped down on my anger at how callous they all seemed about it. It wasn’t a good time to start a fight. They knew - or they should. I found it hard to believe that people were just an abstraction to them. That they didn’t care at all.

Maybe they didn’t though? Enough people coming and going could inure an Immortal to the realities, could jade them to the fleetingness of a mortal life. It was one of Iona’s big complaints.

“We’ve all met and talked over the years, but for our newest member, advice before she goes! I’ll start!” Tyrannus proposed. I saw Queen starting to take out a deck of cards.

The Sentinel turned to me, and any joy was gone. He was all business.

“Never stop thinking about morale.” He said. “Doesn’t matter how strong your army is, doesn’t matter how big the other army is. Morale wins and loses more battles than anything else, and your presence in the Sixth can easily swing it one way or another. I know your thing is keeping people alive, and I know enough about the System and warfare to know you won’t be able to keep everyone alive. When making the call, consider the impact it’ll have on the army. A single standard-bearer does more for morale than an entire line of soldiers. The Primus Pilus can be worth an entire Century. It’s your decision.”

I absorbed Tyrannus’s words, and while they had merit, while I’d meditate on them later, I almost wanted to entirely disregard them. My goal was keeping people alive. I’d far rather the almost 100 people of a Century survive than Wren, simply in terms of lives saved.

But… if morale was high, that could create an effect where, globally, more people lived. A butterfly effect. Then again, if I started to consider the knock-off effects of who I healed and what they did too closely, I’d need to consider other parts of my [Oath] with knock-off effects.

Don’t heal the [Terrible Tyrant], he’ll murder more people as a result. Yet, those sorts of thoughts went against the beating heart of my [Oath], to render aid to those who needed it.

There was silence after Tyrannus’s advice, and Queen started to shuffle her cards. The most senior War Sentinel looked around, a little disappointed.

“Anyone else have advice for Dawn?” He asked. Calamity shrugged.

“Dawn operates so differently than most of us that my advice is worse than useless.” He simply stated, throwing a few coins into the middle of the table. “Nothing about dodging armies and hitting supply lines and agricultural bases is useful or practical for Dawn’s style.”

Flood gave a curt nod of agreement.

“Aye. No offense Dawn, but you’re closer to a [Primus Pilus] than a [Strategist]. Calm probably has better advice.”

The man in question looked startled, then thoughtful.

“Yes… large skills that turn the tide of battle?” He mused out loud. “I didn’t consider it like that, but yes, it fits. Bunker down. The Legions are fantastic at building fortifications. Try to get the Legate - oh the Sixth, that’s a Legata these days isn’t it? - to build a fort, and have them come to you.” He frowned at the thought. “Then again, you don’t exactly force a victory if they don’t come to you, so I’m unsure how useful the idea is.”

“If the Sixth’s Legata can force people to attack them in the first place, she’d be building a fortification anyway.” Flood pointed out. “I know she’s mortal, but remember, we all started as one, and you don’t get old and grey in the Legions by being an idiot.” The woman knocked on the table, signifying Queen to deal her in.

I seized the moment to signal Queen to throw me a pair of cards. The top two cards were good, promising a strong opener. A little cheat, but - damnit! Queen dealt one to Flood, then one to me, then one to Flood again! My opener!

A quick pair of [Rapid Reshelving] casts ‘fixed’ my hand, although from how Flood and Queen narrowed their eyes, I wasn’t sure if I’d been fast or subtle enough. Especially since they were visibly and obviously giving out ‘loud’ tells - I knew both of them had the most perfect poker face when they wanted to.

Aw fuck.

Legion spoke up.

“We’ve talked about this before, but I’ll just say it again so Tyrannus doesn’t bug me. Disguise and deception are your best friends. They will figure out you exist. They will be looking for you. You need to find a way to perfectly blend in, hide your level, your class, your appearance. It might be tempting to keep changing how you look, but don’t do it. People much smarter than you or me are going to be actively on the lookout for that sort of thing, and ‘this one soldier keeps changing their appearance and nobody else does’ is something they can figure out with relative ease, which paints a huge target on your back.”

He glanced at Tyrannus who nodded his assent.

“Let me tell you a few stories about how I learned that the hard way…” He said, snapping a pair of illusions over his cards.

I smirked. He was overlapping with a card Flood already had, and the player order meant he was going to reveal first. Ooooh, getting caught cheating here was unpleasant.



“Hey! No! Not fair!” My protests were futile, falling on deaf ears. Strong hands gripped my arms and legs, not letting go in spite of all of my twisting and thrashing. “Legion was cheating more! He got caught more! This isn’t fair!” I yelled.

Tyrannus shrugged.

“Yeah, but you were more obvious, and need the reminder before you head out for the first time.” He gave the signal, and two of Legion’s hardlight bodies poured hot tar over me, carefully avoiding the mouth. Queen shook her head.

“Honestly, teleporting cards around? Right in front of our noses? Please, that was a terrible effort. Someone half your level would’ve caught on. This is just a good reminder to do better next time.”

I swore and threw a finger in her vague direction, twisting uncomfortable as the tar worked its way under my clothes, being stupid uncomfortable.

“Annnd down.” Tyrannus ordered, an entire barrel of feathers upended over me. I was placed down, crossing my arms and glaring at everyone. Flood had an evil grin as she popped snacks in her mouth, and Calamity was rolling his eyes.

“I hate you all.” I declared as I [Blinked] out of the mess, grabbing my clothes with [Rapid Reshelving] a moment later. “I hate you all so much.” The tar, without a body to support it, simply collapsed in a feathery heap.

A few coins traded hands, Queen being the smug recipient of most of them.

“She’s not dumb, of course she knows how to use her skills.” The Sentinel smugly informed the rest.

“I thought she’d have the grace to wait until we were at least gone.” Legion muttered.

“If it keeps you alive, it’ll be worth it.” Tyrannus said to me. Queen finished pocketing her winnings and flipped me another card.

I spent every ounce of focus on the spinning calamity, getting it into [Loremaster’s Library] before it could detonate. Would Queen stop casually flinging those around?!

“Good job getting out so quickly. I’ve been thinking about your [Oath] and what I could make that could help. I wanted to do a mass-Ooze spell, but realized too many people fall over in a fight. You could easily drown someone, and that’s no good. Instead, that card will lay long thick strands over the battlefield, like super-sized spider silk, then quickly harden. It’s a little flexible, so people can still move a bit, but that makes it much harder to cut or smash apart. Hope you won’t need it, but now you’ve got a second card if you do.”

I was touched. I knew each card took Queen weeks or months to make, and she hadn’t given me a single hint until now that she’d been working on it.

“Thank you. If anyone has spare moonstones they need recharged, please, let me know.”



“Dawn. Welcome.” Katerina welcomed me into her office. “The rest of you, dismissed.”

The usual set of the Legata’s followers saluted and left the room, giving us a private meeting. Plausible deniability.

“We’ve all known this was coming for some time.” Katerina said without preamble, handing me over a thick set of papers.

I muttered a quiet “Thank you.” I wasn’t entirely convinced by Arachne’s philosophy that ‘manners made the Immortal’, but it couldn’t hurt.

“The exact details have been kept under wraps until now, to minimize the chance of the information making it to the wrong party too early, and in case various negotiations broke down. First and most importantly. I know everyone’s been bored during the winter, and most preparations are complete. We’re leaving in three days.” Katerina announced.

I nodded stiffly, all my plans gone in the space of five words.

“The Fiendish Ferrymen are going to be working in tandem to open a pair of portals for us to get to the Han. The way back we’ll have to figure out ourselves. Our best [Analysts], vampires included, believe that the Wei are most likely to win the war. Now, this is warfare, so nobody knows for sure, but we’d ideally like to be on the winning side.”

Made sense. We were fighting for levels, but nobody wanted to die. The entire exercise was pointless if we didn’t survive it.

“We have a contract with the Wei faction to act as mercenaries, and we will be working with one [Great General] Wang Jian. Now, if things change, remember. We’re acting as mercenaries. I am very willing to entertain other offers and switch sides if needed. We’ve all seen the weapons and armor being used, we’ve all drilled with them.”

Round shields over tower shields, and the spears had quite a bit more heft to them. The basic tactics remained the same, which was important for getting everyone up to speed quickly enough. The armor was totally different though, but eh, I took the approach that armor was armor.

“We’re calling ourselves the Ironbear Brigade, nominally out of Lithos. Now, onto the details of where we’re going. You’ve got the list of generals, information, tactics, and a few of the strategies we’ve developed. I don’t want it to pass, but bluntly, you need to know. If Leonidus and I both die, you’re in command, and you have to lead the Sixth.”

Fuck. I was going to be in charge.

I split my mind into four pieces, each one jumping to a different part of the document and reading. All my skills together meant I could get through the entire thing in under a minute.

I skipped directly to the ‘Sentinel Dawn is now in charge’ contingencies. Bless Katerina, most of them were variations of ‘announce what was going on to the troops, keep it quiet, and get the hell out of the Han Empire.’ It looked like we’d have to march out, which was less than ideal.

One plan that had my eyebrows shooting up into my hair was Operation Fortification. It called for the Legion to build one of their famous forts in a desirable location, and settle in. Start life over, half the world away. Become a mercenary company for real. Either integrate into society with a bend towards influencing the leadership and politics to be favorable to Exterreri down the line, or waiting for extraction.

They didn’t take the short view here. I could see how a powerful block influencing a country to be favorable to Exterreri could really pay off long term, but - ah.

Of course.

The plan called for me to rule, at first openly, then from the shadows, such that the people didn’t forget their roots or their mission.

I had no desire to become a [Governor], and I had a feeling it’d be faster and easier for me to sell off enough Immortality gems to pay the Fiendish Ferrymen to open a portal back home.

Another section of the package tore me in two. I couldn’t tell if it was serious or not. It was written like it was serious, but it was so over the top and absurd that I just couldn’t tell if it was another layer of the mercenary deception, or if someone actually thought it was a good idea.

Rules for the Ironbear Brigade

1 - Pillage, then burn

…

7 - Do unto others

…

13 - There is no ‘overkill’

14 - Violence solves all problems

…

The thirteenth point made me wonder if Artemis had written the manual, and they just kept going, each one seemingly trying to one-up the rest of them.

There was something nagging me about the consequences if these became normalized behaviors in the Legion and the active encouragement of it, but it was way above my paygrade and skillset.

The Han Empire had been doing well, once upon a time. A great [Emperor] overseeing his domain, peace and prosperity, everyone agreed he had the Mandate of Heaven. All good stuff.

Then he died, and a succession crisis occurred. Infuriatingly, the document didn’t go into the details of why or how, just the fundamental end result. I guess it wasn’t important for all of us here and now, but I was curious!

The empire had split into five factions, each one with a ruler claiming they had the Mandate of Heaven, each with their own colorful cast of generals.

The Chu faction had managed to seize control of the capital city. Everything flowed from Kun Ming, they claimed, it was the cultural and political heart of the Empire. Their position had them also defending the Great Wall of the Han, a check on raiders from the Ankhelt Kingdom. Interesting to me, they also touched on Rolland, and they weren’t too far from the old seat of the Valkyrie Order… as the wyvern flew. Wang Qi, Biao Gong, Zhang Tang, Xin - names and dossiers of generals flew past me. Haku Ka jumped out at me, simply because he was famed for having 100,000 prisoners of war executed… by being buried alive.

Note to self: Do not get captured by Haku Ka.

The Qin had the ‘instruments of state’, which mostly seemed to be the imperial seal, ring, and a few other trinkets that way too much importance was placed on. Nothing was mentioned about them being divine instruments, which implied that anyone else could just… make their own. It was a fairly weak claim to the throne.

More practically, they controlled the Tears of Vulcan.

The Han Empire was filled with dullahans, and I had to wonder if the name of the empire was derived from their name. Armor wasn’t just important to dullahans, it was literally part of their body. The Tears of Vulcan were one of the more practical magical spots in the world. Endless Lava bubbled up from the tops of the mountains, and slowly wormed down the slopes, before vanishing into the base. Somehow, they were always hot, always flowing, and didn’t count as conjured material.

The dullahans had harnessed the phenomena. Huge forges were placed over the endless rivers of Lava, the heat captured and controlled. Metals were harvested directly from the flows, and the forges produced tons upon tons of tools, weapons, and armor daily. Control of the forges was a major economic and military advantage.

Naturally, they were located near the center of the Han Empire, and bitterly fought over. Losers tried to smash as much as they could before being forced to retreat, and the report suspected that there was a significant shortage of skilled [Blacksmiths] who could work them.

Why leave a resource for your enemies?

Much of the fighting occurred near the Tears, and there was a whole section on them another thought process was working on.

The Qin generals were a little shorter. There was more of a mix - Meng Tian was a pure strategist with no known close combat abilities, while Wang Ben was an expert spearmaster. Kyou, with adamantium armor, who’d taken 100 cities. Meng Ao kept a smaller unit, but each soldier had fully enchanted gear, and Teng was rumored to never blink.

I was interested in the Wei. That was the faction we’d contracted to help out with. They claimed to have the true heir to the throne, and the intelligence report agreed - Han Long was the previous emperor’s eldest son. A footnote indicated that they believed Kyou of the Qin was an unrecognized bastard of the former emperor.

The other heirs who’d caused the initial succession crisis were mostly believed to be dead, but that didn’t stop the war at all. Apart from Wang Jian, the Wei also had Hu Shang, Lian Po who’d deserted the Qin, Lin Xiang Ru who was ill - I wondered why that made it into the report, I should poke around if I could - and Zhao She, who had a nasty reputation. ‘Kidnap family members from important people from the other side and strap them to shields’ sort of nasty, as well as having his entire honor guard fire upon an enemy during a duel he was engaged in.

Artemis would approve.

The Yan’s claim to the throne was the Dragon Banner, and there was an entire page dedicated to the artifact. In bold letters at the top of the page was an order.

SECURE THE DRAGON BANNER IF POSSIBLE. BELIEVED TO BE THE DIVINE ARTIFACT ‘THE SOLSTICE BANNER’.

The list of all the generals started to blur together. Wang He, Yang Duan He, The Lady of Death, Pang Nuan, who liked killing opposing Classers, Yue Cheng, Fu Di - each had extensive notes.

The Zhao were the last faction, and their claim was more practical.

They were the biggest. They lacked any of the ‘legitimacy’ of the other factions, but they had the most people, the most food, and the biggest armies. Meng Wu, Huan Yi, Zhao Kuo, Wu Qing, Ling Huang, and more were all listed.

The last note had me make a disgusted noise.

Great Generals are constantly dying and shifting sides, and promising individuals are constantly being promoted in the turmoil. Information may be outdated.

How was I supposed to track what was going on if people kept changing sides!?



The days flew by in a flurry of preparation.

The portal was a thing of beauty. Daytime here, yet I could see the night stars on the other side. It was wide enough for soldiers to go through eight by eight, and tall enough that a siege engine could be brought through.

Katerina had ordered no siege equipment. Loudly. Repeatedly. It was too much like invading. I’d seen enough parts stashed away in various wagons and strapped under nodosauruses to know that the siege geeks had no intention of obeying that particular order.

One day Katerina might call for siege equipment, and it’d be a ‘miracle’ how quickly it was assembled.

Actually - I bet she wouldn’t be. I bet there was a large degree of plausible deniability going on there as well, and I didn’t need to know about it. If I was in charge, we weren’t going to be breaking down the gates of a city. Unless something had gone tragically wrong.

Julius and Artemis had agreed to help hold down the fort while I was gone, the two of them considering it a sort of long-overdue vacation.

Auri was with me, of course, and she’d worked out a brilliant trick to not being seen. There were some flames that were almost completely transparent and invisible. Sure, it didn’t work against everyone, there were numerous skills that could let someone see her, and she still existed and was hot, but it was a great defense against casual inspection.

I was hanging back a bit when a flurry of motion caught my eyes, a number of troops pointing up into the sky. I shielded my eyes, my eyes widening in delight as I caught what they were seeing.

Fenrir! Which meant Iona!

Shit! Not terribly many people knew about Fenrir’s connection to me in the Sixth, but enough did. I stealthily slipped away - nevermind the rest of my line, and the soldiers behind me noticing a ‘sudden gap’ - going invisible and dashing to the other side of the Legion’s fort. I dropped my invisibility and started to signal up to Fenrir, flashing a harmless [Nova Lance] as a sort of landing signal.

I noticed there was no Nina.

Iona and Fenrir landed, but Iona didn’t disembark. She held out a hand to me.

“We need to go now to save some slaves.” She said.

Her words crashed into me, causing a brief freeze.

Did I go with Katerina and the rest of the Sixth Legion, on my job to help and heal people?

Or did I go with Iona?


Chapter 25 - The Decision

Iona’s request had briefly stunned me, but one thing I prided myself on was rapid decision making. It had been trained into me for years, and I’d honed the skill to a high degree.

“Go!” I shouted, wanting to be loud enough that Iona could hear me. Then I dashed off at top speed to where Katerina was waiting, my mind working furiously on four tracks.

Auri revealed herself and started flying towards Iona, wanting to hitch a ride.

Iona and I had a solid bond of trust. She was already starting to take off as I sprinted away, Auri, just barely managing to grab onto Fenrir’s tail - and her little perch there.

Good. The three of them were set.

The first track was reviewing my impulse decision. There was never any question in my mind of who’d I’d go with. I knew Iona. We had a solid, strong bond of trust. If she saw that I was about to head out with the Legion, and still thought she needed me, well, that was easy.

She needed me.

Just like she had my back when I was proposing wacky and wild adventures like tax fraud for a good reason, I assumed she was trying to pull me for a good reason.

We were fast. Whatever Iona needed to do couldn’t take that much time, and the Legion was going halfway around the world. The current plans called for at least a week of adjusting to the new environment before we started marching, and campaigning was 99% boredom, 1% sheer terror. The odds of the Legion getting into a serious scrap before I returned was almost nothing.

If I wanted to, I could throw a bunch of numbers into a matrix and calculate the estimated lives saved on either end. I was willing to bet if I did it, I’d end up with ‘go with Iona’ to be the correct decision in that aspect.

That was before the fact that she was my partner. That I wanted to propose to her. Between my eternal job and my hopefully-Immortal partner, I knew which one I was picking.

Katerina was going to chew me out, but hey, she could only really chew out Soldier Elaine. Sentinel Dawn wasn’t present.

Arachne was a different question, pun intended. If the last reporting in was standard, she’d ask me a number of questions to meditate over. The harshness of the questions would depend entirely on how she thought of it, but they’d be designed to be introspective.

Night would approve. I saw the way he slowly stepped though the hallway of names, thousands upon millions of dead friends staring back at him. I’d heard the pain and longing, the excitement and memories in his voice as he told us of his tale of Aetherion, and the friends he’d met and lost there. I was confident that he’d choose his closest companions any day.

Artemis would tell me to do whatever I felt like doing, while Julius would disapprove of me flitting off.

The second mental track was easy, figuring out the best way to tell the Legata.

The third was trying to work out the various implications of me leaving now. I’d be very visibly leaving… from the troop section, after declaring that I wasn’t going to be around. Plausible deniability! See everyone, look, Sentinel Dawn is not here. She left.

Sure, rumors would fly, and it’d be all-but-confirmed that I was around once people walked off a spear through the heart, but that wasn’t the point. The point was to be able to claim that I wasn’t there with something resembling a straight face.

A number of different factions would be quite unhappy if I was openly running around, flaunting my level and class combination, or my Immortality.

My fourth thought process was working out what to tell the Legata. I settled on short, sweet, and couldn’t complain back at me.

I teleported out a notebook, ripped out a blank page, and used some quick [Lepidoptera] work to utterly cheat. I wrote out a quick letter with razor-thin lines of my runedrawing skill, the magic failing to find a proper ‘spell’ and simply burning itself into the paper.

Nobody said I ever needed to use skills the way they were supposed to be used. Finding new and unusual ways to capitalize on my skills was a skill in and of itself! I wish I had more time to experiment with everything. To read, to learn magic, to-

If wishes were fishes I’d drown.

Kat,

Errand. Meet you in Han

D

Short, sweet, to the point. I was just barely done writing the message when I got in range of Katerina.

[Rapid Reshelving] teleported the message in front of her face, and she snatched it out of the air. I didn’t wait to see her reaction, snapping my wings open and blazing after Fenrir.

It took me a lot more work to catch up with him than usual! He was growing his third class fast, probably helped by a hefty dose of Iona going out and getting levels, sharing her experience with him. I was still faster, but fundamentally wyverns were one of the lords of the sky. One of the fastest creatures out there. I was only able to catch up with Fenrir thanks to all the stats I had in speed, my extensive study of various types of flight improving my skill, along with my biomancy changes. I didn’t think it’d last terribly long though.

I flew next to Iona, and drew an often-used set of runes, letting us talk without the wind grabbing all our words.

“What’s up? Where’s Nina?” I asked.

Iona quickly explained that they’d ended up in Aerie Heights after an adventure and a half - she’d tell me the rest later - and the three of them had stumbled upon a slaver ring run by a harpy flock. Iona had torn through them like a knife through hot butter, and too late realized there was a dead man’s switch that had been tripped.

“... Nina’s feeding mana into the switch to delay it, but we calculated it won’t last much longer. Instead of trying to find a healer or an expert that can handle the collars willing to go with us, I figured it’d be easier to grab you.”

I lifted an eyebrow.

“What do you need me to do?” I asked.

“Ideally, [Rapid Reshelving] can take the collars off, and have the skill gem embedded do its thing harmlessly.” Iona gave me a quick breakdown of what she knew about the gems and collars. “In much less ideal circumstances, well, nobody can die with you around…”

I pulled a face.

“Getting their heads blown off only to heal it back on is not a pleasant method.”

“Beats slavery or death though, yeah?” Iona countered.

“That it does.”

Iona gave me a detailed breakdown of everything she knew, including Nina’s mana regeneration. I frowned, running my own calculations.

“I think… I think you’re off a bit.” I said, going over what Iona had told me.

“What! Where?” She protested. “I’m not a wizard like you are, but I did read your notes and I know the basics!”

I nodded.

“Yeah… the basics… you’re missing a loss factor. Nina’s losing a small percentage of what she’s putting in. Normally not too important, but it changes the math of when they’ll go off. We’re going to be late.”

Late in this context meant dozens of deaths.

Iona swore, and it felt like Fenrir figured out a way to get a tiny bit faster. Like going from a run to a sprint.

I hit him with [Sunrise] and [Dance with the Heavens]. We’d need to be as fast as possible to make it.



We were able to catch up a little more while making our mad sprint to Aerie. Iona had found me by sheer virtue of our unbreakable bonds of love… and asking Artemis where I was. Aerie bordered both Exterreri and Vollomond, although her excursion deeper into Exterreri to find me at the Sixth’s camp had badly hurt her calculations.

I stayed quiet with the thought that maybe if she’d gone to see Night or Arachne, that they would’ve had a faster solution. Then again, finding them in Sanguino might’ve taken just as much time as flying to the Sixth’s camp, with less guarantee that it’d work out.

We had time for the long version. Nina and Iona had made it to Vollomond, no problems, and had landed in a random village. Helped out with a few things, the mayor ended up being a werewolf that was developing a taste for human flesh, the usual for a wandering Valkyrie and her squire.

It was always the [Mayor]. Unless it was the [Butcher].

They kept traveling around, lurching from place to place like a pair of drunken sailors, trying to help in whatever way they would. Usually it was fairly mundane help. A tree turned into logs for an elderly widow to make it through the winter nights, or commonly, simply going away and not eating through parts of the villager’s stores was the most useful thing they could do.

Then they hit rumors that a local mine was stealing people away and forcing them to work in its depths. Nina had wanted to go in mace swinging, but Iona had preached temperance. Investigation.

Fenrir perked up at this part of the story, and I got a few rare words from the wyvern.

“Fun. Complicated.” He snorted proudly at himself.

Iona patted his neck.

“It had rained the whole time, blasted wet season.” She said. “To all of our surprise, the mine was only a little shady. Not enough for me to start putting heads on pikes, but a few [Miners] were released from their contracts.” She chuckled to herself. “First day, first hour we were poking around, and the owner promptly presented them to us, declared they were released from their contracts, and asked if he could help with anything else.”

Mines in Vollomond prompted a memory, one of my teammates in the Gladiator Gauntlet. His family had owned a mallium mine.

“Was it a mallium mine?” I asked.

Iona looked puzzled for a moment.

“No, copper, why?” She asked.

I shook my head.

“Not important, go on.”

The disappearances and the mine were unrelated, no matter what the locals thought. But the fact that there were people vanishing out of their bed was still unresolved. Careful investigation had led them to a harpy flock raiding out of Aerie, kidnapping people and selling them to various markets in Omospondia.

Which led to the current issue. Iona had happily smashed the slaver ring to pieces, tearing through them in a way only an enraged Valkyrie could manage, only to find out after the fact that the slavers had a safeguard against a slave rebellion. One that Nina was doing her best to delay.

“How about you?” Iona asked once her story was done. I could see what she was doing.

I gave her a little nuzzle.

“I’ll tell you when all of this is over. Let’s plan.”



Aerie Heights had the single most famous magical landmark in all of Pallos. I didn’t count the Dragoneye Moons, because they were because of a skill, and they weren’t on Pallos.

The Shattered Mountains.

There was nothing like them in the entire world, although the flying island the School was on was a distant cousin. It was like a mountain range had been elevated into the sky, then a god had smashed them into thousands of floating splinters. Some were the size of a pebble, a deadly hazard to anyone flying through at high speed, while the largest chunks were literal mountains just hovering there, slowly turning on various axes.

The mountains were dotted with caves, some barely more than an impression in the stone, all the way to vast honeycombs hollowing out the mountains. The flocks of Aerie Heights made the caves their home.

It was hotly debated if the mountains were ‘naturally’ floating, if a god was directly responsible for keeping them afloat, if this was some Classer’s powerful flex - my personal favorite theory, like Lun’Kat’s moons - or if the mountains and stones were filled with massive reserves of untapped Skyte.

Harpies called the Shattered Mountains their home, nobody else able to fly nearly as well as them. There was a whole clamor of the harpies ruling the sky and shitting on - sometimes, quite literally - the people who lived on the ground, but that wasn’t important right now.

“Last time, confirming this is the path?” I asked Iona, going over the crude map we’d made. She tapped her fingers on a particularly long loop.

“Yes, but I think you should be able to skip past this part here. There’s a gap, but it was too narrow for Fenrir. Think you can find it? The hideout’s fairly well hidden.”

I chewed my tongue thinking about it, the question having been passed back and forth a dozen times.

“Yes.” I finally said with more confidence than I felt. “You’ll be powering yourself towards it. If I get lost, I’ll retrace my steps and find you.” My senses should help dramatically with that. I could see a blade of grass waving from where I was, hearing Fenrir when he wasn’t trying to be sneaky would be easy.

Iona pointed.

“There are the gates.”

I was off like a shot, blazing through the sky towards a pair of pillars that Iona had nicknamed ‘the gates’. They were like a pair of columns, stretching half a mile in height and thicker than a house, marking an ‘entrance’ to the endless, occasionally-shifting maze that was the Shattered Mountains.

I ignored other fliers, harpies occasionally squawking indignantly as I flew past on a mission of mercy.

I only had limited experience flying against floating obstacles. The School fortunately had a ‘flier’s obstacle course’ that I’d occasionally run through, but it still felt weird to be going under an obstacle.

The occasional rock was easy enough to dodge. They didn’t really move, and between my senses, reflexes, small size and dexterity, I had no real issues.

I paused at an intersection, working on orienting myself, trying to balance ‘rush, people will die’ with ‘haste makes waste’ and ‘I’m going faster than Iona and Fenrir.’

An echoing explosion was a worrying, solid signal of the direction I needed to go, and I took off towards it. I quickly saw the entrance to the hidden cave the slavers had been using, and blazed inside, taking in the scene in an instant.

Nina looked terrible. The kitsune had huge bags under her eyes, and was shaking with exhaustion. Tears had dried on her face, and she gritted her teeth as her paws stayed firmly on the central enchantment, feeding what mana she could into it.

Splashes of blood all over the walls ended in long bloody smears towards the entrance of the cave. Perfectly spherical cutouts in the walls mixed with patches of soot and a dozen other traces of a fierce battle that had been held here.

My heart sank as I saw the various elvenoid slaves that were scattered across the room. Young to old, three different races, men and women, but less than half of the number Iona had told me about. Only 18 left. They looked starved and malnourished, huddling in various parts of the cave. Their chains had been broken, and only half of their manacles were off. Iona had figured out the dead man’s switch while removing them, and had immediately taken off.

I wasted no time on fancy introductions. I grabbed the nearest collar with [Rapid Reshelving] and teleported the entire thing off. It ‘only’ cost me 20,000 mana, a pittance against my reserves, and an impossible amount of magic power for most people.

I moved fast. I was starting to focus on the next collar I needed to teleport when the first one began to activate its spell array, effectively exploding. I sliced the room in half with [Mantle of the Stars], protecting me and the victims from the explosion.

An explosion had to go somewhere. By giving it an easy outlet, it didn’t batter against [Mantle] until something broke.

“Elaine. You’re here.” Nina sighed with relief and passed out, her hands slipping off the sigils. I teleported off a second collar in the time it took her to speak and pass out, then swore as I saw her hands slip off.

Things went very quickly from there.

I could see the faint traces coursing through the sigils Nina had been fueling, recognizing that they’d triggered the moment Nina’s hands had slipped off. Dashing to it and trying to pump my own mana into it wouldn’t do anything, the deadman’s switch had already activated.

18 people still needed saving. I only had 10 fingers. I split my mind as far as it would go, each part focused on saving lives.

[Mantle of the Stars] was relatively weak as far as shielding skills went, but I had a lot of power to put behind it these days. I picked the two biggest, toughest looking men, and wrapped their collars with fancy applications of [Mantle], leaving a hole for the explosive energy to escape from pointing in a relatively harmless direction. I was making a snap judgment here, going off appearances and not running [Identify] to check levels and class archetypes to try and work out who might had the most vitality. For all I knew, the delicate-looking grandmother in the corner had so much vitality that shielding her neck was the better call, but I had to made a call. An assumption. I could only pray it was the right one.

A third [Mantle] wrapped around a medusa’s head. The slavers had cruelly sheared off her snake-hair, and I didn’t know what they’d regrow as, how long they’d be, if they’d lash out at anyone nearby, if she had a powerful Fossil or Poison element… too many unknowns. Better to just hide them for the moment. That required no gestures on my part.

A spellbook fell out in front of me, already turned to the correct page. I caught it with my knee and surged mana through the spell. I blasted a tightly-clustered group of 4 - a small family, by the looks of it - with the strongest dispel I had in my arsenal, neutering their collars and draining the skill out of the gemstones. I could only hope it was enough.

I snapped my arms out to either side at a speed that would be impossible without the System, spreading my fingers in a way that would suggest a dozen broken bones if it wasn’t for my dexterity, and shot 10 [Nova Lances] around the room, each one [Imbued] with [Dance with the Heavens] and some of my best images.

Two of the lances I needed to make emergency edits to, my high-speed thoughts the only way I was able to do them in time. I didn’t have a pre-made template for ‘heal all injuries except burning holes I made in people.’ I had to make two different crude ones on the fly that would fix whatever nastiness the collars would do, while not interfering with my beam.

As Nina’s head cracked on the hard stone floor, all hell broke loose. All 14 remaining charged collars exploded almost at the same time that my beams arrived.

I wrapped Nina up with a loose covering of [Mantle], protecting her to the best of my ability. I didn’t quite have the ability to mentally ‘cascade’ [Mantles] and dictate which ones broke first. Either they’d all hold, or they’d all break.

Most of them were normal. People were healed as the explosions ravaged their face and broke their neck, metal shards being extruded from jellied eyeballs as delicate necks snapped into shape then back out of shape like a pen being clicked. Eardrums burst and were restored, brains were rattled, and people lived.

They shook, they rolled, they screamed in agony and generally made keeping my life-saving beams on them difficult.

Two of the beams were tricky.

The first one went clean through a man’s arm, burning a neat hole the size of a grain of sand, before hitting the woman he was shielding and going through her chest. The two spasmed in pain, and I gritted my teeth as my [Nova Lance] carved new and interesting patterns in their flesh. None of the healing I was providing was designed to handle charred flesh and Radiance-created holes - indeed, it was explicitly casted not to fix them, otherwise I’d instantly heal the first man before my beam could finish going through him, dooming the woman he was shielding.

The second pair was just as bad as the first, but the only good angle I had involved going too close to the first woman’s heart.

In all this, Nina was barely shielded, ragdolling as she was pelted by a dozen different blasts, getting cut up by the flying shrapnel. My loose [Mantle] took the worst of the hits, but I couldn’t afford to try catching them all. Otherwise, the two [Mantles] that were wrapped around collars risked breaking. I took an ungainly hop forward, carving deeper into the four people I was applying my special [Nova Lance] to, then doing a sort of back-flop to keep my hands aimed at everyone, but getting my foot on Nina, keeping her alive.

The explosions were short and violent, ending almost as quickly as they’d started. I killed my [Lances] as I hopped up to my feet, sprinting to one end of the room as I sent a harmless [Nova Lance] and [Kaleidoscope] butterfly over my shoulder to the other end of the room, healing the first pair I’d been forced to burn through. I made it to the second pair, brushed them both with a healing-infused finger, then sprinted back over to the first pair, heaving with [Oath]-induced nausea.

Burning through one person to heal both them and a second person wasn’t a violation. Nowhere close. However, the nanosecond they were out of immediate danger, the moment the slave collar’s explosive fury had finished venting, my [Nova Lance] was undeniably doing harm with no good attached. The circumstances were unusual enough that I wasn’t eating a full-blown [Oath] penalty, simply experiencing significant nausea and discomfort from putting my toes over the line.

Wasn’t even losing a level.

Ha.

Not that losing a level in [Oath] was actually a penalty. I had too many of them banked.

I made it to the pair I was running to, laying hands on both of them. Mostly for the lady I’d sent the [Kaleidoscope] butterfly to - an image of full-body total injuries healed was far too expensive to [Imbue].

I spent a moment looking around. Satisfied by my success, I let myself slump down against a wall just as my body finished dumping adrenaline into my system.

Success.

Nobody had died.


Chapter 26 - Aftermath

It was no time to rest. I collapsed most of my [Parallel Thoughts], moving to help people while checking on my notifications at the same time. They were of all different races, and their clothes suggested almost as many origins as people.

“It’s alright.” I said in High Elvish, the cadence of the language having a pleasant lilt, and my tone hopefully conveying the rest. “You’re safe now.”

One by one, I used a fine line of [Nova Lance] to burn twin lines through their manacles, protecting their wrists and ankles from the molten iron with [Mantle]. The first man I freed tried to shy away from me at first - burning holes in people wasn’t exactly a great first impression, as well as everyone exploding at the same time I’d shown up - but after burning his chains off, the rest were almost eager for my attention.

Another part of me was checking on my notifications.

[*ding!* Congratulations! [The Dawn Sentinel] has leveled up to level 524->525 +3 Dexterity, +24 Speed, +24 Vitality, +170 Mana, +170 Mana Regen, +48 Magic power, +48 Magic Control from your Class per level! +1 Strength, +1 Dexterity, +1 Speed, +1 Vitality, +1 Mana, +1 Mana Regeneration, +1 Magic Power, +1 Magic Control for being Chimera (Elvenoid)! +1 Mana, +1 Mana Regen from your Element per level!]

I’d spent half the winter drilling with the Legions, and had gotten a pair of levels out of it. It had been some time since my last one, and while the healing just now hadn’t been hard on my power, it had been a very technically difficult maneuver.

I seemed to be on the right side of the leveling curve. Each level took more experience than the last one - nevermind how opaque actual experience was - and people often found themselves on the ‘wrong side’ of things, where their higher levels didn’t make it easier for them to level enough to offset the increased experience, and so they slowed down quite a bit. [Lust for Lore] helped a lot, and the more levels I got in [Ancient Loremaster of Legend], the faster everything went.

I wondered if it was possible to get an experience buff strong enough that each level would be easier than the previous level. That would be pretty broken. And neat.

Nothing I knew said it was impossible…

The high quality classes I had, and the bountiful opportunities I found as War Sentinel were keeping me on the right side of things, getting a slow but steady number of levels. The years I’d spent helping Auri catch up were helping out as well, the little phoenix’s shared experience going to all my classes - [The Dawn Sentinel] included.

Of course, I was also splitting my experience with her. It all worked out.

[*ding!* [Mantle of the Stars] leveled up! 495 -> 496]

Speaking of curves - I suspected [Mantle] was going to fall off, although I’d gamely kept it up so far.

[Cosmic Presence] was one I was hoping would get a workout in the Han.

I wanted to slap myself at the thought.

If [Cosmic Presence] was getting a workout, that meant dozens of people were getting injured in a way I couldn’t quickly or easily fix, and on the scale of things that I was likely to tackle? More like hundreds or thousands.

[*ding!* [Rapid Reshelving] leveled up! 103 -> 104]

Only a few teleports, and a full level. Hurray! The skill was a pain to level, and I was worried about my class quality if I didn’t max it before classing up [Loremaster].

[*ding!* [Parallel Thoughts] leveled up! 233 -> 234]

[*ding!* [The World Around Me] leveled up! 95 -> 96]

[*ding!* [Imbue] leveled up! 202 -> 205]

Oh hey, doing things in a completely new way helped [Imbue]! No surprises there, and while I wanted to see if there were fancier ways I could make things happen, I hadn’t exactly thought about ‘what’s a good situation where I can burn through people AND heal them at the same time’ before.

Levels were levels, and I wasn’t going to complain.

I finished the manacles and checked on Nina, somewhat concerned that she’d passed out. That wasn’t healthy, and I was a little worried. My healing should be able to cure anything mundane.

A thorough examination revealed that she was simply exhausted, snoring happily on the sharp stone floor. Most of the slaves were eyeing me warily, wondering what was next.

I teleported myself into [Vault of Ages], reorienting myself as I came into the space. Interestingly, I always entered in the same room, rather than the last room I’d been in, and the [Vault] didn’t care for 2-D construction. Rooms were on all sides of me, including above and below, and I had to push off walls to move around.

Or just fly. But this was the only place where I could bounce off the walls. It felt like heresy to say so, a most blasphemous statement, but flying was almost not-fun here, not when there were so many more interesting ways to get around.

It was fun, forcing myself to expand my thinking. With no gravity, every direction could be up! Or down! It was all a matter of perspective.

I snagged a mango I’d left for myself in the ‘entry room’, cursing out past-me for being a greedy guts and 1) Not stocking enough, and 2) for eating a few every time I came in here… then mentally shouting at future-me’s inevitable cursing of present-me for eating this mango here and now.

I was going through the storage! It only made sense to grab three mangos! It wasn’t like I was eating a dozen of them, sheesh. It was a very reasonable one-time snack.

I pushed off the ceiling- now the ground, by mental decree - and shot through the open door. I snagged the edge with my hand as I passed, changing what direction was ‘up’ and shooting to another room. I snagged a pillow as I passed by, then tightened the straps keeping my bedding tight and in one place. Downside to no gravity - things wanted to drift around, and I had to be constantly vigilant to keep everything neat, organized, and in their place. I knew I had a strong tendency to just… let things be, do what needed to be done in the moment, and let everything go to hell behind me.

Except, if I let that happen, I’d suffer for it, so I was putting forth a strong effort to keep things organized. The moment my vigilance relaxed a hair, it’d all go to hell in a handbasket.

I kicked off a wall, now a floor, and shot through a few more rooms before ending up in one of my armories. I still had the Legion-standard armor on, and I spent a few seconds [Rapid Reshelving] it to an open stand, and putting on a simple tunic. Then I hit the ceiling, did a fancy handstand and flip, and presto! It was now the floor, and I was shooting towards one of my pantries.

Everyone was malnourished and had been starving. Strong, rich food was a bad idea right now. At the same time, I’d made sure [Vault] was filled with good food - none of this soldier’s tack that was occasionally issued - so I spent a moment calculating what would be acceptable.

I settled on a single loaf of bread and a jug of water to start with. I wasn’t being stingy. Once people got that down, I’d start bringing out more food. I just didn’t want to accidentally kill anyone by feeding them.

I teleported out, slipping the pillow under Nina’s head. The lucky girl was still a teenager, she’d probably wake up and stretch once, and forget she’d ever slept on rock. Unlike Julius, who’d managed to hurt himself sleeping the wrong way.

I was paranoid about that. Sleep injuries seemed to happen to everyone, regardless of stats or levels. ‘Just part of getting old’. I hoped my biomancy changes, healing, and Immortality would prevent that… hurting myself sleeping sounded like it sucked!

Handing out bread to people was a little harder. Everyone was starving - literally - and nobody wanted to ‘only’ take the small amount I was breaking off. The language barriers didn’t help - I was sure I could eventually find a few languages that I spoke with various people, but that didn’t stop them descending upon me like wolves right now.

I wasn’t exactly physically intimidating, and while I had a decent presence, it just didn’t matter when people were starving. Instead, I found myself forced to break out chunks of bread and stuff them in hands, before dancing out of reach, darting over to redirect grasping hands from slaves trying to steal from each other, and repeating. The medusa’s snake-hair hissed and snapped at people, but even starving she had the presence of mind not to let them get too close to anybody. I didn’t need a fight erupting over hair, and the snakes were brightly colored, warning of a potent poison.

Coral snakes, if I was properly matching them to the book description. It was one thing to read about medusas and all the different types of snakes they could grow, and it was another to see them and try to identify them.

I couldn’t even properly smack the hands!

Iona showed up a few minutes later, and took in the scene at a glance. She started roaring orders at various people, and they immediately recognized their savior - and Iona being over 6 feet tall of pure muscle and armor helped immensely on the intimidation factor. They promptly fell in line, with no further issues.

I shot Iona an amused look, filled with love.

“Sometimes I hate you, you know that?” I said. The Valkyrie was kneeling next to Nina.

“I know. Everything alright with Nina?” She asked, peeling back an eyelid.

“Just exhaustion.” I confirmed. “She doesn’t have the stats or the skills to stay up for days on end, and basically passed out the moment she saw me.”

Iona grimaced and nodded.

“She did good.”

“Tell her that when she’s awake!” I said.

The next few hours went by smoothly. Iona and Fenrir left to find a ground settlement - carefully hidden from the air so the harpies couldn’t easily descend upon them - while I slowly brought out more food and water for people. Iona’s words had gotten them to stop fighting, and when it was clear that I was continuing to bring out food, they calmed right down.

Iona came back soon enough, we loaded everyone up, and brought them to the settlement she’d found. It wasn’t perfect, it wasn’t a long-term solution, but there was only so much we could practically do. At what point was someone saved? When their captors were dead? When their chains were broken? When they were freed from the prison? When they were at a safe place? When they were back home? When their home was rebuilt? Their livelihood?

Iona took a practical approach - get them to safety, then let them sort it out from there. It wasn’t ideal. Hardship was in their future, either integrating into a new community, probably one that had never seen the species they were, forever a mistrusted outsider, or attempt the long and perilous path back to their home with no resources.

It wasn’t perfect. It wasn’t ideal. But it was something they could manage on their own.

Life was never perfect. I could fix a [Lumberjack’s] crushed legs, but I couldn’t fix the economic problems that led to him being in a dangerous position in the first place - or from going back to them. If he was lucky, the next tree wouldn’t come down on his head. I couldn’t fix poverty. I couldn’t fix crime. I couldn’t fix many of the underlying issues that generated patients.

Like the Han Empire. All I could do was heal people. I couldn’t solve every problem the Empire had that caused them to devolve into a civil war in the first place.

Iona and I dropped the last people off and went back to the cave where Nina was sleeping. I caught Iona up on what had happened in the short time she was gone, then I was a little mean. It had been a few hours, we both felt like it was time to get a move on. I found one of my extra-spicy dishes imported specially from Ralakar, and stuck it under her nose.

Her nose twitched as the spicy blend hit it, and I shielded the dish as she woke herself up with a mighty sneeze.

Too late I realized I’d missed the window for a great prank. Ah well.

Nina’s eyes went wide seeing the food, and Iona nodded.

“Eat up!” She said, and Nina didn’t even bother standing up before she started wolfing it down, snot trailing out of her nose as she wasn’t quite used to the spice level used.

Ah well. Hunger was the best spice after all. I grabbed a few more pillows, passed them out, grabbed a perch for Auri, and we all sat down. Except Fenrir, who was lying down on one of the massive floating rocks.

“Nina. Excellent job hanging on until Elaine arrived. You are a credit to the Order.” Iona said as Nina was licking the bottom of the bowl. My stomach growled - all this feeding of other people, and I’d completely forgotten myself.

Iona’s words were like sunlight for a flower. Nina beamed, proud as anything over the compliment.

“Curious what happened while I was gone though. There are fewer people than we left.” Iona said.

Nina’s ears drooped and she looked away from us, intensely studying the blood-stained walls.

“Brrrpt.” Auri tried to be reassuring, some flaming hands in various colors sending a message to Nina.

The squire took a deep breath, and started to speak.

“It all went to shit the moment you left.” She gestured around the room. “The big dude almost immediately started stormin’ around and yellin’, sayin’ how we were all doomed. How you’d - beggin’ your pardon - abandoned us to die, and there was no way you’d make it back in time. How if-” Nina choked up for a minute.

I hadn’t seen anyone there that I’d call ‘the big dude’.

“How if there were fewer of us, we’d all last longer. Fewer mouths to feed. More time on the dead man’s switch. There was an argument.”

Nina hung her head.

“I couldn’t do anything about it.” She mumbled. “Wasn’t strong enough. Wasn’t big enough. Had to keep feeding my mana in.” I pretended not to see the tears she was trying to hide. “Big dude threw the couple that was arguing with him out the cave.” Not said was the long, long fall they would’ve had, followed by the unpleasant end. “Another slave was a hero. Tackled him by the knees from behind, took both of them over the edge. Damage was done though. The thought of fewer people was stuck in everyone’s head. Nobody was forcin’ it. A few of the greybeards, they, they…”

Nina was practically bawling.

“They took the fast way out.” She cried. “They had the highest pull on the system. More time on the switch. Said she’d lived a full life, and…”

Iona wrapped Nina up in a hug, and I hovered nearby, trying to be comforting. Auri hopped onto Nina’s head, trying to wrap her wings around the kitsune.

“You saved eighteen lives today.” Iona said. “Eighteen people are free and clear. The slavers are dead. You pushed yourself. You acted honorably. It sounds like you did everything possible. I’d tell you not to beat yourself up over it, but I have the feeling that it’d fall on deaf ears.” Iona flicked Nina’s ears in a friendly way. “When you’re beating yourself up over it, critically examine what you could’ve done differently. ‘Being stronger’ isn’t an answer, that’s not a different action. ‘Fight and beat someone 10 times your level’ only works if you have a solid plan how that would happen against a foe with unknown skills. Stay practical, stay grounded, and know I’m proud of you. You’ve also hit level 32, and after this, I’d say you’re in a good position to take [Squire].”

That didn’t seem to cheer Nina up, she still looked miserable. I was staying well out of it.

“I’m a failure.” She mumbled.

“No, you’re not.” Iona’s tone and words were as strong as she could make them. “Listen…”

I was pretty sure I’d just be piling on if I joined in, and Iona seemed to have this well in hand. I teleported back into [Vault] and grabbed myself a meal - no idea where it was on my internal clock, that had gone all sideways - and worked on refilling my spellbooks, replacing used up spells and adding new ones that I’d thought of, all while trying to be a comforting or invisible presence.

Iona and Nina had a long discussion while Auri and I faded back a bit, eventually leaving the cave to hang out with Fenrir. One point I thought of that Iona and Nina did eventually bring up was the choice of courier. Iona had gone for good reasons, but perhaps Nina should’ve been the messenger instead.

It might’ve changed everything.

It might’ve changed nothing.

“You did great, you big lug.” I patted the side of his neck. “Iona’s giving Nina a bunch of credit right now, but we all know who the hero of the story is. The bold and dashing wyvern that flew through the day and night to bring aid.”

Fenrir chuffed happily at the compliment, and Auri started to strut in front of the wyvern, making her own complimentary brrpts at his deed. It was a group effort in the end, but with how quiet Fenrir was, I felt like it was all too easy to forget him.

“Brrpt?” Auri asked me, eyeing up Nina and Iona in the cave.

“If you think you’re in a good position to class up your second class, you should do it.” I agreed. “We’re going to a dangerous place, and getting levels could make the difference.”

“Brrpt…?”

“Only if you want to take your third class now. The same logic applies, but do you know what you want?”

Auri thought about it a bit, then shook her head.

“Brrpt.” She tweeted with determination.

“Yeah, splitting the difference is fine.” I sighed. “It’s impossible to know what the right call is at any point. Sometimes I still wonder about my other class options. What would my life be like if I’d chosen differently? Where would I be now? What would be different? What would be the same?”

Auri nodded like a wise sage, and in a serendipitous moment, both her and Nina had the sparkling lights indicating a class-up erupt around them at the same time.

“You got her?” I asked Fenrir, who shot me an evil eye at the question. I put my hands on my hips.

“It’s a fair and reasonable question, making sure we’re all on the same page.” I scolded. He snorted at me, nodding his head. I flew over to Iona.

“Everything good?” I asked, and she nodded her confirmation.

“Everything’s good. We need to get to the Han Empire after this, yeah?”

“As soon as possible.” I agreed.

“Have you worked out how you’ll find the Sixth again?” She asked. I pulled a face.

“They’re with the Wei. Fly around, ask questions, and we should find them soon enough. They’re attached to a huge-ass army, we’ve got skills for it. I’m not going to curse it by calling it easy, but it’s not like they’re trying to hide.” I said.

Iona clicked her tongue.

“I hope we can resupply before getting there.” She held up a hand to forestall what I was going to say. “I know, I know, you’re more than happy to share, but we cannot have enough supplies going into a war zone, and we’re a little depleted on our end.”

We discussed the logistics of it a little more as first Auri, then Nina came out of their class ups.

“BRRRPT!!!” Auri shrieked in joy over her offering.

“[Fireborn Immortal of the Resplendent Eruption].” Iona said. I gave Auri - really, moreso the System - a disbelieving look.

“Am I supposed to believe it’s some sort of coincidence that it spells out Fire?” Auri puffed up proudly at that one, in spite of having nothing to do with it.

“I think I liked [The Phoenix Everliving] more as a name.” I said.

“Brrrrrrpt!!” Auri protested strongly, mentioning that the class was dark purple and she’d just gained hundreds of levels in it. Her skills hadn’t changed too much, but that was alright, she liked them the way they were. They were already brrrefect.

Nina woke up shortly after, and to nobody’s surprise, had gotten two [Squire] classes.

“I already got offered a merger!” She was all excited over that. “But I know the plan was to get it at 256 so I held off.”

Iona held her hand out, and a mass of mallium, carefully controlled, came out of her hand, formed like an overly large mace. She broke it off and handed it to Nina.

“My gift to you for reaching the milestone.” She said. “Enough mallium to work as a morphic weapon. It’ll give you the ability to practice with any sort of weapon while we’re on the road, and who knows? Maybe it’ll end up fitting your style.”

Nina beamed as Iona handed her the gift.

It took a bit longer than I would’ve liked, but before long we were all up in the air, traveling towards the Han Empire.

The journey was unremarkable. We made good time, occasionally needing to go around a city or port, occasionally stopping by briefly for supplies. Soon we were traveling over Rolland, with Iona looking down nostalgically at the castles and pageantry, and the same day we saw the eruptions from the Tears of Vulcan.

And a battle in progress, two armies clashing in a half valley.

I pointed down. I didn’t need to say anything - Iona was already urging Fenrir into a dive.

There were people who needed help.

[Name: Aoife Auri Stentor]

[Race: Phoenix]

[Age: 6]

[Mana: 3,471,390/3,471,390]

[Mana Regen: 3,323,535]

Stats

[Free Stats: 0]

[Pushing Power: 30]

[Fancy Flying: 47,433]

[Reactions and Reflexes/Twitchiness: 50,078]

[Zippiness: 50,198]

[Kindling: 347,139]

[New Juice: 347,115]

[Flame Size: 303,812]

[Fire Control: 303,704]

[Class 1: [Phoenix of the Divine Flame - Inferno: Lv 525]]

[Inferno Authority: 525]

[Phoenix Rebirth: 5]

[Inferno Manipulation: 525]

[Inferno Conjuration: 525]

[True Flames: 525]

[Burn Magic: 525]

[Domain of Fire: 525]

[Auri's Meteor Storm: 525]

[Class 2: [Fireborn Immortal of the Resplendent Eruption - Inferno: Lv 495]]

[See Magic: 495]

[Immolate: 495]

[Everything Burns: 495]

[Clinging Flames: 495]

[Burning Orbs: 495]

[Mage Hand: 495]

[I am the Brrrettiest: 495]

[Flame Selection: 495]

[Class 3: [Feather of the Flame - Inferno: Lv 8]]

[: ]
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[: ]

[: ]

[: ]

[: ]

General Skills

[Phoenix's Perfection: 525]

[Incandescence: 380]

[Adorable: 333]

[Precocious: 290]

[Companion Bond between Auri and Elaine: 525]

[Flying: 456]

[Preening: 525]

[Baking: 350]

[Name: Elaine]

[Race: Chimera (Elvenoid)]

[Age: 27]

[Mana: 1,576,260/1,576,260]

[Mana Regen: 1,206,013 (+1,970,913)]

Stats

[Free Stats: 0]

[Strength: 460]

[Dexterity: 18,748]

[Vitality: 41,186]

[Speed: 33,518]

[Mana: 157,626]

[Mana Regeneration: 157,673 (+197,091)]

[Magic Power: 166,810 (+4,378,763)]

[Magic Control: 166,589 (+4,372,961)]

[Class 1: [The Dawn Sentinel - Celestial: Lv 525]]

[Celestial Affinity: 525]

[Cosmic Presence: 340]

[The Stars Never Fade: 17]

[Center of the Universe: 473]

[Dance with the Heavens: 525]

[Wheel of Sun and Moon: 525]

[Mantle of the Stars: 496]

[Sunrise: 475]

[Class 2: [Butterfly Mystic - Radiance: Lv 500]]

[Radiance Affinity: 500]

[Radiance Resistance: 500]

[Nova Lance: 500]

[Lepidoptera: 500]

[Nectar: 500]

[Solar Corona: 500]

[Scintillating Ascent: 500]

[Kaleidoscope: 500]

[Class 3: [Ancient Loremaster of Legend - Spatial: Lv 205]]

[Spatial Authority: 205]

[Manuscript Mastery: 205]

[Blink: 78]

[Loremaster's Library: 205]

[Vault of Ages: 21]

[Rapid Reshelving: 104]

[Astral Archives: 205]

[Lust for Lore: 205]

General Skills

[Long-Range Identify: 421]

[Parallel Thoughts: 234]

[Companion Bond between Elaine and Auri: 525]

[The World Around Me: 96]

[Oath of Elaine to Lyra: 525]

[Sentinel's Superiority: 525]

[Persistent Casting: 435]

[Imbue: 202]


Chapter 27 - Minor Interlude - Qiao Zhi

Silver Qiao Zhi was a busy, busy man, but he always had time to hold onto the brass love charm Lin Lei had given him. The [Battlefield Observer of the Threefold Reflection - Radiance] was attached to [Tactician] Huang Ling in [Great General] Pang Nuan’s army. Zhi swelled with pride as he considered how important his job was in the grand scheme of things.

He would win the war. The Mandate of Heaven had blessed the Yan, and it was through Qiao Zhi’s efforts that victory would be obtained.

Zhi scanned the battlefield, looking for promising young flowers. The [5000-Man Commander] and [Generals] of tomorrow. Those with subtle skills, those quietly slipping under the attention of the rest of the army.

Not the brass-plated woman breathing a cone of Lava in front of her, decimating her opponents. Not the bronze man wielding a scythe. Not the [Beast Tamer]. The megatherium was coated in iron plates, and carving a slow but steady line through the center of the battlefield. The dullahan clad in copper, standing near the back lines with an absurd fishing pole might be worth a mention. The man was casting his line, artfully snagging the occasional head left behind, then reeling it screaming back to where he and his friends quickly smashed it to death, before casting out again.

It was worth seeing if he could get some merits for reporting it.

Qiao Zhi turned to Huang Ling, cupped his hands, and bowed. The decision saved his life, as a whirling blade of all edges and no handle went buzzing through where his chest had just been.

Everyone took potshots at the command post. Any person slain there, from the grand [Tactician] or [Strategist] overseeing the battle, to the smallest [Banner Carrier] or [Messenger] was impactful.

The near miss didn’t faze Zhi in the slightest. The heavens were with him. He’d have his revenge against his good-for-nothing father.

“Esteemed [Tactician], this one has a small matter to report, one which I believe you have already seen but I would be remiss in failing to mention.” Zhi half-shouted each word, enunciating clearly to be heard over the din of battle.

Huang Ling glanced down at the bowing dullahan, his silver armor under flowing robes marking him as a member of the Scholar class. He gestured his commands, and the banners shifted their signals. The troops started to slowly shift and move around in accordance with the new orders, and Pang Nuan, along with his elite cavalry force, began to carve a route through Biao Gong’s troops, intent on plucking the latest flower he’d identified.

“Speak.” Ling commanded. Zhi remained bowing, his hands cupped in front of him.

“The [Fisher of Men] located in the rear lines appears unusually competent, and his style is promising to rapidly gain many levels.” He reported.

“I am aware.” Ling coldly informed the upstart, refocusing on the battle. The observation was valid, but so obvious as to be nearly useless.

The [Observer] bowed deeply and returned to his tasks, the man’s mouth moving as he shouted to the troops while scanning the field.

The [Tactician] briefly reconsidered his words. Qiao Zhi was new enough to the observer role that he should be encouraged when possible, and the only error was in the obviousness of the target. Otherwise, he was entirely correct.

“The target was good. There is a plan. Continue bringing me observations like that.” Huang lied. All warfare was based on deception. In order to fool his enemies, he first must fool his allies.

There was no plan for the [Fisher of Men]. He was too well ensconced in the back of the army, and barring a lucky shot, they would not get him.

Pang Nuan had a plan, a sure-fire way to win the war. In his boundless wisdom, he knew the war would not be short. It would not be won in a single decisive engagement. It would not be won this year.

It would not be won this decade.

His plan?

Lose the battle to win the war. Sacrifice the battle to identify and ‘pluck the delicate blooming flowers’. In a decade, the Chu would wake up one day and find that they had no Talents. No powerful ironclad warriors to take the field, none who could stand in the way of the Yan’s next generation.

Pang Nuan wouldn’t be alive to see the day. Such forward thinking, such dedication to the task and war, such nobility of purpose, almost brought a tear to Huang Ling’s eye.

Qiao Zhi got to his tasks with vigor after being harshly scolded by Huang Ling. They could not afford for a dullahan to only have a single task. Each member of the Yan army had multiple roles, multiple tasks they could fill. Those fighting had two fighting classes. Those at the command post had two different jobs, ones carefully selected that could be done at the same time. Be on guard and raise banners in communication. Be ready to run messages and bathe the area in Radiance, stopping illusions from trying to misdirect the leaders. Observe the battlefield and be the [Speaker of Truth - Sound].

Qiao Zhi did not need to use his mouth to watch the battlefield. Instead, he used it to motivate the nearby troops, reminding them why they were fighting. Spreading the unspeakable truth of the vile Chu.

“The Chu are less than filthy pigs! Rabid dogs have more value than a single hair on their head! They are a vile pest, one that must be exterminated with vigor, for the good of all! They are dirty, savage and uncivilized! They live in mud and squalor! They take the land that is rightfully ours! They can not be trusted, their every breath a malignant lie! The only good Chu is a dead Chu! Their whores are diseased! Their very bodies will corrupt and corrode our noble and pure Yan! Like a parasite, they must be excised!”

As Zhi was extolling the troops, a large, armor-clad wyvern landed on the treacherous cliff bordering the battlefield. For reasons he did not fully understand or need to know, the two sides weren’t fighting over the ridge that would give unparalleled access to the battlefield. His lips curled up in distaste as he saw who hopped down from the beast.

A Valkyrie. One of the meddlesome warriors who kept sticking their nose where it didn’t belong. Lin Lei had been brutally slain by one while on a simple foraging mission. If he somehow survived getting his father killed, his next goal was to hunt down each and every one of the women. He’d slowly make them suffer before releasing them to Thanatos.

A cold shiver went down his spine as he checked on her level.

[Warrior - 530].

Pang Nuan would be able to fight her, he was sure, but nobody else in the army was capable.

Zhi turned away. Not his job, not today. All he could hope for was Huang Ling deciding to get rid of one of the meddlers when she was neatly in massed crossbow range.

Also, that was one big wyvern…

Zhi continued to shout encouragements at the troops, hoping against hope that some of his words would reach the Valkyrie, she’d see the error of her ways, and die fighting the foul Chu. Wouldn’t be the first time he’d set two of his enemies against each other, wouldn’t be the last.

Zhi got back to scanning the field, and his eyes narrowed as he started to notice a pattern. His [Heaven’s Eyes] helped him see that which was hidden, helping spot anomalies. In one spot the mighty Yan were being laid low by base Chu treachery, their valiant soldiers stumbling a moment before being cut down. His gaze sharpened on the area, the truth revealed to him.

Small vines were quietly emerging from the ground, wrapping around an ankle and causing people to stumble before quickly retreating underground. A common strategy.

What was uncommon was how well it was working, and Zhi forced himself to carefully look at the disgusting Chu, attempting to best identify who was causing the issue. It was rare, but not unheard of, for people to deliberately offset the center of their effect, and… ahha! One particular 5-man squad was being a little too protective of an iron-member in the center of their squad, who kept subtly twitching her fingers. Even as Zhi watched she gained two more levels, and shrugged off a crossbow bolt to the shoulder.

He whirled to Huang Ling, cupped his hands together and bowed.

“Qiao Zhi reporting!” He shouted again.

“Speak!” Huang commanded. Zhi rapidly detailed who’d he’d seen and where. Huang smiled.

“Most excellent! Scribes! Mark three more merits for Qiao Zhi!” He commanded, before giving out a series of orders. Banners were moved, and the entire army shifted.

Qiao Zhi felt the intoxicating thrill of power. He had caused this. His words had made the entire army shift, and now Pang Nuan was off to pluck another delicate flower, and trample her into the dirt where she belonged.

Qiao Zhi imagined executing his father would feel the same way. The same feeling of power. The same intoxicating rush.

His family - his true family - were brass, marked as members of the artisan class. Life was going well until a passing court official had taken notice of his mother, and demanded a night of entertainment. Qiao Zhi appearing four months later, clad in silver instead of brass, had torn his family apart. An appeal to the court official had ended with a hefty fine for his family daring to slander the official’s good name.

His siblings had resented him, marked as an outsider, marked as different. Marked as the one who’d destroyed their family. Zhi was eight when his mother couldn’t take it anymore, and the only small blessing in life was that he was marked as silver, as a scholar.

It wouldn’t do for a scholar to be toiling in the fields, no.

He’d gotten his chance. His chance to learn letters and numbers, and a path forward.

Anyone, copper to brass, bronze to silver, could join the ironclad ranks of the army. Obtain merits. Kill his worthless father, who’d destroyed his family. Bring his lifeless head to his siblings and true dad.

Place it on his mother’s grave, so she would know she’d been avenged beyond the grave.

The praise, the merits, the intoxicating thrill of power pushed Zhi to new heights, to new efforts. He scanned the battlefield twice as fast, shouted invectives against the Chu twice as hard. He spotted another subtle effect, one that was actively hindering the [Great General’s] progress.

People on the left side of the battlefield weren’t dying easily. Most dullahans, as part of their very nature, could survive being decapitated. Every one was born in armor, and even the most meager of bronze farmers died hard.

But people just weren’t dying. Only the most blatantly destructive of injuries were causing a death. Qiao Zhi witnessed a spear being elegantly thrust through a Chu’s heart, only for the man to strike an underhand blow back instead of collapsing.

Oddly, the Yan soldier also survived the blow, and the two were pummeling each other to no effect. Zhi noticed the effect wasn’t localized. The vine-tripper’s efforts to trip the [Great General’s] horse were completely in vain. She tried to dive out of the way of the general and his personal guard. Pang Nuan used his mighty sword to cleave the woman in half, with the rest of the horses trampling over her as he finished his strike.

She got up again, along with the rest of her five-man squad. On the other side of the battlefield, Biao Gong was carving through softer troops, making his way to the command post. Huang Ling whirled on Qiao Zhi in a fury.

“Explain!” He ordered, drawing his sword and putting it on Qiao Zhi’s throat.

Zhi started to sweat. He didn’t have a Spatial element, he couldn’t survive his head being taken off like so many other dullahans could. He frantically scanned the battlefield, getting a quick idea of the radius of the healing effect, and immediately finding the center.

Amazing what one could do with a sword against the neck. He squinted, bringing the full strength of his [Heaven’s Eye] to bear, and pointed with a shout.

“There! Next to the Valkyrie! There’s an invisible [Healer]!”

“Two demerits for Qiao Zhi!” Huang Ling shouted, sheathing his sword and giving out another set of orders.

The [Great General] and his entire escort began charging towards the cliff.


Chapter 28 - The battle of Heping Gu I

My mind split into five practiced parts, and I was thankful to Katerina for ‘forcing’ the centuries to keep battling each other while I was around. I wasn’t fumbling in the dark, I wasn’t trying to find an optimal configuration.

There were still plenty of unknowns though. The centuries hadn’t really been trying to kill each other, not when they knew a strong healer was in play. There was a level of lethality they’d avoided that I’d need to get used to.

I glanced up at the sky as Fenrir dove, trying to judge the cloud cover. Dark clouds were on the horizon, promising a ferocious storm later, and the sun was scooting over in that direction. More concerning was the amount of smoke and haze coming from the battle. Fires burned, Ash was thrown around as freely as Sand, stampeding horses kicked up clouds of dust, and that was just the beginning!

I don’t think I’d ever asked myself before ‘how much shadow is too much’ for [Wheel of Sun and Moon]. My worst case scenarios had involved thin beams of moonlight or sunlight in otherwise dark caves, or thick clouds of Ash already blocking out the sun. Hadn’t asked ‘when is there so much smoke that my skill stops working’ before.

If I could still see people, was that enough? Indistinct shapes?

On the other side of the smog, was seeing the outline of the sun or moon enough? How much was too much?

Most importantly though:

Would I notice in time that [Wheel of Sun and Moon] was no longer working? Something to be vigilant about.

“Going invisible. Love you.” I told Iona, starting to draw the rune in the air as Fenrir dove. I was going to try and be subtle with my Spatial magic in the Han. Plausible deniability was the name of the game, and if I only ever showed two elements, it was hard to say I was over 256. Wizardry and the ability to lethally defend myself won over the raw utility of Spatial magic, and I could always cheat a little. I could always throw up a ton of fake runes and use them to ‘cast’ one of my other skills. They had to be fake and not real, because otherwise a hostile wizard could properly identify what I was doing and know something was off. By using ‘made up’ runes I could always claim a heritage with a new or unknown [Runesmith].

If I used the real runes with a current language? The only point to doing that was letting people know exactly what I could do, and blowing an order of magnitude more mana to get the same effect.

Although - ugh. It was entirely possible, almost probable, that people would see my wizardry, and via sheer idiocy, come to the right conclusion.

“Hey! I see someone using Radiance, Celestial, and Mirage! They must be a triple classer!” No matter how obvious my wizardry was, no matter how in-their-face I did it, some people were just idiots. Being generous, some people were simply poorly educated and didn’t know wizardry could do that sort of thing… but even then.

Hopefully anyone using bad logic to come to the right conclusion would get bonked by their teammates or utterly ignored.

With the utter absurdity of magic, the runic mandala I was tracing in front of me stayed stationary relative to me, streaks of light tracing through the air as Fenrir dove. Naturally, if I tried to walk and trace the rune at the same time, it wouldn’t work, but being carried did.

Magic made no sense at times. All I could really do was roll with it.

I finished tracing out the rune, fading to invisibility just before Fenrir landed on the cliffside. I hopped off and rushed to the edge of the battle, all seven of my senses assaulted by the carnage. Just one part of me was observing the battlefield, the first time I’d seen people on this scale trying to kill each other outside of a Mirage. It let me gawk at the sheer scope of things without neglecting my healing. It was both more and less chaotic than I’d imagined.

First was the amount of people. There were so many people, I struggled to properly wrap my mind around it. I thought a full Legion was overkill, that we’d be complete overkill.

No.

The 4,000-some fighting members of the Sixth would maybe be a single wing of the army. A small wing.

The battle was in a half-valley, neither side committing troops to taking the high ground Iona and I had just landed on. There had to be a reason why, and it was making me nervous to be in a potentially trapped area without knowing the threat or why two armies had mutually decided to ignore the advantageous ground. The Tears of Vulcan rumbled in the distance, the view unobstructed by soft rolling fields of trampled paddies and burned farms, volcanoes erupting spectacularly.

Most of the people were dullahans, clad in a wide variety of metals. A smattering of non-dullahans were scattered here and there, usually clumped together. A coven of thirteen Omospondian [Witches] were flying with broomsticks over one of the armies, occasionally dive-bombing the other side and unleashing a flurry of potions, while powerful shields deflected flurries of crossbow bolts.

Dullahans, by their very nature, came fully armored. With that said, they could change and upgrade their armored skin throughout their lives, as well as put on actual armor on top of it. There were diminishing returns, of course, but between the [Laborer - 213] in a single layer of armor and a simple spear, and the [Warrior - 319] with two sets of armor and intricate weapons on her back, it was clear who was a professional soldier, and who’d grabbed a spear and signed up to ‘defend’ their land.

I could make out the two sides, mostly based on the direction they were facing, and the fighting between the two lines. Parts of the line were fierce, on fire. People were just pummeling each other, going hard, doing their best to kill each other. Clumps of battle. Other places were calmer, the two lines jostling for position and lightly poking at each other, but neither side committing. Cavalry - usually on horses, not always - carved through the sides, powerful warriors trampling on infantry while better-equipped troops attempted to maneuver into position to trap and kill the rampaging troops. Each member of the cavalry had a pennant attached to their spears, clearly marking their allegiances. Banners of red, gold, blue, green, grey, and a dozen more snapped in the breeze, moving up and down as the soldiers fought and repositioned themselves. Their helmets were plumed, their horses vicious, and they all looked a little larger than normal.

Two of the sets - one on each side - were headed by a soldier that was unnaturally large, and there had to be skill or a biomancer involved. My bet was on skill.

A megatherium looked to be the center of the battle, slowly carving through the soldiers. I made a snap decision not to include the beast in my healing. I had to draw a line somewhere, I had to put lives on scales and judge who would live, and who would die. Beasts and other less intelligent animals already didn’t weigh heavily on my scales, and a single gigantic sloth, eating attacks from every direction would take the same amount of mana, the same amount of healing, as dozens and dozens of elvenoids. It wasn’t particularly close, and when it died, it’d stop massacring so many others.

The judgment picked at my morality, it bled my soul, but it was right.

There were three different types of archers I could pick out.

The first was easy. A bow too big to be a shortbow, and far too short to be a longbow, a quiver of arrows, and a commander shouting volleys.

One set worked in pairs, with the crossbowman on their backs, legs up in the air, bracing and aiming a massive crossbow with their feet. A second soldier, generally young, low-level, or entirely lacking a combat tag, was next to them, helping them crank the bow back and reload it as fast as they could. A solid way to multiply the force of stronger troops. They were in neat rows, but I imagined if the cavalry ever got to them it’d be devastating with how immobile they were.

The last I hesitated to call ‘archers’. Four men hoisted an enormous construct on their shoulders, like a small ballista. Instead of the typical ballista bolt I associated with Exterreri and Remus, each one fired dozens of thin, arm-length bolts, controlled by a fifth soldier.

Skills were involved in ammo generation, and all types of arrows were ripping across the field with minimal concern for friend or foe. If hostile cavalry were tearing through part of the battlefield, soldiers on that side were happy to rain arrows into that location, not caring if they hit their own troops to have a chance at hitting the high powered Classers on the opposing side.

That was before the mages. Artillery magic hadn’t come close to falling out of vogue in the intervening centuries. It was just so effective. The gruesome difference was the dullahans had a strong tendency towards Metal mages over Earth mages.

Runners were hustling between the field medics and the Metal artillery mages, dragging bodies behind them. [Butchers] or some class like that were hacking the bodies apart, stripping off the metallic skin, and handing it over to the [Mages], who promptly fired the body parts across the field.

Other people were scampering all over, trying to collect spent ammo and arrows, and bringing them back to the mages to reforge and refire.

Shockwaves rippled across the battlefield, and Mirages flickered in and out of existence. Screams and yells were shouted from all over, some of them amplified by Sound elements.

Cries about the ‘impurity of metals’ and ‘they’re coming for your children’ on the Yan side - easy to pick out who was who when they kept shouting each other’s name - while the Chu were all about ‘the ultimate execution’.

I felt myself sorely tested in the moment. A strong part of me wanted to say “fuck them, fuck this, you’re all terrible people” and walk away.

But I had sworn otherwise. I had sworn to never see a patient as anything other than another creature in pain. I had sworn to not discriminate who I heal based on class, sex, race, what gods they pray to, nor by any other means. No matter how vile their beliefs, no matter their goals, I had an [Oath] to uphold. The propaganda spewed by the leadership didn’t necessarily reflect the beliefs of the common soldier.

It did raise an interesting question.

Was there a line too far? Was there a stated belief system, a goal or purpose that someone was working towards that would be too much for me? If Thraximundar, the famed scourge of the past, lay dying in front of me, claiming that if I saved him he’d work on enslaving the entire world, should I heal him? Would that make me complicit in his later actions?

The raw text of my [Oath] said I had to help him, barring no patients of mine immediately present that I had to defend.

I had to wonder, for myself, what culpability did I take on for my actions? Did anything reflect on me, or was my calling to heal, to mend, to repair and restore greater than any potential actions down the line?

My take in the moment was down the line, and that did jive neatly with the rest of my [Oath]. If someone was actively trying to cut down fleeing refugees, then the refugees were my patients and I could defend them. Similar logic with torture.

It wasn’t the most satisfying of answers, but the other direction was worse. ‘You believe in this thing, therefore, you are sub-elvenoid and unworthy of life’. Heck, simply phrasing it like that made it clear that I’d be just as bad as the people calling for extermination!

Then where would I draw the line? What list of crimes or beliefs could I make to judge if someone would get healing even if I was capable?

No; in a way, the childish, naive kid I’d been at 8 got it right. Heal everyone, regardless of their beliefs, no matter how vile they may be. After the fact, I could discuss trying to turn people into the proper authorities, those charged with keeping the peace and prosecuting crime.

At times, that was also me, if I believed the cause to be properly just. “You’re alive. You’re also under arrest.” was perfectly valid.

My senses were too good. I could hear them all. Every beg, every plea, every cry for mercy reached me.

I felt like it was some sort of betrayal to ignore them. To dismiss their final cries for aid. I would be a record. I would know them, no matter how little, and I would remember. They would not be forgotten, not ground into the dust of history to never be recalled again.

Creating a full wall for each of them was perhaps too much effort, and yet, was creating a gravestone for the dead really that large of a burden? Didn’t their names, their lives, deserve at least a few characters on a wall somewhere, even if it was as simple as ‘the third soldier I saw die by acid in the lungs and eyes’?

“Mom! MOM! Mom, it’s so cold, please…” One voice slowly got weaker and weaker as it trailed off, the soldier too far from my reach to heal.

“No! Don’t leave me! Don’t lea-” A woman, trailing her entrails out from her waist, was trying to crawl back to her side and where the medics could reach her when her skull was caved in by a horse, the sharp snap of breaking metal the last sound I heard from her.

Another man - barely out of childhood - was trying to scream. Powerful flames had washed over him, melting his face and causing his eyes, mouth, nose, and ears to become filled with molten, hardening metal.

A hundred screams, a thousand atrocities, and that was only the start of the skills being thrown around. Clouds of yellow Acid roiled across the field, stripping metal off of people’s skin, and I knew all too well what it was doing to delicate throats and lungs, sinuses and mouths. People coughed and hacked in the wake of the Acid, spitting melted parts of their body out that were needed on the inside. A soldier had a brave lunge with a beautiful decapitating strike, only for the dullahan’s severed head to laugh as his body kept going. He picked up his head, stuck it back on his shoulders, and stabbed the soldier twice more to make sure he was dead.

A spark came behind the Acid cloud, an eruption of flames just another big moment on the battlefield. One soldier had a blender of blades swirling around her, moving in fine concert as she slew anyone who came close, grabbing their weapon and adding it to her maelstrom. It only lasted a moment or two until one of her swords betrayed her, a focused skill overcoming her wide skill, having it plunge into her back and out through her chest. One soldier, clearly one of the raw recruits without even the [Warrior] tag, was being safe and conservative, blowing huge gouts of Sand into the eyes and joints of anyone who came close before he and his squad descended upon them, then leapt back and waited for someone else to pick a fight with them.

A [Spellsword] was breathing cones of Lava at people before stabbing them with a spear. Some soldiers were furiously fanning a small fire in the middle of the battlefield, and the smoke was going against the wind. Their side stayed well clear of the smoke, and anyone on the opposing side that got too deep of a breath had a bad time. Another [Spellsword] was throwing bubbles of Water around people’s heads, then nimbly dodging every counterattack while they slowly suffocated. A group was shivering under lethally low temperatures, the caster of the skill strolling through the polar zone like it was nothing, neatly stabbing people too cold to fight back.

Yet it wasn’t just fantastical [Mage] skills being thrown around. A woman, clearly rich or noble, was gracefully flying from fight to fight, using only a sword with an impossibly long ribbon trailing from the pommel. Everywhere she went people died, and when the cavalry looked like they were going to catch her, she simply stepped off, flying to another spot. A squad of soldiers flipped their shields around, the backs polished to a Mirror brightness, shining blinding, burning Radiance at people. Powerful warriors hacked and slashed, each blow going through two or three soldiers at once. Others jumped into the middle of formations, boldly fighting while surrounded by a dozen soldiers - and winning. A fisherman was casting around the field, grabbing heads and reeling them back in.

Soldiers pushed their brothers and sisters-in-arms off to the side, selflessly taking a blow meant for them, laying down their lives for a friend. Soldiers pushed their brothers and sisters-in-arms into the path of a spear, using their closest comrades as a shield.

I liked to believe there was more of the first than the second.

Grizzled old men had just as much business being on the battlefield as small bands of plucky teenagers, the two of them inexpertly trying to kill each other.

That was a small snapshot of what I could see in the moment.

My nose was assaulted by the acrid tang of thousands of spilled gallons of blood, mountains of shit, and enough piss to fill a few horse troughs.

I could taste most of the smells, they were so strong, and I’d never before so keenly regretted improving my senses.

Some of the blows were so powerful they caused vicious shockwaves to echo across the battlefield, even up to where we were on the cliff.

I was already blasting my healing. All skills were going, to the best of my ability, their range maximized.

[*ding!* [Cosmic Presence] leveled up! 340 -> 341]

I smiled at the notification and turned off all notifications that weren’t me being directly involved in a fight, my ‘idle thoughts’ process tumbling down a rabbit hole as the rest were focusing on healing.

I’d classed up to [The Dawn Sentinel] in the wake of the Formorian war, where so often I’d been called in for mass casualty and healing events. Then after the war, I just… hadn’t been involved in another war. My ability to heal people had grown by massive leaps and bounds as my knowledge and magical stats skyrocketed, and I just hadn’t found myself in a situation where there were more people to heal than I could handle.

Osengard had pushed me, but my regeneration, combined with the relatively small cost of each heal, had let me keep on top of it. Drilling with the Sixth had let [Cosmic Presence] start leveling again, but I was stepping into a situation I knew I couldn’t hope to keep on top of.

I had vast mana reserves and strong regeneration, not to speak of my magic power letting me use all of it. But it wasn’t nearly enough for the scale I was operating at. I could maybe handle the size or the time, but not both. Which is where [Cosmic Presence] came to shine.

The skill was a passive. It ate some mana regeneration, but dramatically boosted people’s natural regeneration hundreds of times over. A simple cut would scab over in a second, bruises would almost immediately vanish, and infections would be smothered in the crib before they even got a chance to get started.

All minor things.

It wasn’t going to be regrowing an arm that had been hacked off, and many lethal blows remained lethal.

Almost lethal blows though?

Different story.

The effects stacked with each other. The body wasn’t a single thing, it was a thousand different processes and organs working together in perfect tandem. A bone-deep cut would sever a dozen different things, from skin, to muscle, tendons, nerves and chipped bone. A cut like that would normally bleed like hell and require bandages and significant time. The blood flooding the area would cause things to shift, and it’d all just go wrong.

[Cosmic Presence] changed all that. Clotting would be near-instant, and there wouldn’t be time for muscles to shift. There wouldn’t be time for nerve endings to misalign and never heal. Tendons would snap back together, and a relatively clean cut would vanish like it’d never existed.

It was far more complicated than that in truth, but that gave the basic gist of things.

The range had slowly grown with time, as my magic power increased, and while I didn’t have exact numbers on it - what was I going to do, make everyone stand shoulder to shoulder and slice themselves open to see what my range was? - I knew it was well over a 300 meter sphere centered on where I was. I did get a nice confirmation that it was larger than my range on [Wheel of Sun and Moon] just now, and grimly, I’d be able to see and measure exactly how large my radius was in a minute.

My eyes widened as I got an idea of just how foolish I’d been, just how badly I’d underestimated [Cosmic Presence].

The battlefield was on a flattish plain, so the fighting was well spread out. It was hard to pick out every single detail over the few miles of fighting, and I couldn’t pick out exactly where the edge of [Cosmic Presence] was.

I did mentally measure it at clear over a kilometer.

I shivered at it.

I’d known for a while that I was passing over human limits, becoming more powerful than most mortals ever would.

The world had an omnipresent indicator of the utter peak of System magic - the baleful Dragoneye Moons that stared down at us every night, Lun’Kat’s eternal gaze. The strongest skills in Mirage, famous for having a longer range than most other elements, could hit the moon.

I wasn’t there yet.

But I did have my first skill measured in kilometers. I was slowly transitioning into the high-powered Immortal ranks.

The very same ranks that set off world-shaking Immortal wars.

Speaking of [Wheel], it was going full blast, although with a fraction of the range that [Cosmic Presence] enjoyed. I was kicking myself. When I’d designed my skills, I hadn’t quite considered the full impact of the various range-related stars in each constellation, and how I’d filled each up with starlight. I had no idea that my healing-related magic power would get so large. [Wheel of Sun and Moon] was a supplemental skill to [Dance with the Heavens], and it required an image to function off. A really complex image because I needed to include multiple elvenoid species, each with their own unique biology. Before [Astral Archives] came along, I’d needed to painstakingly recreate the image every time I wanted to use it, getting every detail right from the smallest of catalysts to the largest traumas, and every single type of injury and the most efficient way to fix them. Instead, I’d already done that, and spent countless months with the Sixth refining the image to only fix the worst of injuries, and leave people in a position where [Cosmic Presence] could do the rest. Bruises, hairline fractures, shallow cuts, armor dents and more were left off the list, to conserve the mana to handle more injuries. That, and [Cosmic Presence] could pick up the slack.

The solution was less than elegant. I saved a tiny percentage of mana rebuilding my image like that. Large, traumatic injuries took up most of the mana I was spending, and arguably all the small stuff I wasn’t fixing wouldn’t even add up to a single large wound.

But it might. Over time, over the hours, I might save enough mana to fix a single injury. To save one more life.

It brought warmth to my heart to see my healing wash over the battlefield. It made my soul sing to its very core to see all the lives I’d just yanked out of Black Crow’s grip all at once. My mana was dropping fast, but my presence on the edge of the cliff, watching over the battlefield was a promise.

None shall die while I am here.

I was invisible, but Iona knew me too well. She stepped up next to me in full armor, sunlight gleaming off her winged helmet. The Valkyrie slammed the end of her glaive into the rock, a solid message of defiance against the baleful winds that blew over the battle.

Black Crow appeared in front of me, flapping and cawing unhappily for a moment before vanishing once again, down to the field to reap lives.

Outside of my circle of influence.

My mana was dropping like a clay ox into the ocean, and I didn’t think I’d be able to keep this up for long. My range was too far, with too many people hellbent on killing each other. My ‘premium’ heals would only hold for so long before I was running on fumes, mana regeneration, and [Cosmic Presence], but while I was here, I mattered.

Two women were sliced in half, their bodies reforming as the blade rippled through them like water. Half their clothing and their spears didn’t survive the blow, but they did, stabbing the surprised warrior in the face.

I saved him too.

There was a strong argument what I was doing was fucking stupid. I was stepping into a warzone where both sides were actively killing each other, and I was healing everyone I could… so they could better hack and slash at each other until I ran out of mana, then went back to killing each other.

Yet.

I believed, with no good evidence for it, with the greatest of hubris, that my actions mattered. That some of the lives would be saved, that people would be better off for it all. That a few poor souls would end up alive instead of dead.

My work was probably best done around the battle. Before and after. Cleaning the aftermath, helping pull people from the brink.

That wasn’t who I was. That wasn’t what I’d sworn to do. I’d regenerate the mana, and I’d do those tasks as well.

The Acid clouds tried to roll into my section and were stopped cold. Everyone who would’ve suffered a horrible death to them instead shrugged it off like it was nothing, and further shrugged off when another devastating fireball erupted around them.

Huh. There were a lot of fireballs going around the Acid clouds.

A man fell over, riddled with arrows, then got back up the next moment. A woman took an artillery shot to the chest and kept walking. The blow blasted half of her still-beating heart into the hands of the soldier behind her, who took a moment to realize with horror what he was holding and threw it into the churning gore-mud they were all marching over. A cavalry unit, lead by one of the generals, bisected and trampled a woman. She looked a little beaten by it all, but soon recovered, springing to her feet again.

I couldn’t save them all. One dullahan made his armor flow like water, suffocating the person he was fighting. I had nothing for suffocation. An elite brought down a warhammer bigger than I was on a person’s head, instantly killing them.

I guess that was one way to know that I couldn’t fix ‘head pulped to nothing’ problems without getting into the situation myself. Hopefully my backup brains would kick in if that ever happened to me…

Lastly were the third types. The awkward in the middle problems. The people stuck between life and death, Black Crow’s claws sunk firmly into their soul and refusing to let go. I focused on a particularly good example, my ethics ramming into stone cold practicality.

The woman who’d been gracefully soaring across the battlefield had gotten caught. Chains had grabbed her ankle, preventing her escape, and more and more of them had wrapped around her as people seized the opportunity. She was far behind enemy lines, no help was coming, her blade was shattered on the ground, and the soldiers around her were enthusiastically stabbing her with everything they had. Didn’t matter that the wounds instantly healed up, they just stabbed her again and again, some leaving their spears in her, others twisting viciously to cause as much damage as possible. She screamed in violating agony with every blow, trying to thrash against the chains that stubbornly insisted that she die. The people stabbing her knew whatever skill was keeping her alive had to have a limit, and they were going to take great pleasure in stabbing her until they found it.

Mana was mana. It cost as much to heal a blow the fifth time as it did the first, and a stab wound was roughly the same cost as another to heal. Numerous factors changed the details, but the broad cold truth remained the same.

She was doomed. There was no rescue coming. Every stab of hers that I healed was a stab on someone else I wouldn’t be able to fix in just a few minutes when my mana ran out. She was ‘spending’ the lives of dozens of people just to extend her existence by a few agonizing seconds.

There wasn’t even a case to be made that she was tying down soldiers who’d otherwise be occupied. She was in a solid block of enemy troops.

There was only one Elaine. I was only one person. I had to choose.

Did I prolong a single life, at the expense of dozens?

The answer was all too easy.

[Wheel of Sun and Moon] didn’t let me explicitly exclude people. I could pick as many people as I wanted to be impacted, or I could pick a range, a direction, even vague shapes, and heal everyone inside of it. I didn’t have a ‘fuck you in particular’ aspect to the skill, even though some area of effect skills did.

However, I did have strong control over my image. I modified the image I was using to explicitly exclude the woman, and my heart died as I passed the executioner’s sentence.

I forced my eyes to remain open, even as they blurred with tears, as five lances plunged into her arching body, her mouth opened in one last begging scream.

I wasn’t cold. I wasn’t uncaring. It was just… necessary.

I don’t think it would’ve been a comfort to her, doubly so if she knew I was likely going to be healing some of her killers. The subtle distinction would be lost.

It was the right thing to do.

Why did it hurt so much?


Chapter 29 - The Battle of Heping Gu II

I’d been on the edge of the cliff for less than a minute, a tenth of my mana already gone. It had been sheer hubris to imagine that I’d defy death entirely for the entire army for any length of time, although my mana wasn’t dropping as hard as it used to. I’d fixed everyone’s problems, and now I was only curing people who were still in range and getting new injuries. Even then, my range wasn’t large enough to hit the entire army. I didn’t exactly have the ability to measure distances at a glance, let alone also calculate how high up I was and then run the sphere calculation to figure out exactly what my radiuses were, but [Wheel of Sun and Moon] had a roughly 60-meter radius, while [Cosmic Presence] was clear over a kilometer. That was to the ground, so the true radius was larger.

When I ran out of mana, I’d be running off of regeneration and [Cosmic Presence], my presence no longer staying Black Crow entirely.

The drums continued to bang, banners moved, and a bright spotlight of Radiance flew from one of the command posts, a perfect circle highlighting me and stripping away my invisibility.

Uh oh.

That couldn’t be good.

I threw myself back as Iona hefted her shield, but no blows immediately followed up the spotlight. I crawled forward, peeking my head over the cliff to see what was going on.

“Incoming.” Iona tersely reported. I could feel and see the ground around me starting to crumble as Iona dramatically increased her weight, preparing for a fight.

I didn’t need the ‘incoming’ pointed out to me. One of the [Great Generals] was barreling towards us, his entire entourage following. I didn’t point out to Iona that there was an entire cliff between us and them - the System made all things possible, and if the general didn’t believe that the cliff was going to stop them, I wasn’t going to be an idiot and assume it would.

“Fenrir! Get Nina out of here!” Iona shouted.

Fenrir roared his disapproval on leaving his bonded companion behind, and Nina equally protested that she was being left out of things again.

I [Identified] the general and his entourage, and my blood went cold.

[Warrior - 809] The [Great General] wasn’t a [Leader], he was a full-blown [Warrior], and had nearly 300 levels on us. He was a classically tall, broad, and muscular fighter, with interesting metal tattoos melted onto his arms. He was wielding a sword and a small round shield. He vaguely looked like he could be Pang Nuan from the dossiers I’d read, but it wasn’t terribly easy sticking a name to the face when I only had a poor description to work with. The streaks were distinctive. Knowing he was part of the Yan helped narrow it down a bit, but for all I knew he was a general who’d recently swapped sides.

[Warrior - 385] He had a hundred men in his escort, nearly all of them pushing 400, and a few random ones having their third class already.

Countless years of massive bloodshed, of living and dying by the sword, had resulted in a powerful core of mortal soldiers that would make Exterreri jealous. Arguably, it had made them jealous enough to send the Sixth out here to get a fraction of the levels and power that the average Han soldier enjoyed.

Fenrir and Nina took off, although I saw Fenrir summoning Ice javelins for Nina, who was eyeing up the charging soldiers. I couldn’t spare any more attention for them though; I could only hope they stayed relatively safe.

I debated my next actions. Should I step back into a more defensible position? Was that turning my back on people?

I’d come to the belief during the Guardian fight that I’d die because of my [Oath]. That it’d place me in an untenable situation, forcing me to expose myself to certain death to save others.

I was still at peace with that decision. I could, with great sophistry, make an excellent case that I should go be bundled up in a city somewhere, only seeing people under the safest of conditions and circumstances.

Indeed, if I looked at the shape of the world, it was clear that most [Healers] had come to a similar conclusion.

Stay out of the fight. Stay out of danger. Heal the people who made it to you safely.

That… wasn’t me. It wasn’t how I saw my [Oath]. It wasn’t how I saw my calling.

At the same time, there was a massive gulf between ‘stay off the battlefield’ and ‘paint myself bright colors and dance in front of a ballista’. I was already on the battlefield, and the fact that I wasn’t flying over the center, pouring healing out until I turned into a pincushion, implied that I wasn’t going to be utterly moronic about it.

I wasn’t going to leave the battlefield until all had been healed. But I was going to take some basic, sensible precautions, like stepping back behind my shield, making it a bit easier for those who wanted to protect me to do their job.

The [Great General’s] troops hit the cliff wall, and their horses kept charging up like it was nothing. The archers from the other side suddenly pivoted, all of them moving so perfectly it had to be a skill, and unleashed hell in our direction.

I scrambled back from the edge, glad that the lethal hail wasn’t aimed at us. The Chu army was taking its shot at decapitating - wait, dullahans, poor phrasing - the Yan general, the man and his entourage having perfectly painted themselves as targets on the cliff.

The general himself turned and smacked all the arrows going for him away with a contemptuous backhand of his shield. A huge radius of arrows, far larger than his shield, fell out of the air.

“Can you take him?” I was worried, and made sure I was back on my feet. There was no question that he was coming for us, or more likely, me.

“Brrpt!” Auri thought it wouldn’t be a problem, although with the way she was shifting from foot to foot told me she wasn’t nearly as confident as she felt. Iona nodded slowly.

“He’s higher level than I am, and running boosting skills. [Conqueror’s Might], [Gale of Guile], [Graceful Decimation], and [Godly Guard].” Iona paused, her eyes flickering as she read words visible only to her. “He’s got some nasty skills. Pure fighter it looks like, he’s no [Noble]. Levels don’t matter in the end. I’ve got more stats when boosted.”

I’d trust her on that. We were speaking rapidly, and didn’t have time for Iona to give me the full dump of all his skills.

“Brrpt!” Auri flew off the edge of the cliff as Iona and I hopped back. She split into dozens of clones with [I am the Brrrettiest], and a thousand blazing Infernos erupted under and around the [Great General]. Flames every color of the rainbow, red, green, orange, yellow, pink, black, white, clear, teal and more erupted in mighty explosions. Flaming comets erupted and descended, magic burned, and even the very air caught on fire. My clothes started to crinkle in the heat.

Nina tried to throw a few javelins, but they melted as they reached Auri’s furnace.

Pang Nuan’s blade blurred as it sliced and circled around him, slicing Auri’s fireballs in half. His horse and most of his escort weren’t as skilled.

“BRRPT!” Auri fluttered back up towards us, shrieking in outrage at how dare he survive and other impolite curses. Her [Mage Hands] grabbed a few rocks and she lifted them up, her little eyes screwed up in concentration as flames bathed the rock. As soon as she melted them she threw them at the general, who easily blocked with his shield.

His horse wasn’t so lucky, but that didn’t stop the man. He somersaulted off his now two-legged horse, letting it scream the rest of the way down the cliff before it ended in an ugly crunch, killing another soldier who’d survived the fall down - but not the equine rain.

The Chu weren’t missing their chance, and volley after volley of arrows were aimed at Pang Nuan, the cliffside shuddering as the artillery mages turned their full firepower upon us. Boulders reshaped the landscape as they crashed down on top of the cliff, while tiny high-speed flecks of obsidian ripped through the air, promising death to anyone they hit.

I was starting to get an idea why people weren’t grabbing the high ground. Yeah, it looked like it was a fantastic place to shoot down, but with how powerful the return fire was, it felt like we were just getting a target painted on us instead. It didn’t feel like that was the whole story, but it felt like part of it.

Then he blew past Auri like a tempest, and was upon us.

Pang Nuan tried to skip Iona entirely, charging straight for me, but he was forced to block a vicious side-swipe of Iona’s glaive, skidding back at the sheer power behind the blow. The two rapidly engaged, majestic sword arts meeting a savage glaive.

I could track the motions of both combatants, and even got a sense when various skills were used to try and gain an edge on each other. Iona’s [Telekinesis] threw rocks from all angles at vulnerable parts, and Pang Nuan’s sword moved in mystic and profound ways.

The actual swordplay and weapon mastery though? I was far, far out of my depth. I barely managed to track that an apparent ‘mistake’ was actually a setup for a counterblow three moves later, and the two were fighting at a level beyond my ken.

I naturally excluded him from the healing I was doing, frowning as I worked through some quick calculations.

Keeping Iona alive while Pang Nuan was trying to kill her was going to be an unknown drain on my mana. Sure, she saw the numbers. She knew she was faster, tougher, and stronger, and the Valkyrie had my biomancy additions. However, she’d take hits. Blows. The longer the fight dragged out, the more healing I might need to spend on Iona. The early stages of the battle weren’t super promising either, with Pang Nuan clearly having more experience than Iona.

Did I throw some of my Radiance skills into the mix? Should I try to [Nova Lance] Pang Nuan? Would I spend more mana on [Nova Lance] to tip the fight an unknown amount than I would healing Iona?

It was tricky, and there was no easy, obvious answer. Iona hadn’t had the time to share all his skills, everything moved so quickly. I spread my hand out, aimed in his direction, and waited.

If a great opportunity came up, I’d take it. Maybe fry an eyeball, or see if I could burn a hole through a joint or a ligament. I had no belief in being able to kill someone that many levels above me, not when they’d spent longer than I’d been alive fighting on battlefields, but if I could land a crippling blow, it’d make Iona’s job that much easier.

An exhausted Auri fluttered back to my shoulder. It felt like a lifetime since she’d blown the cliff up, but practically speaking, it’d been under a minute. We were starting to get to speeds where things were getting ridiculous.

“Brrpt…” She could barely get the words out, and I cursed at how inopportune of a time this was. She was entirely out of mana, but her mana regeneration would eventually get her back in the fight. A better allocation of resources than [Nova Lance] to be sure.

“We’ll get you some juice in a minute.” I muttered. Auri’s size and metabolism demanded near-constant food, and that was before the gigantic amount of firepower she’d just thrown around. “Can you do a small, lethal flame?” I asked.

Auri had some truly nasty types of fire in her arsenal. She couldn’t make a lot of it, but even a lick of dragonfire in the right spot could be devastating.

“Brrpt.” Auri was tired, but she knew what I was saying and thinking. She started to look for an opening - Iona and the general were a blur to her, and we all wanted to avoid friendly fire.

I was torn. On one hand, I wanted to reserve some mana for Iona, to make sure she survived the fight. I didn’t know what I’d do with myself if she died.

On the other, I had no strong ethical framework to justify holding off on healing people who needed my help and mana right now otherwise they’ll die, versus a single person who might need some eventually.

At the same time, my prior logic came back to haunt me. An old aphorism.

There is no such thing as an emergency in a pandemic.

There was only one Elaine. One me. If I died, if I was taken out, there were thousands, if not tens of thousands, of people who wouldn’t be able to get help. In that respect, there was a justification to being stingy with my mana. To ensure my own continued survival.

To put my mask on before I helped others.

There had to be a line somewhere though. A point where I said ‘okay, I’ve taken my reasonable precautions, time to put myself out there’. I wasn’t sure exactly where the line was, but I was continuing to work on its placement.

Reserving some mana to heal the person actively protecting me in the moment was… probably fine. A reasonable precaution. If and when I no longer needed the active protection, that’s when I couldn’t justify continuing to reserve mana.

Yeah. That sounded about right.

‘I’ll help people, but only if someone I really really like doesn’t need some potentially theoretical help in the near future’ didn’t-

One moment Pang Nuan was fighting Iona, the next he was right in front of me. A ghostly image flickered where he had been, but that didn’t matter nearly as much as the sword tip pressed against my head, the bulging muscles promising violence.

Iona started to turn, rushing to intercept and save me. She was too far away, the [Great General’s] skill too good.

I had good reflexes. I instantly twisted myself in ways that would be utterly impossible without my dexterity and modified joints, turning my head to deflect the sword off my scales and away from me.

I wasn’t the only one with skills, and the sword unerringly followed me, stabbing deep into my head. I found myself with the hilt of a sword sticking out of my eye, the back of the sword protruding from my skull. Part of my brain was impaled on it, and shards of bone, bits of skin, and bloody bits of hair coated the rocks behind me.

Pang Nuan ‘snapped back’ to his original location right as Iona started to slice into the ‘ghost’, getting a beautiful shot off.

My vision of the rest of her duel faded.

Ow I wanted to say, but the words wouldn’t come. I tried to reach for the blade, but my hands and arms refused to move.

I could thin-

I could th-

I co-

I-

Reality snapped back as the pommel clattered to the ground in front of me, the bit of the blade sticking out the back falling down. I realized I’d ended up on the ground with no idea how that’d happened.

“BRRPT! BRRRRRRPT!” Auri was shaking me with her little wings as crystalized tears flew off her face. I didn’t have brainfog or anything, although [Parallel Thoughts] had turned off. I guess because I hadn’t been thinking? I quickly recreated my various thought processes, and figured out what had happened.

One of the minor perks I’d added to [Dance with the Heavens] when I’d built the skill included a way to dissolve material that was trapped in my head or chest. Didn’t bother with the rest of my body, but they weren’t that important.

Pang Nuan had clearly found an opening. I thought I was fairly hot stuff when it came to my speed and vitality, but clearly I wasn’t nearly good enough. His attack had been good, reinforced by a powerful skill or three, and his sword must’ve severed a whole mess of things in my brain, which was why I couldn’t move, could barely think.

But I hadn’t been dead, and [Persistent Casting] was still on. I’d healed.

I got better.

I’d earned the [Undying Cockroach] class back in the day.

“It’s alright, Auri.” I said as I got up, rapidly increasing my distance between Iona and the [Great General], then activated my Greater Invisibility rune in my chest.

Knowing that it had already been dispelled once, I also activated a number of other runes engraved on my bones. The ones that made me stronger and faster. Tougher and more flexible. If there was a follow-up strike, I’d be ready for it.

Iona had gotten something of the upper hand on Pang Nuan, his blow on me creating a beautiful opening for the Valkyrie. She was busy biting off his fingers, and broadly seemed to have the situation under control.

I glanced down at the battlefield.

The Yan forces were in a controlled retreat, and the Chu were pressing them hard. The Chu’s general was carving a path of destruction towards the command post. Hopefully they wouldn’t be as much of a dick as Pang Nuan.

Fenrir was still around, and he was no idiot. He knew which side was causing Iona and I grief, and in his own way, he came up with his own solution to keeping Iona safe.

My heart went into my throat as Fenrir dropped into a strafing run, keeping well outside of my healing range.

Fenrir was a wyvern. A goddamn big wyvern.

An army killer.

He opened his mouth as he flew just above the Yan soldiers, and a solid beam of Ice with vicious trails of Lightning blazing around it descended upon the troops, the whole thing so bright it was like a second sun had erupted on the battlefield, so loud I wanted to clap my hands over my ears, and so cold I felt the temperature drop.

The lucky soldiers were the ones in the middle.

And next to those soldiers.

And next to those soldiers.

Lightning jumped from soldier to soldier, the dullahan’s metal a living part of their body, a perfect conductor.

Iona got noticeably faster as Fenrir carved through the troops, her blows that much heavier. The general’s face contorted as she broke the balance, then started to drive him back.

Fenrir carved a path of certain death 10 troops wide, and most of the troops near them were dead or critically injured. He swept back up, arrows and spells bouncing off his plated armor, nevermind piercing through his scales underneath. Nina was holding on with tight-fisted fury, her mouth opened in a scream.

Fenrir finished his run, turned, and went back for a second one. The coven of witches streaked out to intercept him, firing dozens of spells at the beast.

His neck twisted at an impossible angle, and his jaw snapped shut on one of the [Witches], only a pair of red shoes and broken parts of a broom falling to the ground far below. The witches broke and scattered, retreating faster than the rest of the army.

Fenrir chewed a few times and swallowed. Good boy.

The Yan soldiers broke, all while Iona and the [Great General] continued to duke it out. Iona’s surprise momentum at her increased stats in the fight was starting to wear off, and the general was starting to recover with the clever application of skills.

“Fight like a berserker!” I roared at Iona, hoping that my words would get to her through the endless clashing of metal on metal. “Trade blows!”

Iona clearly heard me, and traced a bloody blow across Pang Nuan’s chest. Her arm was left exposed, and the warrior took his chance, hacking it off at the elbow.

It instantly reformed of course, and Iona used the moment of surprise to punch him in the face with her spiked gauntlet. The man used the momentum of the blow to flip back, glanced down at his retreating army, then spat at us.

“Next time.” He swore, narrowing his eyes at me. Before we could do anything else, he dashed off down the cliff, and tore into the vulnerable side of the Chu army, throwing it in disarray.

A panting Iona collapsed next to me.

“Goddesses.” She swore. “I don’t think I’ve ever fought someone so damn good. I think he could give Sigrun a run for her money. There’s nothing I want to do more than to drag you to some bushes and blow off some energy.” A guilty look flashed over her face. “Are you alright?”

I patted her.

“Yeah, I’m fine.” I crept back to the edge of the cliff, focusing my attention on the people below. “When this is done, find me a comfortable bush.”

The battle was over, but my work was only just beginning.


Chapter 30 - The Han Civil War I

I poked Iona with my toe.

“Come on, we’re just getting started.”

Iona rolled up onto her feet, and quickly scanned the battlefield. Seemingly content at what she saw, she took a knee and started a quick prayer up to her goddesses.

It was good timing. I viewed the battlefield.

The bulk of the fighting was over, and the Chu didn’t seem terribly interested in pursuing the Yan, who were retreating in good order, not routing. They looked experienced at it.

I pursed my lips as I tried to work out my next move. Iona was in good shape. I needed to take care of Auri, but retrieving her juice from my [Vault] would blow a huge amount of mana that I didn’t want to lose right this very moment.

Battles weren’t clean. Death was rarely quick. It was why my presence was such a boon. A spear through the gut and spine was incapacitating, and eventually lethal. That ‘eventually’ could be anywhere from minutes to days, depending on a thousand different factors.

Arrows were a particularly nasty culprit. Arrows in… almost anything really… weren’t quickly lethal. Debilitating, sure. Painful as hell, yes. But unless it was a heart, neck, or good headshot, it was an extended death by slow blood loss.

A soldier was being carried off the battlefield by his buddies, the shaft of an arrow sticking firmly out of his head. It must not’ve hit anything instantly lethal, and he had a slim chance of living if he was seen by a healer quickly enough.

I triaged him as ‘probably getting aid’, ‘too far away’, and ‘plenty of people not getting help right here.’

It was too much to ask that every injured soldier got dragged out of the fighting. That they got medical care and assistance. Far too many troops were just… left there on the battlefield. In the mud, puke, and gore, surrounded by the glassy-eyed stares of those whose souls had already left.

Some of the debatably lucky ones had gotten trampled into the mud, their heads stepped on and forced into the mud time and time again, bringing their head back up for a gasp of air only for another foot or hoof to come down on them, forcing their heads under once again until they choked, suffocated, and died. It was a slow way to go, a miserable way to go, but they were gone, unlike some other debatably lucky fellows with mortal injuries that had even slower, more agonizing deaths.

The sounds changed as the fighting died. Some soldiers got louder, begging for aid from their victorious side, while those on the losing team got real quiet and pretended to be dead.

If they didn’t get any aid soon, they’d be dead for real. It was a gamble born out of sheer desperation, a way to kick the can down the road. A poor scarecrow erected to stave off the final bird.

An idle part of me wondered about their perspective. Crippled, abandoned, slowly going colder in the mud as I bled out. Would I find the peace to accept White Dove in those final moments? Would the inevitability get to me? Would I accept my fate, my end?

Or would I rage? Rage against the dying light, rage against the fading embers? Would I dig my nails into the dirt until they cracked and bled? Would I bite down, breaking my teeth, just for another second?

A detachment of the Chu soldiers had something to say about that. While the vast majority of the army was retreating and regrouping, a few squads were heading out onto the battlefield with spears, thoroughly going through and stabbing everyone to make sure they were dead. They were skipping over people from their own side who were clutching to their pants, begging for aid and help.

“Sorry Auri, going to have to wait a bit on that juice.” I jumped down from the small cliff, Auri’s claws reflexively digging into my shoulder.

“Brrpt…” The phoenix didn’t have the energy to complain more.

Iona got up from her prayer and stepped off the cliff with me.

I readjusted my healing again to include everyone, and landed on the soft pile of charred horses at the bottom of the cliff. My eyes widened, and Iona landed next to me with a loud thump.

“Iona! Someone’s still alive in here!” I jumped off the heap and pointed to the pile.

Without any hesitation, without any consideration for the fact that they’d just been trying to kill us a few minutes ago, Iona tore into the pile like a whirlwind, throwing bodies out of the way with no concern for where they’d land.

I tapped my foot and made my decision. I ripped a few rocks out of the cliffside and delicately placed Auri in the little nest I made for her.

“You’ll be fine here. Rest.” I told her, then dashed down the battlefield, my area of effect moving with me.

I sprinted as fast as I could until my mana dropped to nothing, then slowed way down until I found the ‘sweet spot’ where I was healing as much as I was regenerating.

It was far, far slower than I wanted. Too slow.

A pair, a man and a woman, looked around, then got up and started to sprint off the battlefield, holding hands with each other. Clearly members of the Yan army.

I mentally wished them luck.

Orders were shouted, and a cloudburst of arrows rained down on the unlucky couple.

“No!” I shouted, throwing [Mantle of the Stars] in the way, trying to intercept the arrows.

[Mantle] promptly shattered on the first arrow reaching it. I was keeping my mana practically at 0 with all the healing I was doing, and I just didn’t have the fuel to keep it up. My heart broke as the couple was pincushioned, falling again.

I walked a little closer, confirming they were dead-dead, and not just wounded by arrows.

They were dead. Perfect targets like that were too easy to hit something vital.

So close. I had been so close to saving them. They weren’t my patients anymore though, and picking a fight with the Chu soldiers who’d shot them down was just asking to endlessly escalate the fight. I couldn’t beat an entire army. Not when I had no mana.

I clenched my hands so hard my nails bit into my palms, and I wanted to trudge slowly towards Iona. Drag my feet, kick rocks and curse at the unfairness of it all. Instead I jogged over to her, keeping my head up high, hoping I could save the member of the [Honor Guard] from a similar fate.

The soldiers who’d ran weren’t hurting anyone. They weren’t fighting. The Chu didn’t have to shoot them down.

It brought up another question, one I didn’t have an easy answer to.

With the massive power disparity, was I just wasting my time and mana saving the Yan soldiers? If the Chu who’d claimed the battlefield would simply strike down any healed Yan soldiers before they could escape, weren’t they practically dead enough? Should I focus my efforts first on the Chu, because they’d live?

Healing 64 Chu soldiers and 64 Yan soldiers, only for the Yan to get viciously cut down moments later was only 64 lives saved. If I ignored the Yan entirely, only healing the Chu, I could heal 128 Chu fallen with the same amount of mana. They wouldn’t be cut down, and more total lives would be saved.

I was all about saving lives. I’d run cold calculations in the heat of battle, choosing to ignore one person in the favor of saving five more.

That was a ‘spare one to save many’ calculation though. Here, each one was more one to one. Only healing the ‘winner’s’ side also sat uncomfortably with me. It didn’t feel right. It didn’t feel good.

I had a soft heart. I couldn’t step over someone begging and crying, calling out for someone, anyone, to save them, when I could do just that with a thought. It was too close to ignoring someone in pain, someone in need. It was too close to using philosophy and creed to discriminate.

It didn’t make perfect sense with the rest of my philosophy, but who had an entirely perfect and coherent outlook on life? Who didn’t have lines in unusual places? I’d called Iona out on her occasional oddness; I’d be the worst sort of hypocrite to ignore the fact that I also had quirks in my beliefs and how I acted on them.

My actions had clearly attracted attention, and a detachment of cavalry was sent trotting out on an intercept course. They arrived right as Iona hauled the practically-dead dullahan out of the pile. The sun had moved in such a way that we were in the shade now. I laid my hands on the warrior, pulling her from the brink of death. Iona stepped forward as the cavalry arrived, and started barking orders at us.

“You! Healer! Drop that filthy Yan right now. We are taking her as a prisoner. And rejoice! You are being conscripted into the glorious army of Biao Gong! Healers are always welcome, as are those who can stand toe to toe with the cruel Pang Nuan.”

One of the soldiers elbowed the commander and gave a significant look at Iona’s helmet.

Not unexpected, but there was a lot to process. Thank goodness [Parallel Thoughts] let me process multiple things at once.

The first question was easy. The Yan soldier I’d just healed up wasn’t under immediate threat to life and limb, not unless she did something monumentally stupid. The soldiers weren’t trying to cut her down where she stood, and my entire thinking about ‘who to heal’ needed to be radically adjusted.

It was possible that the Yan should be prioritized. I could understand wanting healers in an army to primarily fix up their own troops, and there was no sense in taking almost-dead captives. A fully healed soldier was a different question, and if the Chu would receive aid regardless of my actions, focusing on the ones who’d be left for dead felt much more in line with my own morals.

The second question was also blessedly easy. I wasn’t letting myself get conscripted by the army, although I did want to pop around and see who needed help. I didn’t want to lie, but hopefully they’d understand. My worst-case scenarios involved extensive use of my SERE training, but between my relatively low displayed level, wizardry, improved biomancy, and all my skills, I had complete faith I could escape any capture they tried. Unless a powerful Canceler was brought into the mix, I’d be fine, and who tried to mix ‘conscripted healer’ with ‘canceler’? It was a moronic combination.

The third was hard.

I’d sworn to protect my patients from harm and injustice.

Harm I’d defined for myself as physical injuries. There were all sorts of harms out there in life - poverty being an easy one, debt, poor living conditions, poor access to water, etc - that I simply didn’t see or feel the call to defend my patients from.

Injustice was a trickier one, and one I’d rarely had a need to delve deep into. Often I was healing people and moving on so quickly that it never came into play. I’d never been asked to hand over one of my patients.

I did still consider her a patient. I wasn’t going with some weak-ass copout of saying ‘welp, back to full health, my job here is done, I’m out!’ Sure, the strict letter of my [Oath] suggested I could do something like that, and I imagined that some healers interpreted things that way.

That wasn’t me.

The big question came down to - was this an injustice?

Part of me took the outrage at the situation - she’d just been trying to murder me and all my friends, and here I was defending her - and stuffed it into a crate, banged it shut, and shoved it into a closet. Yeah, it wasn’t fair or nice. Tough shit. I’d signed up knowing that things would be awkward and unpleasant, and this was the least of it. Right now, she was my patient, with all that entailed.

A simplistic analysis said no. The nameless honor guard was a soldier, a warrior. Being defeated on the field of battle and captured by the enemy was no injustice. It was what she’d signed up for! It was the exact same thing she was trying to do to others. She who lived by the sword, died by the sword. There was no injustice there.

The analysis was far too simple for my tastes. What happened after she was captured? If I was handing her over to the Chu to be slowly tortured to death over the course of weeks, that was a violent injustice. Did they rape their prisoners? Did they make game and sport out of them? Was there a spinning death wheel that they threw darts at? Or did they just not bother feeding their prisoners, letting them slowly starve while a prisoner trade was negotiated?

Or was the member of the honor guard in a different class entirely? Expected to be captured and ransomed back, part of an elite class that was able to treat warfare as a grand old game, similar to the nobility of Rolland? I had my doubts that it was the case, civil wars didn’t get this bloody and ugly without all the rules of decorum going out the window, but the bare bone truth of the matter was I didn’t know.

All these thoughts flashed through my mind in an instant, [Parallel Thoughts] being a beautiful combination with the improved thinking speed from [Companion Bond].

“I surrender.” The [Honor Guard] said, dropping to her knees and bowing her head, looking utterly defeated.

Well, shit. That made all my thinking and philosophizing completely moot, although I’d need to work it out before the next time this situation came up. Picking fights with entire armies was a fantastic way to end up very dead.

Her surrender didn’t seem to matter too much to the soldiers, who were starting to form up in a half-arc around us, drawing their weapons. Iona banged the butt of her glaive once against a dead body, the ringing of metal on metal sounding like a gong.

“As you said, I just fought Pang Nuan to a standstill.” She declared, part of her helmet peeling away to reveal her face. Hope she didn’t catch an arrow in the mouth with her armor down. “Do you believe you can even lay a scratch on me? When I am performing my famed calling?”

She slowly looked at each one of them, smirking the whole time.

Ahhh, that’s why. The intimidation factor.

They shifted uncomfortably, and I left to let Iona do Iona things, continuing to cross the battlefield, shooing off the vultures.

Both literal and metaphorical.

Vultures were already descending down onto the field, and I [Nova Lanced] one that was ripping out guts and eating them from a still-alive soldier who wasn’t able to defend themselves from being eaten alive. A conspiracy of ravens cawed unhappily at a murder of crows that descended down onto the field, helping themselves to dinner, and a small flock of dinosaurs was wheeling on high, eyeing all the easy, fresh food but not quite willing to commit themselves yet.

I was moving through the battlefield as quickly as I could, fixing people up as soon as I had the mana for it, but there were just so many bodies. I found it was far easier to walk on the metal-clad backs of the dead, than to try and be respectful and leap from isolated patch of goo to isolated patch.

The dead were dead. They could be put to use in service of the living.

Looters were slowly creeping onto the battlefield, avoiding the heavily-armed troops continuing their grisly work but not being stopped by them either. I was unsure if they were associated with the army, or simply camp followers seizing an opportunity. Shields were collected, spears were stacked, and some bodies were dragged off.

If only all looters were so kind.

A pair of looters were tugging the boots off a soldier’s feet, and when the soldier happened to be still alive and protested his treatment, a quick pair of spears to the chest ended the argument.

Murdered. Over a pair of boots.

Nobody else even blinked at it.

I was so far away. There were so many people that needed help. I couldn’t do it all.

All I could do was watch. Watch a man get murdered for his boots. Memorize the faces of those who’d done it, to know. To remember. To possibly have a quiet word with Iona.

I was still listening in on her conversation. She wasn’t backing down, but the soldiers couldn’t either. The [Great General] from the Chu - Biao Gong - slowly trotted out onto the field. Iona tilted her glaive a bit, and Fenrir came sweeping by overhead.

I continued my work.

I couldn’t perfectly fix everyone. The System granted countless number of skills and abilities. I could fix the cooled Lava that had sprayed through a shoulder and hardened behind, but I couldn’t break metal bars wrapped around a body. I fixed countless soldiers screaming with Acid having partially melted their body, but the lady trapped in the slime was on her own.

Actually, no. I could do better than that. I could be better than that. It didn’t cost any mana, and I’d be able to just move a little faster to finish going back to 0.

She looked up at me with fear as I approached. I bent over and grabbed a severed hand and a broken shield, tossing them onto the Ooze as footholds.

“It’s fine.” I leaned over, digging my fingers into her armor. “And UP!” I yelled with exertion, my pathetic strength against the Ooze.

It was tough, but with a little bit of help from me, the warrior was able to get enough leverage to bring her strength to bear, and with a squelchy pop, she was freed from her slimy prison.

I wanted to puke at what I saw next.

A team of scavengers had dragged out a set of beams in a square. One by one, they took a dead body and tied it to the beams, the end of the limbs being tied to the corners.

Then a few of them took out a strange tool that looked like an urumi, a bunch of metal whips. They started to flay the body, stripping all the metal off, collecting it into a pan below. Harvesting the valuable metal before anyone else could, in the least humane fashion.

I had no doubts that they wouldn’t care if the person they strapped in was still alive or not.

I looked out at the battlefield, the scavengers, crows, looters.

The killers, the people trying to discreetly leave.

Fenrir up in the sky, Iona staring down another [Great General].

500 people saved.

5000 more to go.

And this was only my first battle.


Chapter 31 - The Han Civil War II

Step.

Heal.

Regenerate.

Step.

Heal.

Regenerate.

Haze coated the battlefield, a miasma of death. Dust, dirt, sand, metallic shavings, and a thousand other things floating through the air, making people cough now and then. Nothing particularly deadly. Maybe a minor increase in lung cancer down the line.

In the hands of a Forbidden Miasma Classer, it could be the start of a potent weapon. Even in the throes of a vicious civil war, I’d seen no widespread use of any of the Forbidden Four elements. Granted, I’d only seen one battle, but my naive understanding of the Forbidden Four is once it came into play, it was impossible to put the genie back in the bottle.

Either there was a single line people weren’t willing to cross, or anyone who started to walk that path met a swift end.

Every step moved the radius of life around me, pulling another from the fate of a slow death. My [Wheel] range was large enough that I was encompassing three to thirty new people every time I took a single step. [Cosmic Presence] had a dramatically larger radius than [Wheel of Sun and Moon], and I was going slowly, my mana constantly at 0. Going slowly let [Cosmic Presence] work for minutes on people before I showed up, and that was like getting hours of healing before I got to them. It wasn’t tons, but it stopped all but the worst cases from dying before I got to them, and made [Wheel’s] healing cheaper by the time I finally did arrive.

I was spending most of my time on the Yan side of the battlefield. The winning Chu soldiers were organizing, heading out to the battlefield in teams and picking up their wounded comrades. I noted divisions in their ranks, some soldiers stepped over or on for people to pick up a less wounded person and haul them back. From giving them an arm to lean on, to throwing them over a shoulder or placing them on a stretcher, dragging them back to the questionable safety of their side, and their own medics and healers.

Part of me was rabidly curious why some soldiers were being ignored in favor of others, but another part of me cautioned against knowing.

I was trying to keep track of everything going around me, but [The World Around Me] had a limited range, and while I could move my eyes in two different directions, I could only face one way at a time.

I kept my head on a swivel, reminding myself time after time about plausible deniability. It was pretty shot at this point - nobody at 128 could heal at the scale I was operating at - but it wasn’t entirely gone. Many of the people I passed took their sweet time getting back up, a number of Yan soldiers electing to continue playing dead. That, and the sheer radius I was operating under. A keen-eyed [Analyst] might work it out, but for the most part, I was vaguely, plausibly, not the cause. It meant I couldn’t twist my neck all the way around - I was trying to look human. I couldn’t sprint at high speeds - I shouldn’t have the speed for it. I let myself trip and fall a few times when I stumbled on blood-slicked armor.

I kept a careful eye on and ear out for Iona and Auri, my girlfriend staring down a [Great General] with weapons barred. Then to my eternal surprise, the general sheathed his sword and Iona rammed the butt of her glaive into the ground, the two of them shaking hands.

I watched with an open mouth as the general gestured, and one of his aides handed over a fat jingling pouch of coins.

I thought they were going to murder each other!? How’d Iona manage to get paid instead!?

I mean, I’d overheard the conversation, but I was utterly baffled.

Equally surprising was a series of orders were barked out, and most of the Chu troops withdrew from the field. Only the scavengers were left.

Ugh. Even the Chu soldiers hauling their friends back to the infirmary abandoned the field.

Iona wasted no time, [Frost Wyvern’s Fang] conjuring up her powerful shortbow and some arrows. She let loose at the scavengers who were flaying the metal off dead dullahans, her [Trick Shots] neatly pinning their loose clothes to the stripping frame, another pair of arrows disarming them entirely.

The message was clear. Go away, or else.

They fled, and Fenrir landed. Iona climbed onto his head, handing the pouch of coins to Nina as she passed. Iona then stood proud as Fenrir lifted his head up high, giving her a commanding view of the battlefield. Nina secured the coins in one of Fenrir’s endless saddlebags, then the [Squire] scrambled up his neck and stood next to her mentor, acting as a second pair of eyes.

Iona only needed to act once more. A looter had found resistance from one of the bodies he was trying to rob, and lifted a rock up high. Iona shot a pair of arrows through his eyes, instantly killing him.

A warning shot to people Iona disapproved of, and lethal repercussions after.

The Yan soldiers quickly realized that another had taken to the field, and they seized the opportunity, getting up and bailing off the field. I was slowed down a bit by the Chu no longer pulling bodies off, but I could still heal at the rate of a person every second or five, depending on the severity of their injuries.

I worked my way back to Iona, choosing to get almost three hundred people inside my radius so I could talk with her. Why not get two things done at once?

“Keep an eye out.” She told Nina. “Let me know if anyone’s misbehaving.” The blonde said that last part in a domineering way, her voice booming over the battlefield. Just because the frozen sentinel was no longer standing on top of the wyvern’s head, didn’t mean she wasn’t watching, waiting, and ready.

“How did you do that!?” I hissed at her. Iona shot me a cocky grin.

“Well! It was easy. I just… asked very nicely.” She said.

I tried to punch her, remembering that I needed to move slowly. It was torture, and Iona was able to snort in amusement before effortlessly side-stepping.

“For real.” I complained. “How?!”

Iona’s smirk vanished, and she got serious.

“Reputation.” She said. “Reputation, and knowing what they prize. Valkyries have a reputation here, a strong one. The [Great General] knew that when I placed myself in a position, I’d have to fight for it, even if it was to the death. Even if it was entirely suicidal. In the right position, with the right cause, against the right people, I might be able to get through a third of his army before I was taken down. He knew it, I knew it. It would be terribly expensive morale-wise just to marshal his troops up and out again, and to take on a single Valkyrie? Right after a devastating battle? But he couldn’t just give up. He couldn’t just walk away. I couldn’t make demands, and expect him to follow it. I needed to give him face. I needed to give him a reason to pull his troops back, to concede the battlefield to us. That way, he didn’t lose any standing with his troops, and can declare it a victory of sorts. I knew it, he knew it.”

Iona was beaming with pride.

“I got him to hire us.” She coughed twice in the foul air. There was nothing particularly devastating, it was simply the post-battle haze.

“What.” I was coldly furious, but willing to hear her out. Iona knew that the Sixth had been hired by another faction. She knew I had to get back to them. She’d been the one complaining that she couldn’t stick with armies, that they tended to misbehave.

And now she’d sold her services as a mercenary!? That wasn’t what the conversation I’d heard sounded like! I knew there had to be a good explanation, but the phrasing and situation pissed me off.

Too many people had died, my temper was already frayed. I knew it, and tried to get a leash on it.

The Valkyrie shook her head.

“Sorry, not like that. Specifically, you’re hired to heal people and clear the battlefield, and you’re strongly invited to go through his camp as well. I’m part of the package deal to keep you safe. It’s a common arrangement. Alruna traveled like that all the time.”

Iona gave me a significant look.

“They’re not dumb though, they know you’re far stronger than you look. They’ll take a shot at you if they sense weakness, but for now, they’re happy to use and abuse you to get their troops up and fighting fit as quickly as possible.”

The Valkyrie paused, then stressed her next words.

“They will do everything they can to kidnap you, throw you in chains, and force you to be their pet healer until they can’t get away with it anymore. We both know what would happen if they succeed, so let’s not let them.”

I was calming down. That mostly made sense. One part I didn’t get though.

“Why are they alright with us healing the Yan soldiers as well? Weren’t they trying to kill them all so they couldn’t, I dunno, regroup and attack them again later?”

Iona rapped her knuckles on one of Fenrir’s armor plates.

“Because of what I said earlier. They knew a fight would be too expensive. The math doesn’t work out. They’d lose far too many troops killing us to be worth it. They had just seen me fight Pang Nuan to a standstill.”

Iona hesitated a moment, and continued.

“However, I’ve probably embarrassed the general somewhat. The odds of him trying to send assassins after me if we sleep nearby are extremely high. It’s probably best if we don’t sleep until we’re done here.”

Iona looked up at Nina and chewed her tongue.

“Nina’s clearly a vulnerable point here. They might think whisking her away would act as leverage. It wouldn’t - we have a reputation of going utterly berserk when our squires are targeted - but a reputation only matters so long as people know about it. They might not.”

Iona chewed her tongue for a few more seconds. I kept my mouth shut. It was her squire, her choice.

“She should stay and help.” Iona decided. “The risk is manageable, the rewards will be fantastic, and she’ll get to see our work up close and personal. I’ve needed to keep her out of the action too often.”

“I’ll keep a permanent eye on her.” I promised. “Auri, think you can help Nina as well?”

Iona frowned at that, but said nothing.

“Brrrpt…” A sleepy bird responded.

I looked around. Most of the people were healed well enough, eating every bit of mana as quickly as I got it. I shook my head, noting how my hair was feeling off.

Ugh. It was acting like a small dustnet, and I didn’t need to be fully present like I was in a fight or on an op. The vanity through Auri’s bond was starting to itch at me, demanding that I take care of myself, that I preen myself to magnificent heights. My tunic was soaked in blood, and there wasn’t a single white spot from the knees down. I had ichor on my elbow, grease on my hands, and I’d sweated through my torn clothes.

I was a hot mess.

I wasn’t directly representing Exterreri, but I was indirectly representing the Valkyries, and all wandering healers. If I put on a good show, if I looked my utter best, it’d nudge people a little. Make them like me, make them like Iona and her sisters more. It’d make everyone’s job a little easier. Negotiations would go smoother. It would-

I gave myself up for lost, spun off a parallel thought process, and walled it away to yammer on in its own corner. I couldn’t completely ignore it, no, it was me, they were my own thoughts. It wasn’t like I could tune them out, but I could make sure they didn’t overtake me entirely.

It took me another hour to clear the battlefield, and then it was onto the camps.



We went to the Chu’s camp first for a variety of reasons. The easiest being that they were right there and established as a camp. The Yan army was still fleeing and regrouping. It was also easier on Iona’s arrangement to go directly from one place to another.

I debated how I wanted to do this. The sun was starting to go down, occasionally obscured by clouds, and a solid portion of the army were back in their 5-man tents, taking a break instead of sitting around a cookpot with their fellows.

A disproportionate number of the people who’d chosen to rest in their tents were injured and trying to take it easy, so it wasn’t like I could ignore them.

There was no rush, and [Imbue] came with a hefty mana penalty, before how bad it looked came into play. ‘Hi yes I’m running through your camp hitting people with a strong Radiance spell I promise it’s all good’.

Nothing for it but to do it manually. I had no issues getting blood on my hands, or getting up close and personal.

The camp didn’t look super organized. There were winding paths through, and a couple of larger, muddy ‘thoroughfares’, but broadly it looked more like a wild free for all, with people pitching their tents wherever they wanted.

Auri was on my shoulder, looking like she wanted to take a snooze. I felt a pang of guilt over how I’d arranged our resources. The bulk of our food supplies - and all of our juice - was inside [Vault of Ages], with no jugs tied to Fenrir. Why would we? They spilled easily with all the turns he did, no matter how well they were sealed, and it was easier to travel like this. We’d fed her some dry snacks, but the poor bird was completely wrung out.

The gnawing hunger was starting to chew at my insides, but I put it off. Tried to ignore it. I’d rest when I was done, or when I passed out.

[Sunrise] made that last one improbable.

Nina was walking behind me, her morphic weapon shaped into a mace. She slowly slapped the end of it into the palm of her hand, doing her best to look menacing.

Young teenagers at level 60 did not look menacing, no matter what padded armor they were wearing.

Iona, on the other hand, loomed behind me, her gaze steely and her hand on her axe. Her shield and glaive were crossed against her back.

She was on my side, and I was intimidated.

The first tent had a man and a woman dullahan staring at a bubbling helmet-turned-pot with thousand-yard stares, their battered armor still on, bloody spears dropped in the mud.

A third member of their team was lying in the tent, bloody bandages already starting to soak through. With the dullahan’s unusual constitution, his head was secured in an iron lockbox with a pillow on the bottom. The tip of an arrow had been snapped off inside of him and was dangerously close to a lung.

“Hi!” I dredged up what little cheer I had left, channeling it and hoping it’d be enough. “I’m a healer. Can I help your friend?”

At first I thought maybe they hadn’t heard me, or didn’t speak Hakka. Nina tried some sort of cough-squeak-thing, and with the way she instantly reddened and stepped back, had completely fumbled what she was trying to do.

Slowly, the man turned to face us, his stare unblinking, his gaze still a thousand miles away.

“...No.” He eventually said, turning back to the cookpot. A beaten spoon was dipped in, and without ceremony or pause he took a mouthful, chewing before swallowing.

I checked over the patient again. I couldn’t tell for sure, but I’d be shocked if he didn’t end up getting a nasty infection, even under the aegis of [Cosmic Presence]. He was still bleeding slowly, and would be a cold corpse come morning.

I waited another minute to be polite - [Cosmic Presence] was working full-blast, and I was finally just getting off the 0 mana baseline - before realizing that they weren’t going to say or do anything more.

I glanced at Iona, unsure how to proceed. I could just force my way in, but that was starting a whole host of trouble that would cause me more grief in the long run. I wanted to heal everyone in the camp, not get a dozen tents in before getting chased off.

Iona got what I was asking. She took off her helmet, sat down at the fire, and pulled some dried rations out of her waistpack, tossing them into the stew.

“Cheers.” She said. “Listen, we’re going to help your friend.” Iona’s voice went from friendly to steely in an instant. “Nobody wants him to die.”

Silence met her declaration. Iona waited a heartbeat, then turned her head towards me and gave a tiny nod.

I don’t know what arcane charisma calculations were going on in her head, but I trusted them. Not daring to break the peace, softly, quietly, but without sneaking, I slipped into the tent behind them.

I adjusted my mental image slightly, going from ‘battlefield survival’ to ‘full heal’, and tapped the dullahan with my toe.

Life spread through him. A great screeching filled the tent as metal ground on metal as his skin shifted and realigned itself to its proper arrangement. The arrow dissolved like it never existed, and his breathing smoothed.

He started to stir, and I got out of there.

I wasn’t in it for the thanks. I wasn’t in it for the accolade. I was in it for life, for healing, for the art, the craft, the defiant dance against the two-faced grim reaper.

“Next tent.” I said, watching my mana shoot up with pleasure.

A bit of time here, and my mana would be high enough to actually do something by the time we made it to the triage tents.



There was going to be a murder.

Iona faced off against a dozen muscular guards, the weakest one at level 375 and the strongest with three classes. Lightning practically shot between the two sides as they faced off, neither willing to yield.

Nina was posturing next to Iona, and doing a bang-up job of it. Somewhere in the last few hours she’d found her confidence, and was willing to push people around who were many times her level. Her level was steadily rising through the trials and difficulties, and I had to mentally applaud Iona’s decision to bring her with us.

Iona barked out words in a language I didn’t know, and the guards hardened their stance.

I got the general gist of the problem.

We were at one of the major triage tents where the wounded were being attended to, and the healers were in high demand.

The [Healers] were also one of the ‘softest’ targets in an army, and one of the hardest to replace. They shared a hallowed distinction with [Strategists], [Enchanters], [Alchemists], and other related high-level support staff where the classes took years to train and level properly, could be a huge force multiplier, and were generally non-combat. It made them tasty targets for assassination, given that removing one could cripple a significant portion of an army.

No healer? Wounded troops died or were forced off the battlefield forever, doomed to go back to their burnt-out farm and spend years limping around with one leg, trying to eke a living out of the ground.

Healer? They were back in the fight the next day.

[Alchemists] and [Enchanters] were similarly potent, and a smart [Strategist] was the difference between a roaring victory and a massive rout. In most armies [Smiths] were just as valuable, but dullahan’s natural affinity towards Metal and their own bodies clad in ingots made [Smiths] a little less crucial here.

We weren’t dullahans.

We weren’t part of the army.

The [Guards] here absolutely did not want to risk one of their few remaining [Healers] getting bumped off, and Iona just screamed danger. Her fighting Peng Nuan to a standstill had ripped through the army like a wildfire, and she was broadly considered the [Heroine] of the day. Minds with more twists than mine, more devious than Odysseus, considered the possibility that Iona was here to assassinate one of their few remaining medics.

Nevermind that she was accompanied by another [Healer]; it was clearly just all a giant ploy. Even Iona’s honeyed tongue, capable of turning a fight into gems, wasn’t getting us inside the tent.

[Cosmic Presence] was penetrating though, so I was doing some good, much to the surprise of the numerous [Aides] inside. Not enough [Healers], but plenty of volunteers. Children of the soldiers running up and down, bringing cups of water and cold rations to the injured. Teenagers cleaning bloodied bandages with water or skill. [Apprentices] placing and replacing splints. All of them surrounded and were directed by a few senior [Healers], directing the entire fiasco with the grace of conductors, swiftly moving from patient to patient. They poured what little mana they had regenerated into them before moving onto the next crisis.

Iona and the guards were still arguing, bitter words passed back and forth, hands on weapons. A few were even drawn by the lower-leveled guards, who knew that if it came to a fight they’d need the preparation advantage to have a hope of keeping up.

They were doing their job, and frankly, doing it fairly well. When the roles were reversed, when I was trying to manage a Legion triage tent in the near future, I’d want the august members of the Sixth to be keeping out random people. Especially a ‘low level’ healer who was accompanied by a potential high-level assassin.

I completely understood where they were coming from. It didn’t mean I agreed with them.

“Love.” I plastered a pleasant smile on my face, speaking in English, sure that everyone could see right through my acting. “Don’t react too hard, and don’t get too deep into a fight. I’m going to fix this.”

Iona glanced at me out of the side of her eye, before refocusing.

“You sure? There’s a few more tents after this one, I don’t think it’ll work.” Bless the woman, she’d instantly divined what I was planning.

“Better one than none, and I’ve got a plan.”

She lifted an eyebrow and stepped back. Iona relaxed her shoulders and changed her posture, standing down. A hand on Nina’s shoulder brought her back a few steps and protected the squire behind her mentor.

“Go.” She said, and I was off like a shot.

My plausible deniability was almost completely in shambles, and with my original, natural appearance to boot. My big hope to salvage it all at this point was to never be seen again like this, and to go far, far away. Add in the fancy cosmetics I had, and I’d look like a new woman.

I was fast. I wasn’t the fastest woman alive or anything, but with how the speed stat had sharply diminishing returns - cube root - my biomancy changes multiplying my base was currently worth hundreds of thousands of points in speed. Points that, when combined with my stature and the element of surprise, had me blaze past the guards.

My speed advantage wasn’t quite enough - hard to run through people - and one of the guards managed to grab my tunic as I dodged the swinging sword of a second one. The tunic was fragile, unreinforced cloth, but instead of letting it rip and slowing me down, I just [Rapid Reshelved] it into the tent, ‘juggling’ it.

Not caring that I was half-naked, past the line of guards, I ducked into the tent and moved.

First up was a second cast of [Rapid Reshelving], instantly redressing myself.

I had the same image up still, [Persistent Casting] meaning I didn’t need to think about it anymore, and I sprinted down the aisle, tapping every foot I passed, changing the prognosis of half the patients if not more.

I did feel a little bad about freaking most of the [Healers] out though. I was a blur to their senses, looking like an assassin out for their blood. One of them was far enough down the tent that they had the time to duck and cover, while their assistants boldly arrayed themselves in front of the medic, entirely willing to sacrifice themselves to give the healer a slightly better chance of staying alive.

It was fortunate that I wasn’t after their head, just their experience. Interestingly, one of the medics was over the famed 256 threshold, painting a target on their head for other nations. He completely ignored me, continuing to operate on his patient.

I supposed, like me, when they had an entire army at their back in the middle of a vicious meatgrinder in the first place, there wasn’t exactly much more to fear. What were they going to do… send more armies after them? The Han Empire was a bloody mess.

I didn’t know if he had upgraded his second class yet or not. I didn’t know if it would do anything.

But I was Elaine, the [Mother of Modern Medicine]. My manuscripts had changed the world, had shaped the art as the world knew it today. Night and Arachne had mentioned the potency effect, where the less I did, the more impact and weight it had.

I conjured a single harmless [Kaleidoscope] butterfly and sent it his way, deftly controlling it as I flew down the path, going back and forth like I was skiing, tapping everything I could. The butterfly alit on his nose and I twisted my neck around, shaping and pitching my voice.

I didn’t know if it would do anything.

It could do nothing.

It might do everything.

“With my blessing.” I whispered.


Chapter 32 - Minor Interlude - Hong Jia - The Han Civil War III

When Hong Jia was a child, he had a dream.

He would stand triumphant on the battlefield, his spear raised up to the heavens as legions of loyal troops shouted his name. In the way such childish fantasies were, he had one foot on the head of his enemies, his armor would be HUUUUUUGE, and perhaps even a member of the royal family would glance at him! He would naturally be a weaponmaster without peer, and would only need to march every other day, and…

His dreams grew fragmented and indistinct. There was never a family involved though, nor did a childish Hong Jia even have a concept of a home. He simply traveled with the endless baggage trains and camp followers, playing [Soldier] with his friends, and finding ways to scavenge food and sleeping spots at night.

Hong Jia had grown up with war. His earliest memories involved fire and ruin, his family fleeing. He’d grown up as one of the numerous camp followers, and his destiny was painted with delicate brush strokes.

He would take up the spear, join the army, and die.

One by one, his older friends attained an age where they were ‘encouraged’ to join, left for the battlefield, and never came back. It was a particularly bad streak of luck for his group, but not a single member survived their first battle.

What was Jia to do? He was a kid. He had no real skills, no ability to strike out on his own if the very idea could even permeate his head.

The first time one of his friends survived, being taken to the triage tent instead of the forges of rebirth, Jia piled into the tent.

He held his hand as dozens of people hurried around, trying to figure out what he could do. How could he save his friend? How did he stop the bloody coughing? What could he do about the screaming?

“You, boy! Fetch me some water!” One of the [Healers] imperiously snapped at Jia.

That one commandment changed his life.

Jia hopped to his feet and charged off, finding a cup of water for the senior [Healer], and his fate was sealed. His destiny averted. The senior found Jia pleasing to her eyes, his quick feet and stable hands useful. He was conscripted as one of the dozens of [Assistants], and the red tents became his life.

That one commandment changed his dream.

No more did Jia dream of the battlefield. It had been utterly shattered beyond repair. Now he dreamed of a life of healing, of repair. Of people sighing in relief when he entered a room, of the [Great General] respectfully asking after him.

Of staying away from the battlefield, from the death.

He would be the greatest healer the Chu had ever known!

Battle after battle, year after year, Jia learned the trade by digging arrows out of people. While other soldiers developed their muscles by swinging spears, he developed his by setting bones. When the troops were partying, Jia was listening with rapt fascination as his mentor read from the famous Medical Manuscripts, trying to impart all the knowledge he’d need as a [Healer] himself one day.

Within minutes of breaking through to the Sage realm in his Mind cultivation as a [Battlefield Surgeon], he swore the [Healer’s Oath]. 2.5% additional Ling and Qi Manipulation per small step.

Friends came and went like the seasons, the ever-shifting flow of war like the waters of the great river - sometimes ebbing, sometimes flowing. His heart leapt into his throat when [Healers] were targeted by the enemy, and he never breathed a word to a single soul how happy he was when [Tacticians] were the designated top target of assassinations.

Jia didn’t stop working when his mentor, his teacher, his very heart and soul was struck down by an [Assassin] posing as a wounded soldier. He carried on, weeping freely on his patients who tried to comfort him just as he tried to heal them.

There was a grand decree, a world-wide edict from the very heavens above that no [Healer] should cross into the Enlightened realm.

Hong Jia no longer believed in the heavens. What were they going to do, strike him down? The whole world had been trying to strike Hong Jia down since the moment he was born!

He crossed the threshold without ceremony, breaking the forbidden barrier.

Nobody said a word. No lightning descended from the heavens to punish his transgression.

With all he had seen, if there were gods, they would have to beg for his forgiveness.

He blinked, and became the most senior healer at the ripe old age of 25. His leveling rate promised that he would one day break into the Saint realm or greater - should he survive.

‘Most senior’ at 25 implied that he wouldn’t see 30 years. It would still be 15 more years of life than if he had taken up a spear.

In the aftermath of a ‘victorious’ battle - many more victories like this, and they’ll be ruined, Jia privately thought to himself - the healer was in his tent once again.

He was wrist-deep in guts, delicately trying to remove a lodged arrowhead without causing too much additional trauma. He wasn’t made out of infinite qi. The more he could fix on his own, the less he needed to pull on his magic. Being a spendthrift with his qi here meant he had reserves when a triage case needed desperate stabilizing, when the general’s son required immediate aid, and that the army, his whole world, would be back on its feet sooner rather than later.

With a gentle hand, he pulled out a length of small intestines. Blood rapidly filled the cavity, and his hand drifted over the metallic ties on his belt. Silver, silver, brass, copper, ah ha! Iron! It didn’t have to match the dullahan’s innate metal type, but it helped when it did. Jia grabbed the spare twist of metal off his belt. Reaching inside, he found the offending artery, but realized with a start that it had already sealed itself up.

What?

That was unusual, but the healer wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. Some unusual survival skill must be at work. Jia had seen enough in action to recognize it, and note its oddities.

No sense in ‘fixing’ it now, not when his further actions might break it.

Jia examined the length of the intestine, the arrowhead jumping out at him.

Nasty piece of work it was. Serrated to cause as much damage as possible, without anything to give it an extra killing edge. It was designed to wound and maim, to tie up his resources and the army’s.

A dead soldier was stepped over.

A live soldier took several troops to drag back, a healer to fix, a tent to recuperate in. Their screams were demoralizing, and their recovery could take ages.

Overload an army with enough wounded, and they’d collapse under their own weight.

Hong Jia carefully worked the arrow out of the intestine, trying to do as little damage as possible. He was relieved when the soldier passed out - a lack of squirming made his job that much easier.

He passed the arrowhead off to one of his assistants, frowning at the gut.

The wound was writhing like it was alive, rapidly sealing itself up but scarring horribly in the process. It would work, and saved him the effort of ensuring there would be no gut-rot, but it was another strangeness to the whole thing. How did this soldier have such powerful healing skills? Why was he on the front lines, and not one of his most trusted aides? How had he even ended up here if he could heal himself so well?

None of it made sense.

“Iron!” The assistant declared, a good omen. The [Battlefield Surgeon] always liked it when his collection of ties increased. His assistant would reshape the arrowhead into more ties. When there was a lull, she’d retie them to his waist, and the cycle would continue.

“Mark this man. I want to speak to him when he wakes up.”

Seeing no other clear injuries, Hong Jia carefully placed the intestines back in, then rearranged the rest of the organs into roughly the correct position when the assassin came for him.

A blinding blur, streaking towards him.

His brothers and sisters in arms closed ranks around him. Sacrificing themselves such that Jia would live, and would save their own friends and family down the line.

The weight of it threatened to crush Jia. He had too many life-debts. Too many people he owed.

Too many broken promises.

Hong Jia didn’t dream anymore. The grindstone of the world had worn away at him, carving him down to nothing. There were no more ambitions. No more hopes.

He almost welcomed oblivion.

The least he could do was save one last life. Hong Jia didn’t cower, didn’t bend, didn’t hide. He continued his work, placing a hand on the patient’s chest and starting to form his image.

The arteries and guts were the first to be formed. If those two were present and healed, the rest of the unknown soldier’s body could stitch itself, especially in the presence of whatever healing skill he possessed. Next up were nerves - Jia knew his ability with nerves was poor at best, and many soldiers had complained of numbness after he’d saved their life.

The comments hurt. He knew he was no School-trained [Healer]. He’d learned the trade on the job, heard a torn and bloodstained copy of the Medical Manuscripts once. It was a blessing of the System in the first place that he could even perform a [Restoration] at all!

Such excuses were just that - excuses. Hong Jia didn’t let the snide comments get him down. He used them to push himself, to focus on his areas of weakness and try to improve. This one last heal would be his unknown masterpiece.

The crush of bodies couldn’t stop the [Assassin’s] deadly payload, a single glowing butterfly. It zipped through the smallest cracks, the tiniest holes, and Jia felt peace.

At last, he could rest.

The butterfly alighted on his nose, and a voice whispered to him, softly managing to cut through the din and the shouting.

With my blessing.

[Rejoice! [Elaine’s Oath] has been improved! 2.5% Ling and Qi Manipulation per Small Step-> 4% Ling, Qi Manipulation, and Qi Restoration per Small Step]

An angel.

That was the only explanation Hong Jia could come up with. He had been visited by an angel.

The miracle rekindled a fire in his heart. He turned to the next patient and frowned.

“What is this man’s condition?” He asked his aide. When she didn’t reply, he turned and snapped.

“Nurse!”

She jumped, having still been entranced by the near-death experience. To her credit, she only fumbled for a minute before replying.

“Oh! Um. Amputated arm?”

Her confusion was clear. There was no amputated arm, although bandages and bloodstains implied something had happened with the soldier’s arm.

The man in question stirred and got up, his eyes flying wide at Hong Jia’s scowling visage. He immediately cupped his hands and tried to bow, all while half-lying in bed.

“This one greets his savior! A thousand thanks and blessings on your house and ancestors!” He shouted with vigor.

Jia looked up and down the tent, confusion soon giving way to realization. He fell to his knees and wept.

It had been an angel, and more than improving his [Healer’s Oath], she’d done one other thing.

She’d performed a miracle.


Chapter 33 - The Han Civil War IV

“Push!” I yelled.

It was cliche. It was classic. But there was a reason for it.

What other advice, what other orders could I give to a young woman giving birth? What else could I say that would permeate the haze of pain and exhaustion as I helped deliver new life?

We were in a crowded tent, the nameless woman’s close female companions crowding round. Nina was literally asleep on her feet in the corner, and it was only a matter of time before she toppled over. Auri was using her as a perch, my shoulder a little too crowded at the moment.

Iona was an unforgiving taskmaster, insisting that Nina keep up with our grueling, demanding pace, regardless of her skills or ability to stay with us.

I was of two minds about it. Part of me said that it was fruitless. Pushing people to exhaustion and then past the point didn’t develop anything. It was worse than taking a measured approach to things, then resting, recovering, and going again.

That was from a physical fitness standpoint though. Another part was practical. Nina was on track to become a Valkyrie herself. Her apprenticeship was primarily done via on-the-job training. This was the job. The demands being made weren’t artificial, they were a live, practical experience of what it was like to be a Valkyrie. A glimpse at what a fully matured [Knight-Errant] was expected to do regularly.

We were at the last patient. I was inclined to let Nina catch some shut-eye. She’d performed admirably, and given how Iona was turning something of a blind eye to it all, I think she agreed.

My girlfriend was patrolling around the tent, paranoid that general Biao Gong hadn’t taken a swipe at us yet, and was bound to at some point soon. I thought the mess at the triage tent had sorted that problem, but was willing to defer to Iona’s massively superior interpretation.

Another part of me stayed Radiance-focused on my patient. She’d pooped as most women do during childbirth, one of the small indignities that never got mentioned. One of the girls whisked it away, everyone pretending it hadn’t happened to not embarrass the lady any further.

“Okay, stop. Breathe.” I ordered the exhausted woman, checking the baby again.

The head was positioned right, the cervix was dilated, the cord wasn’t wrapped. Everything looked promising. The only part that had me frowning was the woman’s narrow hips combined with the baby’s large head.

Honestly. With the gods ripping ideas from all over the place, they couldn’t have made some quality of life adjustments? Even elves had to play the ‘big head, small pelvis’ nonsense!

The situation wasn’t close to dire. The worst-case scenarios had me performing an emergency cesarean, but I preferred not to go there if I didn’t need to.

I was getting a few dirty looks from some of the other women here. I was clearly young, new, not a dullahan, displaying at a low level, not part of the group, had a funny accent, and clearly didn’t have a child of my own. What could I possibly know of childbirth? What advice could I give? How useful could I be?

The argument had been earlier, but older, wiser heads had prevailed when presented with my utter confidence and command of the situation. I was in.

“Ready to go again?” I asked the sweaty, pained face.

With a grimace and a whimper she nodded and beared down again. Things shifted, things moved.

“Keep going!”

“Go!”

“Push!”

The entire tent got super busy as the miracle of life emerged. I tapped the baby with [Dance with the Heavens], and the same to the mother along with a hefty dose of [Sunrise].

Just in time to catch Nina as she toppled over.

“I’m awake!” She insisted, pushing herself back upright as she tried and failed to stifle a yawn. “Awake! What’s next? I’m - I’m ready.”

I patted her arm.

“We’re done. Come on.” I said, leaving the new mother to her expanded family. We were stopped on the way out by someone who had to be called Auntie, she just gave off those vibes so strongly. She seized my hand in hers.

“Thank you.” She said tearfully. “Thank you for helping my little Lin’er.”

I hit myself with [Sunrise], the burst of energy unable to fully ward off the literal 24 hours of full-time non-stop healing I’d just done. It was less physical tiredness, and more on the emotional and mental side. I plastered a smile on, too exhausted to muster up the energy for a real one.

“It’s no problem. I need to rest now.” I politely excused myself and Nina, and we were out. Iona was waiting for us.

“All set?” She confirmed.

I sighed, looking around, trying to think of anything else that needed to be done.

I didn’t see any injuries past a stubbed toe with my supernatural senses. It was why I had felt like I had time to watch over a childbirth, instead of expending my mana as quickly as possible to save as many lives as I could.

“All set.” I confirmed. “What’s the plan? We all need a break.”

Iona nodded.

“Get out of here, have Fenrir give us a ride, find a place to camp for the night while we all sleep. Plan from there.”

I arched an eyebrow at her. That wasn’t ‘immediately go find the Sixth’. I had no reason to object to the proposed plan though, and Iona wasn’t dictating ‘we have to go do this other thing.’ Just talk about it.

I was totally fine talking about things.

A pair of high-ranking commanders and their bodyguards materialized out of the darkness. None of us were startled by their approach. Iona and I had known they were there, and Nina was too exhausted to jump. The two commanders cupped their hands and respectfully bowed.

“My lady Valkyrie. Honored Oathbound.” The higher-ranking one said. “Your gifts of life here are much appreciated, and we are preparing a banquet in your honor. Please, would you give us face and attend? Great General Biao Gong is impressed with your prowess, and would like to reward you, as well as grant you a map of other places that could require your august presence.”

It felt like a trap. It smelled like a trap. Iona had predicted the heck out of Biao Gong and that he’d make some sort of move. For the life of me, unless they planned to open up with 10,000 crossbows after we’d sat down, I couldn’t imagine what the trap was though. I also didn’t know how to properly decline it without causing some sort of offense.

Like. I didn’t care that much about stepping on toes, especially because I was going away and not planning on interacting with anyone here again, but I was sure there were more problems that could be made.

Which was why I was shutting up and letting Iona take the lead.

She smiled and tilted her head at the men.

“Great commanders, you give us much honor and face by inviting us to such a celebration.” She said. “Sadly, we are too exhausted and tired at the moment to attend such a feast.”

“But of course, of course!” The commander replied. “We have prepared luxurious accommodations for all of you! Just as a soldier can’t go directly from the battlefield to meet the emperor, so too can you not directly go from your place of battle to meet the great general! Come, rest first, it will give the cooks more time to prepare.”

Iona’s smile was unwavering.

“Ah, but my beast, my bond companion Fenrir is far too large to land here! I am afraid that he would sow terror and cause problems, and with how generous your hospitality is, I couldn’t dare impose such a burden!”

The two went back and forth, each side deftly and politely trying to one-up each other without a single threat being uttered, a battlefield of words that I understood, but couldn’t follow in the slightest. Nina turned to me with confusion in her eyes. I shrugged, switching to High Elvish.

“Yeah, I have no idea either, sorry.” I told the confused kitsune.

Iona emerged triumphant from her battle of words, the commanders gracefully accepting their loss and retreating.

I think. It was hard to tell.

“What was that all about?” I asked as we hurried out of the camp. “I could tell they were up to something, but not what.”

Iona nodded.

“Good instinct. It was a clever alignment. They were trying to marry our interests together, correctly identifying that your mission was to heal as many people as possible. My bet is that map would’ve been real, and they would’ve given us the position of as many Chu armies as possible. Their goal would be to effectively recruit you to their cause. If they keep you bouncing between various disaster sites, you’d practically be an agent of theirs, regardless of your actual affiliation. The more we let Biao Gong do or give us, the deeper in we’d be.”

Huh. Yeah, that absolutely could’ve worked on me, especially if I wasn’t trying to get back to a predesignated spot. I could easily imagine it working on people with different [Oath] interpretations, trying to leverage their bleeding hearts to their advantage.

I could easily imagine [Oath] being weaponized against the wielders. Physical chains wouldn’t even be needed, just a never ending corridor of suffering, a sisyphean task to keep me busy for their own gain.

Iona flashed her shield towards the sky, Fenrir descended, and we all flew eastwards to try and find a spot to rest and camp. Once there and all set up, I popped into [Vault of Ages] to replenish our food supplies and get treats for everyone.

The moment I popped inside, hunger hit me like a sledgehammer. I was starving, literally. I’d gone 24 hours with barely a bite to eat, and the huge mana expenditure had taken a massive toll on my body and reserves. I found myself scarfing food even as I tried to collect enough for everyone else.

By the time I emerged all three of them were asleep, having passed out in the few minutes it had taken for me to ransack my stores. The light of two half-moons shone down on the Eventide Eclipse. Fenrir was curled up in a draconic pile, with Iona leaning against a leg, a quill in one hand and the start of a sketch in her notebook. Nina had her head in Iona’s lap, and Auri was perched on Fenrir’s nose.

I peeked at Iona’s sketch, then regretted it slightly. She was drawing the scene where I’d almost died, lying there with a sword through my head as Auri cried over me.

I’d been fine, but I hadn’t properly considered what that would’ve done to Iona. How that must’ve looked.

How had she felt in that moment, watching her lover die? She was my strength, my pillar, but I wanted to come up with something for her. Some way of letting her know I understood. That everything was alright.

Was everything alright? Was watching someone you love die and come back to life water off the duck’s back?

I took the first watch, spending the time watching the moons and mulling over life, and what I could do for Iona.

If I should do anything.



“Morning!” I delighted in being far too energetic and awake as I woke Auri up with a deep jug of her favorite juice.

“Brrpt…? BRPT!” I could tell the exact moment the smell of the juice hit Auri’s nose, as her tiny pupils enlarged.

“Brrrrrpt!” Auri dove head-first into the juice, starting to guzzle it greedily. I peeked in, double checking that she hadn’t fallen in this time. It had been years since the last incident, but…

Satisfied that Auri wasn’t about to commit suicide via gluttony, I sat down with everyone else around an oversized boar being twisted on a spit.

“Nice, Iona!” I gave the blonde a thumbs-up as I took my seat. Her long tresses shook as she denied it.

“Not me. This was Nina’s hunt.”

“Whoa. I’m impressed!” The thing was larger than Nina was, and probably had a more developed System to boot!

The kitsune flushed with pleasure under the compliment.

“Fenrir helped.” She said.

Iona and Fenrir snorted in tandem.

“You used Fenrir’s presence, that doesn’t mean he helped. Go on! Be proud! Take credit for what you’ve done!” Iona urged.

A bit more small talk, and we got down to the meat of the conversation.

“You implied that we needed to plan, which suggests we’re not immediately going to see the Sixth.” I said. “Right?”

Iona nodded.

“That’s right. Nina and I caught the hint of traffickers around the camp, promising that for an obscene number of gems, they can get them out of the camp, out of the warzone, and to a safe and promised land.” She snorted in disbelief. “There’s a chance it’s real, but it sounds like classic smuggling. Have people put themselves at the mercy of the smugglers, usually being ‘hidden’ in cargo containers and secret spaces, then hand them off to slavers. They’ll even cooperate until the box is opened, and whoops! They’re on an auction platform.”

Iona’s face twisted in disgust, and Nina shuddered.

“There’s a layer of deceit, underhandedness, and predatory behavior to it all that I just can’t abide by.” Iona concluded.

There were degrees of slavery and forced labor. Iona hadn’t blinked an eye at enemy soldiers chained together being made to dig ditches. There was no ‘preying on the meek’ going on there. It was when the helpless and vulnerable were targeted that her blood went up and she turned into a one-woman army.

I also knew Iona was [Vow]-bound to follow through on the hint. I could avoid situations I abstractly knew needed help but didn’t immediately see thanks to my personal interpretation of my [Oath], which was why I wasn’t obligated to go running at Biao Gong’s map and start an endless ‘trapped healer’ spree. By the same token, Iona’s [Vow] was a little more restrictive where she had to do some seeking out of those who’d take advantage of the meek. There was obviously some flexibility to it - she could take a break, for example, and not every whispered word and rumor had her scurrying around - but it didn’t mean she could utterly ignore the demands and obligations.

“Do we need to split now?” I asked sadly, knowing the answer.

Iona shuffled over next to me and wrapped an arm around me.

“Sorry love.” She kissed my head. “You have your [Oath] and I have mine.”

I snuggled closer to her, grabbing her hand and entwining my fingers in with hers.

“I know.” I said. “I just wish we could have some time together. You were gone such a long time, and now when we finally have a minute…” I trailed off, berating myself.

I wasn’t being fair to Iona. I knew she had additional duties and responsibilities. I’d tied myself to a wandering [Knight]. It was silly to expect her to stay still for any length of time.

Yes, we’d started dating at the School, and with how finding Night had gone, my experiences and expectations were somewhat colored. It didn’t stop me wanting to be selfish and have Iona all to myself, no matter that I knew how much and how often she’d done things for me. I knew what I was getting into dating Iona.

I knew what was in store when going to Han Empire. We both knew it’d be some time before we’d have uninterrupted peace together. My feelings were valid, but there was no sense in being stupid about them.

Iona squeezed me, sensing the reassurance I needed.

“Well then, let me tell you all the things about you I missed while we were gone.” She said. “I missed the way you wake me up with a scone and a drink. I missed the way you stare at me when you think I’m not looking. I missed the way you organize my drawing pencils. I missed the way you try to tease me. I missed…”



We spent a bit of a lazy day with Iona soothing my needs as Fenrir started some high aerial reconnaissance, ‘assisted’ by Auri. The two companions were best of friends, and hadn’t gotten the time to catch up recently. Iona also made it abundantly clear that she had also missed me terribly.

We did a full after-action report, trying to work out what went well and what didn’t. Auri regretted that blowing her entire mana pool in a single moment had completely knocked her out of the rest of the fight, while Iona had bemoaned how conservatively she’d approached the fight against Pang Nuan. She’d kept expecting him to pull out fancy skills, not properly considering his considerations of having been hours deep into a fight, and possibly needing to fight more after.

“I was just a single opponent in a wider battle.” She said. “He was my entire battle. I also saw the skill he used, but I thought with his low mana, and how vulnerable it would make him that he wouldn’t use it. I underestimated his goals; I didn’t think he’d commit so hard to killing one ‘low level’ healer.”

Iona frowned and a guilty look flashed over her face.

Iona never looked guilty.

“I also… failed.” She confessed. “My job was to keep you safe Elaine, and he got what would’ve been a lethal blow on you. Anyone else would’ve died. I’m sorry.”

I waved her apology off.

“I knew what I was getting into.” I said. “I knew it wasn’t risk free, and I also know how to protect myself.”

We were both experienced enough not to dive into a cycle of blame and recrimination, simply accepting what the other said at face value.

Nina gnashed her teeth at her inability to contribute, but we all pointed out that she tried to punch up way too hard, with weapons she wasn’t practiced with.

“Go beat Fenrir up with a leaf.” I challenged her. “Your odds are better.”

The wyvern almost took offense to that, raising himself up and snorting at us.

Too soon it was time to part again. We hugged.

“I love you.” I tried to ‘subtly’ wipe my tears away into her soft chest. “I’m going to miss you. Come back soon, okay?”

Iona’s arms tightened around me.

“I will.” Her voice was choked with longing and desire, sadness and acceptance. “Stay safe, okay? I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

Auri made a retching noise, and I fired a [Nova Lance] across her beak, hot and deadly enough to heat the air around her a few degrees.

She got the message.

At last we separated, and I was off.

We’d done the Chu army. Next up were the Yan survivors.

My [Oath] let me pick and choose who was a priority in the moment. What direction I’d go, who I’d take. I’d learned a harsh lesson a long time ago that I couldn’t ignore people in pain, but I could defer them.

However, there was no loophole in that deferment. I couldn’t defer to heal someone, then say ‘welp, they’re out of sight, out of mind, I guess I don’t need to heal them anymore’. The thought of doing that was repulsive, a deep violation of the spirit of my [Oath]. Paradoxically, it felt worse than simply refusing to heal someone in the first place!

It felt a little strange in the follow-up to avoiding the Chu trap about other armies that needed to be healed, but the critical difference was I’d laid eyes on them, seen them, and made various judgment calls delaying their treatment for the moment.

Finding them was tricky, but doable, and going through both the army and camp followers was much easier than the Chu. They’d had time already to treat most of their wounded, while others had already succumbed to their injuries. The bright shining light of day meant I could fly overhead, and while I stirred them up like a bee’s nest, I was there and gone before a strong response could be mobilized.

Then Auri and I were off to find the Sixth. Errr, hang on, we weren’t the Sixth here, we were the Ironside Brigade.

[Scintillating Ascent] took me up high. I was tempted to go even higher, but I didn’t think Auri could handle the thin air at the altitudes I was thinking about.

“Had fun with Fenrir?” I asked.

“Brrrpt!!” Auri confirmed.

“How’d your levels go?” I asked, while checking my notifications myself.

[*ding!* Congratulations! [The Dawn Sentinel] has leveled up to level 525 -> 580 +3 Dexterity, +24 Speed, +24 Vitality, +170 Mana, +170 Mana Regen, +48 Magic power, +48 Magic Control from your Class per level! +1 Strength, +1 Dexterity, +1 Speed, +1 Vitality, +1 Mana, +1 Mana Regeneration, +1 Magic Power, +1 Magic Control for being Chimera (Elvenoid)! +1 Mana, +1 Mana Regen from your Element per level!]

BLOODY HELL! By the first mango! I’d gotten how many levels?! 55 levels in a single go!?

I took a deep breath to calm myself, before I almost had a second conniption.

55 levels after my experience was split with Auri!

To be fair, Auri had also done quite a lot worth of experience, so it wasn’t like I was doing it all on my own, but FUCK ME that was a lot of levels.

I analyzed the situation to see why I’d done so well.

First off was novelty. I hadn’t been in a large scale people versus people battle before. Sure, there were the Formorians, but that was against monsters. There was Ochi, but that wasn’t two armies clashing together.

Second, directly related, was the sheer scale of the battle. There had been a lot of people trying to kill each other. It wasn’t sparring. It wasn’t ‘for fun’ - it was a true life and death battle for the people involved.

Third was the danger aspect. The Yan had tried quite hard to kill me - I’d even ended up with a sword through my head! I hadn’t been safe at all.

Fourth was the time. We hadn’t stopped at the battle, we’d spent almost a full day handling the aftermath as well. From the fallen on the fields to the injured in the triage tents, all the way to sweeping through the follower-on camps to heal people and purge diseases, we’d worked for a full day without rest.

Fifth, tying it all together, was my personal power. I had over 3 million mana regenerated per hour. Yeah, the System disliked repetition for some unknown reason, but I was just doing so fucking much in almost-ideal circumstances that I had to be generously rewarded for it. The only way the experience could’ve been better was if I was with the Sixth on Exterreri soil! Even so, I was unsure how much that would change things, if any - healing people was fundamental to [The Dawn Sentinel].

I wasn’t going to complain.

It hurt to say, it hurt to think about it, but at this rate, I was going to class up here in the Han Empire. No wonder the Senate wanted to deploy a Legion here! If everyone leveled up at half the rate I did, we’d return to Exterreri a significant force.

The specter of ‘acceptable casualties’ loomed over me. I shuddered and dismissed the idea to another thought process.

[*ding!* [Cosmic Presence] leveled up! 341 -> 487]

I was surprised at the sheer number of levels afforded by one battle. [Cosmic Presence’s] range had been steadily growing larger and larger over time, subtly reaching all around me and helping people. I had to imagine it had done more on the flying island the School existed on in the five years I’d been there over the one battle I’d just seen now. Yet, I hadn’t seen nearly these sorts of gains in the same timeframe.

I had built [Cosmic Presence] in the aftermath of the Formorian war, thinking about casualties and people. Perhaps the life and death aspect of it, the mass battle aspect, was more ingrained than I had initially thought.

[*ding!* [Center of the Universe] leveled up! 473 -> 474]

I spent a moment puzzling over one level before I wanted to smack myself.

Right. No pain nerves in the brain. Minimal pain to mitigate when a sword went through my head! Yeah, there was the whole ‘sword through skull’ aspect as well, but that barely counted.

[*ding!* [Sunrise] leveled up! 475 -> 480]

[*ding!* [Celestial Affinity] leveled up! 525 -> 580]

[*ding!* [Dance with the Heavens] leveled up! 525 -> 580]

[*ding!* [Wheel of Sun and Moon] leveled up! 525 -> 580]

My primary, heavily-used skills remained capped. Good. I wasn’t too worried about them, but I was slightly worried about some of my general skills.

[*ding!* Congratulations! [Butterfly Mystic] has leveled up to level 500 -> 520! +8 Strength, +8 Dexterity, +70 Speed, +70 Vitality, +70 Mana, +70 Mana Regen, +70 Magic power, +70 Magic Control from your Class per level! +1 Strength, +1 Dexterity, +1 Speed, +1 Vitality, +1 Mana, +1 Mana Regeneration, +1 Magic Power, +1 Magic Control for being Chimera (Elvenoid)!+1 Strength, +1 Mana Regen from your Element per level!]

Huh. That was all Auri’s contribution. I wasn’t going to complain!

Taking out an entire escort with flames must be a very phoenix thing to do. That, on top of their levels…

Sometimes I forgot that Auri had absurd class quality. This was her first big fight, so while we’d already done an after action analysis, I should sit down with her and see how she felt.

[*ding!* [Ancient Loremaster of Legend] has leveled up! 205 -> 256! +100 Dexterity, +100 Vitality, +800 Mana, +800 Mana Regen, +1600 Magic Power, +1600 Magic Control from your Class per level! +1 Strength, +1 Dexterity, +1 Speed, +1 Vitality, +1 Mana, +1 Mana Regeneration, +1 Magic Power, +1 Magic Control for being Chimera (Elvenoid)! +1 Mana, +1 Magic Power from your Element per level!]

I… actually felt really disappointed by leveling and capping [Loremaster].

Like, yes. It made perfect sense with the amount of experience Auri just got, split somewhat evenly among my three classes. 20 levels of [Butterfly Mystic] at post-500 was naturally worth 50ish levels at 200.

Yes, [Astral Archives] had been crucial in my work just now. Without it, I would’ve been a fraction as effective. The perfect, pre-built images being there and instantly accessible made my healing possible. Otherwise, for every patient, for every injury, I would’ve needed to imagine the wound, identify the organs and vitals involved, picture how they all stitched back together, then send the healing armed with the appropriate image.

[Astral Archives] trivialized all that. I just had every single image, every way a body needed to be repaired for every elvenoid already prebuilt.

But I felt like I hadn’t done anything with the class. I’d had exactly one move that was reflective of my class - steering the Kanadaj disaster - and that was it.

Sure, I’d paid for it ‘up front’ with all the years I’d fed experience to Auri, but it just felt so… hollow.

I suspected - no, knew - that if I tried to class up now I’d have some pretty mediocre options. On a broad scale, I had a number of achievements to help fuel class quality, but on an individual class basis, I’d done nothing worthy of the class. It was a facade, a mask, a hollow urn.

If I wanted to at least match the quality of the class in my next classing up, I’d need to obtain significant achievements. I’d need to do more than sit back and watch my companion burn things as my level increased.

I was going to hold off on classing up [Loremaster] until at least I’d capped all of my skills in the class. Even then, I was Immortal. The 256 class up was the single longest stretch of skills and levels I’d ever get in the class. I could afford to wait, and do something worthy of the class.

Maybe on my next vacation I could spend a few years traveling around, visiting famous libraries and compare notes? Visit a few places, make sure seals were intact, and nobody was picking at dangers?

Hell, [Loremaster] had come from a reading class, and I’d been unsure if I wanted to be a [Reader] or a [Loremaster]. I’d had the class for such a short period of time I still didn’t know!

What was nice was [Lust for Lore] had also leveled up - all my capped [Loremaster] skills had recapped - but [Lust] was an experience boost, and it had happened right at the start, when Auri had destroyed the general’s honor guard.

[*ding!* [Parallel Thoughts] leveled up! 234 -> 240]

Nothing really notable there. Was approaching another thought process, although I was unsure how many more would be useful.

The skill was also hard to upgrade. I’d researched thinking skills at the School, which had helped me grab one of the best in the first place.

[*ding!* [The World Around Me] leveled up! 96 -> 100]

A slightly increased range. Nothing special at 100.

Ugh. I almost regretted my stint at the School. I’d spent so much time honing and polishing my skills that they had nowhere to go for a long, long time.

[*ding!* [Persistent Casting] leveled up! 435 -> 511]

My eyes almost popped out of my head at that one until I remembered that it was the glue that had tied all my healing together. Of course it had seen a huge jump.

I was pleased with my levels, and I allowed myself to daydream over the possible class upgrades and possibilities for [The Dawn Sentinel].

I knew there was going to be an option to ‘normally’ upgrade it. Another variation of [The Dawn Sentinel], a Sentinel-Healer role. My guide, Librarian, had all but promised that a version of [Mother of Modern Medicine] would be available.

What else would there be? What special twist would the System throw at me, what unexpected delights would be delivered?

I felt more than ready to class up the moment I got the chance. It wasn’t an empty, hollow class like [Ancient Loremaster of Legend] felt. Indeed, if my offerings weren’t all black I’d be stunned.

I let part of me daydream over the endless possibilities the System could offer me, while another part chatted with Auri as we flew over the Han Empire.

“Hey Auri, your first big battle, how do you feel?” I asked my little phoenix.

“Brrrpt…” Auri turned away from me, hiding her face under a wing. I paused in my flight, putting my full attention on her.

“Auri, no. I love you. I promise. I’d never think badly of how you feel. Everyone processes differently.” I plucked Auri off my shoulder, cradling her in my hands as clouds drifted below us.

“Brrrpt…?” She asked nervously.

“Yes.” I reassured her.

“BRPT! BRrrrrrrrrrrpt!!” Auri started jumping around in my hands like she was filled with beans. “Brrpt BRPT brrrrrrrpt!”

I carefully schooled my face. I couldn’t claim that any reaction would be fine then have a horrified look at Auri’s utter glee over being free to ‘let loose’ and ‘show the utter superiority of phoenixes’.

She wasn’t human. The phoenix was the vainest creature on the planet. I had to remember that.

We were extremely close, and after an understandable juvenile phase, Auri had perfect control over herself, her flames, and her reactions to things.

At the same time, her core, her credo, involved ‘every problem can be solved with fire’, and it had taken me time to teach her that ‘burning every bad person wasn’t the answer.’

It was still core to her though, and she’d finally had a problem that could be gleefully solved with fire and flames, with a roaring inferno. She’d been able to let her little phoenix heart sing to the tune of a thousand blazes.

Of course she was happy.

It brought a tear to my eye that she was more worried about my reaction, than her direct happiness. In a way, she was all grown up, worrying about her friends and family before her own happiness.

“You did good, Auri.” I reassured her. “You did good.”

A small break in the clouds revealed the sprawling empire below us, and my eagle eyes caught the edge of a fluttering banner.

The Ironside Brigade.

“Let’s go!” I told Auri. “It’s the Sixth!”

“Brrrpt!”

[Name: Elaine]

[Race: Chimera (Elvenoid)]

[Age: 27]

[Mana: 2,094,080/2,094,080]

[Mana Regeneration: 1,709,040 +(2,722,512)]

Stats

[Free Stats: 0]

[Strength: 71]

[Dexterity: 24,260]

[Vitality: 49,132]

[Speed: 36,364]

[Mana: 209,408]

[Mana Regeneration: 209,424 (+272,251)]

[Magic Power: 241,906 (+7,015,274)]

[Magic Control: 241,627 (+7,007,183)]

[Class 1: [The Dawn Sentinel - Celestial: Lv 580]]

[Celestial Affinity: 580]

[Cosmic Presence: 487]

[The Stars Never Fade: 17]

[Center of the Universe: 474]

[Dance with the Heavens: 580]

[Wheel of Sun and Moon: 580]

[Mantle of the Stars: 495]

[Sunrise: 480]

[Class 2: [Butterfly Mystic - Radiance: Lv 520]]

[Radiance Affinity: 520]

[Radiance Resistance: 520]

[Nova Lance: 520]

[Lepidoptera: 520]

[Nectar: 520]

[Solar Corona: 520]

[Scintillating Ascent: 520]

[Kaleidoscope: 520]

[Class 3: [Ancient Loremaster of Legend - Spatial: Lv 256]]

[Spatial Authority: 256]

[Manuscript Mastery: 256]

[Blink: 78]

[Loremaster's Library: 256]

[Vault of Ages: 21]

[Rapid Reshelving: 104]

[Astral Archives: 256]

[Lust for Lore: 256]

General Skills

[Long-Range Identify: 421]

[Parallel Thoughts: 240]

[Companion Bond between Elaine and Auri: 580]

[The World Around Me: 100]

[Oath of Elaine to Lyra: 580]

[Sentinel's Superiority: 580]

[Persistent Casting: 511]

[Imbue: 205]


Chapter 34 - The Han Civil War V

I paused before I dove down to the Sixth’s camp, debating how I wanted to do this.

The Sixth was in full swing. They’d already felled a few hundred trees and assembled an entire fort out of wood, tall walls, walkways and all. It was one of the things the Legions were very, very good at, and it wouldn’t surprise me if Katerina ordered the Ironside Brigade to assemble a full fortress every night of campaigning.

Difficult, yes. Left a trail of forts other people could use in our wake, for sure. Amazing protection that other armies could only envy? Absolutely.

At the same time, if we ever needed to retreat, we’d be able to go straight to one of our old forts and bunker down, making us a tough nut to crack.

It was a bit of a tell that the Ironside Brigade wasn’t a Lithos operation, it was an Exterreri one, but that decision making occurred at the Legata’s level, not mine. If she judged the risk-reward to be worth it, I wasn’t going to argue.

Blazing down with my wings sparkling was the opposite of plausible deniability, and I had justified leaving with all the bells and whistles as maintaining the charade that I wasn’t in the Sixth. Coming down like a divine angel of mercy was the opposite of subtle.

The question was, how did I get back in?

I could try to sneak in of course, but that would be a terrible look if I got caught. Exterreri troops weren’t dumb, and we were at war. If I was caught, they’d try to immediately execute me as a spy. Trial? Talking to their boss? No need! We caught a spy!

Hmmm. At the same time, they couldn’t actually execute me. I was extremely difficult to kill, and I would match my full power and skillset against all the cancelers the Sixth had combined.

It’d be humiliating if I was caught though.

I tabled the idea. It wasn’t unworkable, it would let me stretch out some old skills of mine and stay in practice.

I could walk up to the guards and say ‘hi, I’m coming back from a patrol’ or something. I was part of the Sixth, I knew the ins and the outs. I knew the passphrases and challenge questions.

I also knew I’d be asked why I was out of uniform, why I was alone, where was the rest of my patrol, and other awkward questions. If we were still in Exterreri, I was confident I could just breeze right past the guards without being challenged. But we were in the early days of a foreign campaign. I bet everyone was on their guard.

Huh.

At the same time, I bet I could just walk in, and if I was ‘caught’, congratulate them on ‘passing’ the security test, and could I please see Katerina? It should get me through with minimal fuss. Being a human here would help. Most of the natives were dullahans, and we stuck out like a sore thumb.

I weighed the two options against each other, and shared them with Auri.

“What do you think?” I asked her.

She thought about it for a bit.

“Brrrpt!!”

I grinned at her. Yeah, alright, the look on Katerina’s face when I uncloaked in her office would be priceless, and the two methods were about even on the balance of things. A guaranteed ‘something is weird’ versus a coinflippy ‘everything is fine’ versus ‘big mess’.

I had confidence in my abilities, and while people guarded from the sides, it was rare that people guarded from straight up.

Time for the Elaine infiltration special!

Auri and I quickly came to an agreement where she’d wait. The little phoenix wasn’t quite the master of sneakiness, given that her methodology was something along the lines of ‘burn all the witnesses’ and that wasn’t what we wanted to do.

In a move I was doing often enough that I was seriously debating taking a week off to perfect, I lined myself up over the real command structure - the big fancy one was a fakeout - drew the Greater Invisibility Jiwa rune, and dropped my wings right before it activated.

[*ding!* You’ve unlocked the General Skill [Free Falling]. Would you like to replace a skill with it? Y/N]

Free Falling: For some reason, you keep going up really high then letting yourself drop to the ground. Why!? How are you still alive!? Anyway, take this skill to steer yourself better and make less of an impact when you land.

I chuckled at the notification, enjoying my brief flight.

Although, was it still flying when I wanted to hit the ground? The definition of flying was ‘throw yourself at the ground and miss’, but I wasn’t planning on missing.

The fort rushed up at me, and I flipped myself around in the air, going feet-first, ready to land and roll. [Persistent Casting] was permanently on myself, and I didn’t need to worry about injuries - just being so obvious that even my greater invisibility couldn’t handle it.

To my great surprise, I landed softly, barely needing to bend my knees to absorb the impact. I ducked into an alley beside the command post, getting out of the way of the patrols, spending a quick minute trying to figure out what was going on.

[Strength: 71]

[Dexterity: 24,260]

Ah.

AH.

My strength stat was in the dumpster. With my biomancy changes, I was ‘only’ 4 times as strong as a ‘normal’ woman with my fitness.

However, I was getting it back in spades with my dexterity. I effectively had about 250k points in dexterity once my biomancy changes were factored in with my stats.

Actually…

I knew what my baseline improvements were. The School had helped me measure before and after. I felt like an idiot that I hadn’t thought of doing this before. The System was infinitely customizable.

Katerina was in a meeting anyway. I wasn’t going to try to pop in when she was busy.

After a few minutes of hiding behind barrels and playing with my System - staying on task wasn’t always my strong point, especially when the stakes were relatively low - I had a new and improved stat sheet.

All my [Parallel Thoughts] had gone into different designs and iterations, each one trying different things and ways of coaxing the System to display what I wanted.

My stats improved what was already there, but what was there was an elvenoid chimera, not a human. My thinking was still very human though, and I got my stats to reflect what my baseline improvement from a human would be.

Stats

[Strength: 71 (Effectively: 568)]

[Dexterity: 24,260 (Effectively: 258,320)]

[Vitality: 49,132 (Effectively: 767,688)]

[Speed: 36,364 (Effectively: 715,753)]

Much better.

Sure, I couldn’t quite pull off the sorts of bullshit someone with 258,000 points of dexterity could do - no running on leaves for me - but I could jump on a sword and run down a spear. Similarly, my vitality wasn’t actually at 767,000 points, but I was about that tough, given my subdermal layer of scales.

My speed was about right though.

Okay cool! Stats fixed! Strength utterly embarrassing! Fortunately, most of what I needed to do in life didn’t require tons of strength, and when it did, I had magic backing me up.

Plus, like. I was getting something for my strength tanking like that, namely, absurd dexterity. I’d have to play around a bit to see what, exactly, I could do with it, but it wasn’t like 500 strength was so low I couldn’t do a pullup or anything like that, and [Sunrise] covered the stamina aspects nicely.

Content, I refocused on my mission. Katerina’s meeting was ending, and the poor woman seemed to somehow have a whole pile of paperwork already.

I knew there was an Optio and three whole lines of [Scribes] dedicated purely to handling just the Legion’s work - and she had that much work already that couldn’t be delegated!?

Yikes.

I sent a prayer up to the gods for Katerina and Leonidius’s good health. I was two heartbeats away from being in charge of that mess myself.

A pair of soldiers came down the alley looking for something. I decided to put my new dexterity to the test.

I was completely invisible. Only someone bumping into me could cause an issue. I placed my palm against the wooden sides, feeling my hand get an impossible grip on the tiny variations in the grains, the tiniest angle in the wood feeling like a steep slope.

I clambered up the wall like a spider, resisting the urge to hum a tune to myself. Greater Invisibility could handle small sounds, but I’d just end up breaking the skill if I talked too much.

[*ding!* You’ve unlocked the General Skill [Climbing]. Would you like to replace a skill with it? Y/N]

Nope, thank you for the offer System.

It was a thrill, watching the soldiers walk around below me without an idea I was there. The soldiers grabbed the barrel they were looking for and left without even a glance up.

Secret! Hidden! Stealthy! I still had it.

I briefly debated letting Katerina know that security was a little lax, but then again… it wasn’t exactly fair, was it? At my power level, if I truly intended the Sixth harm, I didn’t need to sneak in. I could knock down the front door and come in blasting.

I suspected she wasn’t exactly happy with me, and I had the thought get through my thick skull that maybe saying ‘by the way you’re bad with security’ wouldn’t be taken as a ‘look look I’m trying to help!’ so much as a ‘I’m being a gigantic pain in the ass’.

I paused, hoping the System would recognize my growth, maybe offering a social skill for once.

Even if it was as mundane as [Know when to stay quiet] or [Keeping my mouth shut] or something.

…

Nope. Damn.

Well, the room was empty and closed, and her wards were starting to go off. For once she didn’t have her endless entourage of [Scribes] and [Messengers] hanging around. It was the perfect time to drop in and face the music.

I focused on [Blink], my body repositioning itself a moment later. At 240k magic power, I almost had enough to instantly teleport.

A quick twist, and still invisible, I landed on the floor with cat-like grace, trying to figure out the best way to approach Katerina. Saluting in front of her? In the chair? Emerging from a shadowy corner?

“SENTINEL DAWN!” Katerina roared at me, and I jumped up and dismissed my invisibility, saluting the Legata.

“Sentinel Dawn here and reporting ma’am!” I rattled off. “Ma’am, how did-”

“SHUT UP!” Katerina roared at me again, her eyes blazing with uncontained fury.

I shut up.

“Do you have any idea what you did!?” She slammed her quill down on her desk so hard it broke, got up and started stalking around me. “Do you have any idea of how much trouble you caused!? Going AWOL! Leaving in front of the entire Legion! Having your wyvern spook the town! It. Is. A. Disaster. Almost all our plans, gone! Out the window! Everyone saw you leaving from a line full of [Batteries]. We can’t do that anymore! We’ve needed to shuffle a third of the lines around just to disguise your new deployment, and we didn’t even know if you’d be around! I’ve had the entire command structure asking me which plans we needed to operate on, and I couldn’t tell them because I didn’t know! Because you didn’t tell me! I’ve had half the Legion despairing that their War Sentinel very clearly LEFT US right before we deployed! ‘What does she know that we don’t?’ they keep asking, and even now that you’re back, I can’t bloody well TELL THEM because that destroys the ENTIRE POINT of plausible deniability! What sort of lacking discipline…”

Katerina was pissed, and she’d clearly had a lot of time to think about all the problems I’d caused and her need to fix them all.

I… hadn’t quite realized the full impact of my actions, and Katerina was letting me have it. Rightfully so. I only answered with a “Yes ma’am” or a “No ma’am” when needed, standing ramrod straight, staring at the wall.

Eventually Katerina was done lecturing me - that, or she didn’t have enough time to lecture me more, needing to get on with the rest of her work - and sat back down at her desk.

She didn’t ask me to sit.

“Right. What do you have to say for yourself?” She asked, tired and weary.

“Ma’am. Over 100 levels gained in the week I was gone, ma’am.”

Katerina paused in grabbing a new quill.

“At what quality levels?” She asked.

“Ma’am. 50 in a black quality class, 55 in a dark green class, 20 in a light green class.”

The quill fell from Katerina’s hand.

“You have a black quality class?” She whispered.

I continued to stare at the wall, using all my willpower not to grin at her shocked reaction.

“Ma’am. Yes I do. Over 7 million points of magic power and control at the moment. Mana’s a little lacking though.”

Katerina leaned back and stared at the ceiling, looking like an old woman for once.

“By the gods…” She muttered, then got back ahold of herself.

“Right. Dawn, as you know, both Dawn and Elaine are a little too well known in the Sixth. ‘Legionnaire Elaine’ is about as obvious as possible with recent events, and I’m not even going to entertain Dawn, in any language.” Katerina gave me a significant look. “I had a number of interesting names for you to use while here, such as Eve, Lilith, or Venus.”

Those sounded pretty good, fun pseudonyms. I could absolutely nail Venus.

“Instead, because I’m displeased with you, because I’m petty, and because you need the reminder not to be a complete idiot, while we’re here you’re going to be Bunny. Legionnaire Bunny.”

My facade cracked a bit at that. Bunny!? I was going to be called Bunny!?

Katerina got an evil smirk at the look on my face.

“Now, I know we discussed disguises, and I know you’ve got your storage skill. Use my office as a safe space to get your gear together, otherwise there will be even more questions than we can answer. Auri can stay with command, nobody will blink an eye at it, and it’ll cause all the right rumors I need to foster. Then go report to your new line. First cohort, first century, fifth line. Hop to it!”

The Look on Katerina’s face promised she was going down a rabbit hole of puns.


Chapter 35 - The Han Civil War VI

I teleported into my [Vault] and fumed for a minute while I navigated to where my ‘Ironside Brigade’ gear was, and started to get dressed.

First thing first - makeup. Not my usual set of cosmetics, but some subtle pieces to change the shape of my face. Long lasting, sticky putty for my nose, a ridge on my cheeks and around my eyesocket, all designed to make me look like a different person. Someone who knew me or had the right skills would see through it, but it would hide me from the majority of the Legion - or anyone who knew Dawn and happened to be around.

Weirdly, my vanity helped here. I wasn’t fitting in with my personal image of how I looked best, but I was determined to look good either way. It was like a high-quality mask. Not my normal look, but I could make a mask work for me.

A strong, long-lasting alchemical foundation went over that, and I slipped away to my ‘Elaine feels pretty’ room to grab some extras on top of it. It was going to be clear that I was wearing makeup - I might as well lean into it and wear more, helping soothe myself while campaigning, and creating an obvious layer of “Bunny wears simple makeup and reapplies it” so nobody would question me fixing up my disguise.

I slipped what was hopefully a few week’s supply into my pocket, knowing I’d need to sneak away to visit [Vault] again if it got low. A midnight trip to the latrine would probably work.

Back to my armory!

Long chainmail went from my shoulders to my knees, while a metal helmet called to my fantasies, begging for a pair of horns on them. Sadly, they were to remain fantasies, and my helmet remained hornless. I suspiciously eyed a heavy fur cloak, remembering that nobody I’d seen was wearing one. Heavy leather boots promised protection from the elements and not much else, and the shields were round. A seax - a type of short sword - and a spear completed the ensemble.

The gear was enchanted, and the Sixth had three whole lines of [Enchanters] who tried to keep everything running properly. Bunny didn’t know how to enchant. Bunny would need to semi-regularly bring her gear over to the enchanters to get it fixed up. Then again, I think it was a whole-line exercise done on a regular rotation…

Bunny was going to need to smile, nod, and go along with what everyone else was doing a lot. Most of this stuff were basics I should’ve already been taught.

I felt and looked like a Lithos raider. Just needed to get a longship and I was all set! That was the whole point of the different gear. A layer of deception and deniability. Oh no, it wasn’t Exterreri sending a whole damn army somewhere else; we were ‘just’ raiders. That happened to build forts.

Frankly, the excuse was paper-thin, but apparently even a paper-thin excuse was all the [Diplomats] needed. I didn’t think we were fooling anyone, but that layer of thinking was far over my head.

Which brought my thinking back round to my new moniker.

Legionnaire Bunny.

My knee-jerk reaction was I didn’t like it. It wasn’t a good name.

I mulled it over as I got dressed, moving at impossible speeds.

I’d held different identities over time. Healer Elaine, Sentinel Dawn were my big ones, core to my identity. The whole idea was a layer of deception and subterfuge to hide the fact that an Immortal, a powerful asset of Exterreri, was in a place I had no business being.

And I’d be in the army proper for some time. Given the expense and the scale, from everything I knew, we weren’t here for a battle or two. We were going to be here a while, unless there was an unexpected breakout of peace.

Why make myself miserable?

Why not embrace Legionnaire Bunny? Have a persona?

The weirdest thing happened. As I started to mull the idea over, it was like it was hijacked. I had the urge, the impulse, to do an amazing job with it. To put on the best ‘show’ possible as Legionnaire Bunny. The thought was so bizarre, so foreign, I stopped what I was doing and examined it, looking at it from every direction.

The cause was obvious.

[Companion Bond between Elaine and Auri].

It was the vanity aspect. I couldn’t half-ass it, not when it was how I looked and displayed myself. It was how I was going to present myself to the world, so of course I had to do a great job with it. It was only natural!

The insidious thing about the bond-induced vanity was it made perfect sense with itself. I was extra glad that the System didn’t permit foreign mental manipulation and influences, because wow, doing it to myself was bad enough.

There was no good reason to fight it though, unlike an operation where I had to be smeared in mud or jump into a pigsty, so I let it flow through me, all working on answering a single question.

Who was Legionnaire Bunny?

What were my assets, what mix of abilities could I display as my persona? What was required, and what abilities could I keep under wraps?

There was no hiding my [Healer] tag. But I didn’t need to be a strong healer. Like, sure, in a battle I’d be quietly and subtly healing the entire Legion - sorry, brigade - but what did I want to show?

I think I’d tell people that I could fix up minor injuries and diseases. Anyone with something more severe - a broken bone in training, for example - either had the Brigade’s actual medics around, who could use the experience, or it would be so bad that I had to immediately step in, at which point I could hopefully use a ranged heal to fix the issue.

If I couldn’t? Well, I wasn’t going to let someone die for a deception.

I wanted to make a cohesive whole, and with the name Bunny speed was a natural contender. I had enough speed to make most speedsters blush. There was one easy aspect.

Healing and speed - why would I have both?

Well, that implied I was getting hurt running around, and it made me think of a [Messenger] or scout. The Brigade had three whole lines of [Messengers] already, it didn’t make a ton of sense for me to be one unattached to Optio Ardenus. Scouts and recon were under Optio Apollo, but most centuries had a few attached ‘natively’. [The World Around Me] along with my senses gave me fantastic scouting abilities.

One medium ability and two strong abilities was about the limit of what I thought I could reasonably show, without breaking everyone’s belief that I was ‘only’ level 256.

Oh! Wait! Bunny was also energetic. [Sunrise] was a fairly simple skill that I’d need to keep going and going and going.

That was it for abilities. Now, who was Bunny?

I couldn’t stray too far from who I was innately, otherwise I’d never maintain the facade.

Hmmm.

Okay!

Bunny was bright, cheerful, energetic, bubbly, enthusiastic, and always willing to help out. Maybe channel Harper a bit.

Yes!

Bunny also had no head for names. She was a little harebrained.

Perfection.

What else was there?

Bunny had no contacts in command. She didn’t know Katerina, apart from her being the far-away Legata. She was relatively new to the Legion. I’d have to see if Katerina had any details about that, she probably had a rock-solid backstory already in place. Bunny didn’t have a phoenix companion, and the valkyries were only a story to her.

Alright! I was ready!

I finished buckling my belt on, made sure my Sentinel badges were safe strapped to a shelf, and grabbed the heavy backpack filled with my personal supplies. My share that I needed to carry around. I teleported out of [Vault], back into Katerina’s office. She arched an eyebrow at me.

“Order came down to leave the capes behind.” The Legata said.

I briskly nodded.

“Yes ma’am. Except it’d be weird if I didn’t have it packed somewhere in my supplies, yeah?”

“Good thinking. Here’s your background.” She handed over a sheaf of papers. I was done reading them before I collected them.

[The World Around Me] with [Manuscript Mastery] was broken. I grinned in delight.

“A Ranger washout? Oh Katerina, you spoil me.” I was trying to get into the Bunny mindset. Wasn’t quite nailing it yet, but it was a work in progress.

Katerina grunted.

“You’re a bit of a mess in some respects, but you’ve got skills. Need to have a reason for those skills, and a Ranger background should excuse anything you show. It’ll also let me tap you for more interesting tasks if needed. Also, I made a mistake earlier. Sorry. You’re going to have to wait here for a few minutes while Reed issues the newest commands, then you should be able to blend in with the crowds.”

I swallowed nervously. Katerina had gone from nice at the start, to a note of irritation at the end.

“Should I know what these commands are?” I asked, fearing the answer. “Also, I’m assuming there’s a provision for getting the [Batteries] near me in a fight?”

I got another evil glare.

“Yes. Leave it to me, we’ll work it out. For the commands: They’re the ‘we’re rearranging half the lines because we need to hide one idiot Sentinel' commands. I want you to take a good look at all the complaining and disorder going on, and know that you are the singular cause of all of it.”

I shut up and saluted.

“Legionnaire Bunny, you’re dismissed.” Katerina said, already getting into the deception.

She’d also said to wait for a few minutes before leaving, so…

I pulled out one of my spellbooks and activated the Greater Invisibility rune, making a mental note to just bite the damn bullet and make a spellbook with only invisibility runes. It was way too useful of a utility spell, and I found myself using it all the time.

Heck, let’s make Bunny’s second class a Mirage Speedster scout class. Sentinel Dawn didn’t have Mirage as an element, she famously had Radiance and a little bit of Spatial. The rune in my chest could be a silent ‘public’ activation, and when I had nobody looking I could use my spellbook or draw the rune out manually.

It was clear when I should get going. Lots of soldiers filled the dirt ‘streets’ between the various tents, some complaining, some muttering, all of them carrying backpacks full of their personal supplies.

[Blink] would end up with my stuff scattered all over the place, probably outside of my invisibility, and it’d be way too clear I had powerful Spatial magic. Instead, I opened the door a crack and slipped out of it, knowing that Katerina had ‘seen’ me leave but knowing she wasn’t going to say anything. Getting through the rest of the command post was easy. It was small and temporary, disguised as a normal scribe’s office, and I dropped my illusion right before I pulled the curtain aside and joined the crowds. Just another soldier moving from A to B.

“What is with this shit.” One soldier complained to his buddy. “Go join a new Legion to get deployed, fine. All new lines, sure I get it. But to come here and get told ‘wait, no, actually, all new lines again?’ What the fuck is command thinking?” His frustration was evident, and echoed by a number of other soldiers.

“Always fucked, never surprised.” His buddy sagely replied.

A dozen similar conversations were going around in other places, but the reactions differed.

“Just be glad it’s reshuffling the lines.” One experienced soldier pushing his 50s was advising a younger one. “If the worst we have to deal with is a reshuffled line, we’ll be blessed by all the gods.”

I flowed with the crowds, feeling it was suffocatingly slow and conscious of my relative height. I’d seen all the soldiers before, I’d worked with them, but I hadn’t quite realized how basically everyone towered over me, and what it felt like in a crunch of chainmail and furs.

I found a moment to slip away, and a hastily constructed mandala in the palm of my hand summoned an invisible flame, one that Auri should be able to see. She was all about Fire after all.

The Legion continued their standard setup, and I was able to find the tent our line used without any issue. Two soldiers were already there, a man and a woman, along with the servant/helper that every line had. The beating heart of every line, the man who helped make sure everything got done. The man was older, with a grizzled look and a grey 5 o’clock shadow. A subtle insignia on his uniform indicated he was the line leader, my new boss. He was on the larger side, with muscles that made me think he had some skills pumping him up. A big old bear - but not a nice, fluffy one. A mean old bear, except the mean old bear was on my side.

Was he in the know? I didn’t think so.

The woman was lying down on her sack and idly juggling a dozen darts with one hand. She lifted her other hand and gave me a lazy wave as I approached.

I saluted.

“Bunny, reporting in! I think I’m supposed to be here? 1st, 1st, 5th?” I asked.

Grizzly - I was nicknaming everyone - got up, returned my salute, then offered his hand.

“Bunny. Welcome. Grab any spot on the left-hand side of the tent. Is Bunny your real name? I was curious when I saw the names for the new line.”

I laughed nervously as I placed my bag near the end of the tent, next to Darts as I was calling her. First come, first serve, and I didn’t want to have everyone pass me in the night as they needed to leave. That, and Darts seemed like an inoffensive bunkmate at first glance. Better the evil I knew than to roll the dice on an unknown.

I didn’t want to start off lying to my new line commander, but I couldn’t tell him the truth.

“I go by Bunny on all my paperwork, and it’s what everyone calls me. My actual name is… somewhat worse.” I explained with a nervous chuckle. “I’m quick, but I’m not particularly strong.”

Grizzly held up a hand.

“Let’s wait for everyone else to get here before we start the introductions, yeah? That way we only need to do them once.” He said.

I was getting strong Julius vibes off him, crossed with some Arthur, and it was helping me relax.

The other members of the line showed up, some faster than others. We were about to send out a search party for the last member when he showed up sniffing. It had been enough time that I had a set of nicknames for everyone already.

Lucius was the servant of the line. A freeman, I wasn’t going to risk getting on his bad side by nicknaming him.

Grizzly was the boss. A big mean old bear of a man, I had to imagine he wasn’t a [Centurion] because he didn’t want to be.

Darts was the lady from earlier who was juggling them, and had quickly shaken all of us down for our allotments. With Grizzly giving his tacit consent, we’d all handed our 2-3 darts over to her. Hey, she had a bunch of skills around throwing things, and I didn’t.

Specs had crystal or glass lenses over his eyes like glasses, but they were so foggy I couldn’t imagine them helping him see. There had to be some skills at play there, and I was sure I’d learn what they were soon enough. I was resisting reading a few heavily dogeared books in his bag.

Boots put her gear down next to Darts, and the first thing she did was take off her boots, take out a leather polishing kit - that wasn’t standard issue - and start polishing her boots. I could see that she had three more pairs in her bag. Given that she was over level 300 and one of the older members of the line, and how important boots were, I resolved to find myself a few extra pairs myself.

Only ones that looked fabulous, of course.

Ginger arrived on Grizzly’s shitlist. The ginger arrived drunk as a skunk, smelling of gin and complaining that the sun was ‘a vast conspiracy against mortal eyes’. The woman was barely able to slur out a greeting. She also had a number of interesting herbs in her bag, but I wasn’t about to rat her out.

That wasn’t what Bunny did.

This was also a small scale operation, and if I pretended it was a Ranger team instead of a line in the Legions, the proper way of handling it would be to quietly pull her off to the side and discuss it there. Only if it escalated as a problem would I need to do something.

Publicly calling her out in front of everyone, when I wasn’t the boss?

Nah, my training said that was a terrible move, although maybe if Grizzly and I had a shift together or something I’d drop a word with him and let him deal with it.

Blockhead didn’t seem to have much going on upstairs. I’d met quiet soldiers. I’d met average soldiers. But it seemed like he’d taken a few too many hits to the head, and just… there were no lights on. The hamsters had quit. He took a moment to process anything Grizzly said, and was just sort of checked out.

I reserved judgment. Soldiers didn’t need to be smart or quick, and he could be a perfectly competent, loyal comrade-in-arms. Brains were not an indicator of value.

Last was Drippy, who arrived sniffling. I gave him a friendly pat on the shoulder, blasting healing through him and fixing whatever problem he had.

“Hi! I’m Bunny! Welcome, welcome!” I enthusiastically greeted him.

He sniffed in a way that set my teeth on edge, visions of murder running through my mind.

Grizzly stood up.

“Welcome everyone. I feel like I was doing this speech just three weeks ago,” He paused, letting most of the line chuckle weakly.

Oh.

OH.

Shit.

He had done this speech three weeks ago. It was my fault he needed to do it again.

It was my fault a third of the Legion had to do this speech again.

I’d really fucked up.

I chuckled in embarrassment as Grizzly continued his introduction. Long story short, he was a lifer, with no ambitions of moving up and on. The Legion was his life.

He pointed to me.

“First off we’ve got the most interesting name here. Bunny, would you mind doing your introductions? And your level of [Soldier’s Solidarity] if you have it.”

Oh shit. I didn’t have [Soldier’s Solidarity].

I got a series of mixed looks at that. I hopped up, bouncing a little. I didn’t want to lie if I could at all help it, which required some clever wordplay.

“Hi everyone! I’m called Bunny!” I waved cheerfully at everyone, giving my best sunny smile. “It’s so nice to meet a buncha new friends! I went to Ranger Academy at one point, so I don’t have [Soldier’s Solidarity], buuuuut at the end of it they didn’t have a spot for me on a team.” I let the memory of those few terrifying seconds pass through me, hunching my shoulders. “But I’m here now! I can’t wait to meet you all! I even have nicknames for all of you! Grizzly! Darts! Boots! Specs! Ginger! Blockhead! Drippy!” I pointed to each one in question, who got various looks of horror on their face before laughing at the next name.

“I’ve got minor healing! If you’ve got little scrapes or bumps let me know and I’ll fix you right up! Diseases, gone! If it’s more serious like a broken bone go see the medics! I’m really, really fast but not very strong. I’m good at spotting things! Like, Boots, you’ve got extra boots in your bag! Super good idea! Darts, I can’t wait to play cards with you! Specs, do the different gems do different things for you? Grizzly, I can’t wait to hear what nice tunes you’ve got with that whistle! Blockhead, you’ve gotta personalize a little!”

I almost said Ginger’s name then stopped myself. Nope not going there. I stumbled verbally a little, but was so quick I doubt anyone noticed it.

“Anyway yeah that’s me!” I gave another cheery wave and sat down.

Holy shit that was exhausting. How did bubbly people do it all the time!? ALL THE TIME! They didn’t just do a quick little talk and be done with it, they lived like this.

How did anyone live like this!?

Grizzly looked poleaxed and coughed lightly.

“Well, I think Bunny’s going to be on a lot of guard duty. Darts, you’re up next.”

I slowly got to know my fellow soldiers.

Darts was a throwing expert. Blockhead was the highest level and a pure [Warrior]. I hadn’t mentioned the drawing of his family in his bag, it seemed too personal to call out. Drippy was an Ooze spellsword, and claimed he was pretty good at cooking the standard rations. I wasn’t sure how close I wanted his drippy nose to my food. Ginger knew how many minutes were left until she could leave, ‘assuming Exterreri time’. Boots had a husband and three kids back home. Specs was a Radiance [Mage] - Gemstone [Warrior] split, which was different from a Spellsword. He could blast Radiance from his eyes, and the Gemstone class helped ‘modify’ his abilities.

Grizzly took it all in stride.

“Excellent! Now, we’ve got the rest of the afternoon free. Why don’t we do some drills and start getting together as a line?”

I mentally shrugged.

He was the boss.

I’d done the entire thing backwards. Ranger, Sentinel, and now finally I’d try out this ‘soldiering’ thing.

Just as long as nobody asked me to be an adventurer.


Chapter 36 - The Han Civil War VII

Soldiering was boring. Mind-numbingly, absurdly boring.

March here.

March there.

March in the sun.

March in the rain.

March on the rocks.

March in the rain that turns frigid as a frost wyvern flies by.

I loved Iona but damnit Fenrir, people were down here! Stop practicing your new element!

March in a bog.

Set up camp.

Wait, nevermind! Strike the camp, get back to marching.

Drill. Drill. Drill.

March up the hill.

March back down the hill.

Nevermind, we want to march up the hill.

Cut down a tree. Smooth it out. Shape it. Tie ropes around it and help lift.

Liberally apply [Sunrise] to keep going.

A thousand small indignities. We were often marching off-road, or on ‘roads’ that were so filled with water and mud it was impossible to tell. The grain ration was generous, but it was always grain and every day, twice a day, our line had to grind it up and figure out how we were cooking it today. Rarely, we had everything needed to make bread, but when pushed it was usually gruel. There was no mercy on the weather - pouring rain or pounding sun, we had to move from A to B.

Always fucked, never surprised.

Fuck chainmail. Fuck it so hard. The tiny, fiddly repairs when it broke was insult added to the injury of cooking alive in it during the heat. Thank fuck for Lucius - the man was a savant when it came to fixing stuff, but I didn’t want to lean on him too hard, he did so much for all of us.

Week after week, month after month. It was almost my birthday again, and we hadn’t been in a single battle yet, although we’d geared up like we were about to fight three times now.

All while under the obvious pressure of being second-class citizens.

We were mercenaries. We were human. The dullahans viewed both with suspicion, and if there was ever a debate or argument between an ‘Ironside Brigade’ soldier and a dullahan attached to the main army?

Only the most egregious offenses were ever decided in our favor. Everything else had a convenient excuse why the dullahan should be favored.

Always fucked, never surprised.

I learned my lesson when I paid a camp follower to improve some of my clothing. They had some beautiful stitching and embroidery in a style that couldn’t be found in Exterreri, and I thought some style and flair on my tunic would both make me a little happier, and make a nice memento when I was done here. Naturally, someone else picked up my tunic ‘by mistake’.

Well, I must have been mistaken. It clearly wasn’t my tunic, why would I impugn the good dullahan’s honor by claiming it was mine? Was I a dirty thief? Entirely possible, since I was a mercenary.

Ooooh, that got me so pissed. But not surprised in the slightest.

Another boring part was guard duty.

Turned out I was good at it. Really, really good. Being able to instantly scan the entirety of everything a person carried made it easy to sniff out any problems, issues, or contraband. I was almost too good at it, to the point where the [Centurion] had to pull me aside and ask me to use some discretion in what I called out. I’d managed to impact morale to a noticeable amount, and small, discreet amounts of personal contraband were… to have me using my best judgment.

In other words, stop fucking the other soldiers, and let some things be a surprise. Hey, who was I to argue against a reversal of the Legion’s usual operations?

Just because I was good at it didn’t mean I enjoyed it. Standing around trying to look imposing when I was 5 foot nothing was a challenge. Standing still?

Impossible.

Even with my mind split apart and trying to wander off in thought to entertain myself, I was bored out of my gourd. Scanning the sky for Iona was one of the few things I could do while standing still and doing my job, and it always lit my heart aflame whenever I saw Fenrir winging overhead.

Did she see me down here? Could she pick me out of the crowd?

I stifled a yawn as I waved through a pair of soldiers, ignoring what the one on the left had at the bottom of his boots - a Mirage ring that would let him modify his appearance, harmless enough and I remember him leaving the camp with it - and sniffing after the one to the right.

Did my nose deceive me…?

No.

It couldn’t be.

I smelled a faint trace of mango on his shirt. Not close enough to have been in contact with it, but someone in the camp might have some… dried, sugar-coated mango? I think that’s what I was getting.

Bunny was friendly.

Bunny enthusiastically volunteered for everything, no matter how fucking stupid of an idea that was.

Bunny had quite a few favors that people owed her.

I was totally going to see about cashing a few in to get my evening free so I could go a-mangoing.

A nervous set of camp followers approached the gate next, looking for entry so they could entertain. It was convenient, and I’d attended a few plays myself. Anything to entertain myself during the long stretches of boredom.

I glanced at Boots, who was on duty with me. She sighed at my look.

“Who, where?” She asked.

“The lady with the pink ribbons, small of her back, knife.” I reported. Some contraband I let through, but there were rules for our troops and rules for camp followers. We didn’t allow weapons in, and after the first fight that turned into a murder - I hadn’t been involved in any way shape or form - I wasn’t inclined to show the slightest bit of leniency.

On one hand, it sucked that we couldn’t enact any sort of justice on non-Ironside people trying to smuggle things in. On the other, it let me call out problems with a clean conscience.

In the numerous hours of complete boredom I’d been meditating a lot on First, do no harm, and what it meant to be a soldier. I had enough pickles in the Han Empire without needing to consider the odds that the knife was for her own protection, versus a penalty that would be inflicted upon her when I called her out.

No penalty? No problem.

The entertainers were quite upset over the knife being found, and as a group decided not to come in. The glares I got from my fellow guards - mostly male - over that felt entirely unfair.

Always fucked, never surprised.



I yawned, and caught a glimpse of Auri out of the corner of my eye. I turned and waved to the bird, perched on top of the banner Reed carried around.

My actions went entirely unnoticed as half the soldiers Reed passed with Auri turned to say hi to the little bird or to wave themselves. She’d been instantly adopted as a mascot and good luck charm, most of the soldiers (rightfully) guessing it meant Dawn was somewhere around. Plausible deniability meant Katerina and the rest of command had to keep insisting that there was no Dawn. It was hilarious speculating with everyone else who and where Dawn could be though.

I continued to insist that she was in Optio Henrietta’s wagon, under the floorboards.

Auri caught me waving and sent me a cheeky wink, knowing the action was small enough that she might be able to get away with it. She was having the time of her life. Endless praise and adoration, being carried around to show off? If I wasn’t careful, she’d never want to leave and the Sixth would get a new cognomen!

Another soldier came down the road from the camp follower’s place, lugging a barrel with him. I eyed it, the wind in the wrong direction.

Please, please, please tell me that wasn’t an entire keg. I could let some small things through, but we couldn’t let that blatant of a breach through. If he’d paid for it, then got told ‘no’, it’d be a mess.

There was one such mess every two weeks or so.

I froze and took a few steps back as the wind briefly shifted, and I managed to smell what was inside.

Apples.

Always fucked, never surprised.



“Hey Blockhead! I’ve got a dozen problems, and I’m wondering if, pretty please, you’ll take my evening shift for me?” I shamelessly fluttered my eyelashes at him. “We’ll be clear on the stew mess from the other day.”

It took a few moments for what I was saying to penetrate Blockhead’s thick skull. He had a good heart though, and he cracked a smile.

“Just for you little Bunny.” He patted me on the head, and I bounced up.

“Yay! Thank you, you’re the best!” I gave Blockhead a quick hug, quickly changed into lightweight, tight clothing - I had some sneaking to do and didn’t want a loose shirt getting caught on something - and bounded out of the tent, quickly patting the line’s nodosaurus before heading towards the command tent.

Once near it I shamelessly teleported out a sheet of paper and a quill from one of the [Scribe’s] desks, and wrote a quick note to Katerina.

Need to talk. When?

I walked around the building, aware that a few guards were eyeing me from the walls. I did look a little suspicious, but I hadn’t found a good moment to cloak up. When I passed by Katerina’s office, I teleported the letter in front of her with [Rapid Reshelving].

[*ding!* [Rapid Reshelving] leveled up! 107 -> 108]

Yay. One level down, 148 to go.

One of her endless minions might’ve noticed the paper appearing, but it was just a risk I had to take.

I couldn’t help but spy on Katerina’s desk. I just… absorbed the knowledge and information around me almost passively, and [Astral Archives] meant I couldn’t forget. I didn’t have to think on anything I saw, but I had some thoughts as to why one of the pieces of paper had three knives pinning it to her desk.

A message from Wang Jian, the [Great General] of the army the Ironside Brigade was attached to. A paper and ink [Mage]. The most I’d seen of it were dozens of paper lanterns floating around the camp, messages semi-openly conveyed. I suppose the speed and convenience outweighed the potential intercept aspects.

Or he was playing mind games with messages to nowhere with fake plans on them. I was so thankful I only needed to play the war mind games on a small scale. I was responsible for the Dawn deception, and nothing else.

[Great Generals] were rarely at that rank due to a proficiency with paperwork. Exterreri did allow it in theory, but the Han social structure had [Great Generals] primarily as one of the strongest fighters, although occasionally they were a [Strategist].

Wang Jian’s control and ability to send paper as far as he could spoke to terrifying combat prowess. Given how cheap lives were here, I didn’t have a ton of faith that he particularly cared about not hitting his allies.

Katerina didn’t even blink at my letter, knowing exactly who it’d come from. She scribbled Now onto it, then destroyed the entire sheet in a flash of Darkness. An order cleared the room, all of her aides, scribes, and messengers shuffling out.

I continued walking like I’d always intended to go down this awkward sidepath, and ducked into a relatively empty room. One drawn Greater Invisibility and a [Blink] later, and I was in Katerina’s office, her wards glowing.

“Dawn. I had some concerns, but you’ve been close to a model soldier. Good job.” Katerina said without preamble. I winced at the close to - I knew exactly what she was referring to. “What’s going on?”

“Apples.” I answered. “Whole barrel full of apples just made its way into camp.”

Katerina blinked then grimaced as she remembered my particular apple woes.

“Ah. Yes, I can see how this is an issue for you. Do you have a proposed solution?” She asked.

“Send me on a recon mission for three days to a week.” I answered. “Not obviously, of course. Just a note to the [Tribune] that I’m out of the camp, and to keep quiet about it. Tell him to pass the same along to the [Centurion] and my line leader. If you really want to go deep on it, get Wren as well to be gone. If you have an actual black or grey op to send me on, all the better. Maybe wander on down to where the apples are, eat a few yourself, and, I dunno, proclaim that they’re tasty or something to get them eaten faster?”

I frowned.

“Wait, no, then people might hoard them to give to you later. I don’t know, you’re the expert on that sort of thing.”

“Wise.” Katerina agreed, rapping the message from Wang Jian with her knuckle. “I’m also going to kill two birds with one stone. We’ve been requested to handle a small Vorler infestation. I was going to send Wren’s line with Auri, but for reasons I’m not getting into now, you’re a much better choice. I’ll handle the apples. Is there anything else you need?”

I nodded.

“Yes. Where are we on the map? Obviously we’re south of the Tears of Vulcan, but I’m not quite sure. It’ll help me with the Vorlers, I know of a few ruins in the Han that they might be crawling out of.”

[Loremaster] education had given me piles upon piles of hidden horrors locked away, and there were a few in the Han I knew about, although the age of the information and volcanic nature of the place made me question how up to date it all was. Maybe I could convince Arachne to let me check up on the places and update our information?

For another time.

The Tears of Vulcan were also obvious, a constant marker against where we were. The mountains dominated the horizon, and had slowly moved to the north as we circled to the south of them.

The Legata shot me a sharp look at that, and pointed to a spot on the map near the Tears of Vulcan.

I gave the spot a generous radius to account for drift, and didn’t think of anything particularly special that might be involved. The low-threat red-tier Petrified Forest was maybe in the area, but it was actively hostile to all life. Driving the Vorlers into the forest would be a viable tactic to try and take them out - I didn’t think they were coming from the Gorgon of Gloom’s prison.

“Do you need any other information?” Katerina asked.

“No ma’am. Just the apples.”

Katerina nodded crisply.

“Then head on out, take care of the vorlers, have a few days to yourself, and sneak back in. Send me a message ‘vampire smiles’ so I know you’ve succeeded, and haven’t died to the Vorlers or gotten into some mess.”

The Legata flicked a sheet of paper at me, detailing everything she knew about the Vorler infestation.

I saluted and left, off to exterminate the scorpion-like menace down to the last egg.

It got me thinking about the various threats in the world as I snuck out of the camp - why hadn’t I heard anything about Pekari here?



First thing was getting my tunic back.

The follower’s camp was a disorganized mess with people setting up anywhere they could. Some small semblance of local order prevailed as troops being unable to navigate through meant nobody would visit, but any organization was on a local level, not a broad level. There just wasn’t a single ruling authority or anything like that. Camp followers were just an entrepreneurial bunch - or families following their soldier around.

In Exterreri or any human-dominated area, I’d just walk right in and blend in with the crowds. The dullahan ratio meant that was entirely unfeasible, and I had to be much sneakier about it.

At the same time, there were barely any guards around. Small blessings. The huge crush of crowds made it difficult to sneak through though, unless I wanted to run on people’s heads.

Which… was a valid option thinking about it. I had the speed and dexterity to just run over people like that, stepping from shoulder to head. They’d barely notice I was there, and I could whip through the crowds in a moment.

Huh.

I felt like I was relying a little too much on my invisibility these days, but I just didn’t have a team backing me up. We couldn’t make elaborate schemes where I hid in a barrel inside a wagon, or anything like that.

The idea made me want to facepalm.

I didn’t have to hide in a barrel… I could just hide under a wagon instead.

Hmmmm.

Between the two ideas, I wanted to run on people. I’d never done it before, and my stats were finally at a point where I might be able to get away with it. I didn’t have anything against working on becoming sneakier, but this was my first chance to do something really cool and new.

I activated the anti-friction runes on my skin, making it so I’d slip through the air and not make a breeze. With glowing confirmation that they were working, I cloaked myself with a drawn rune, then approached the camp at a dead run.

I ducked and weaved through the crowd, the press of people not yet thick enough that I needed to do something about it. Then, when three soldiers, arms wrapped around each other’s shoulders, blocked the path with their drunken stumbling, I leapt almost straight up. One foot delicately landed on an arm as I scanned the crowd in an instant.

Wow. Being able to see over a crowd was great! Was this what it was like being tall?

I rapidly [Identified] a dozen potential landing spots, then delicately pushed off, half-floating to my next perch. From person after person, stand to head, shoulder to ground, I bounded like a nimble bunny hopping over a field, barely a whisper left in my wake.

It was thrilling. It was terrifying.

I was ‘only’ level 580, without a Sound or Mirage class, and I could move utterly unnoticed? How many powerful Classers were watching me now, giggling at my antics? How far up did the layers extend?

Could the dragon see me through the two eyes bright in the sky? Did the baleful crimson glare reveal all to the stygian deceiver? If I wanted to keep something truly secret from her, would I need to wait for a night with no moons?

The apples weren’t quite isolated, and it almost felt like good practice. Each step I took, each move I made, I needed to quickly evaluate the people around me, see if I could tell if anyone had recently eaten an apple or not, and shift my path appropriately.

I had felt like I was stagnating. Soldiering wasn’t exactly pushing my abilities to their limit. This outing was a solid stretch of my skills, a strong refresher. A good way to stretch my legs.

I dropped by my destination.

Not the mangos. Those were for later. A treat, a reward for a job well done.

I stopped by the seamstress and sniffed the air, my nose wrinkling at all the smells.

I had super senses, but it didn’t mean I was an expert at using them. There were so many harsh smells in the air in the first place, and so many people moving through, that teasing out exactly the right scent was difficult, to say the least.

I managed it, but following the trail and jumping on shoulders and stalls while following the scent was beyond my skillset.

I growled with frustration. Fine! I wasn’t so proud that I couldn’t accept a small loss like that, weighed against everything else.

I removed my invisibility in a huff. I didn’t need to be all sneaky to try and… legally purchase mangos from someone selling them, unlike Operation: Tunic Retrieval.

I’d get that bastard another time. With interest. Usurious interest.

I followed my nose and was devastated to find that the mango stall WAS CLOSED FOR THE NIGHT!

NO!

My mangos! My precious, life-giving mangos! Cruelly trapped behind a sign saying ‘Closed’! Who would do such a thing!? What devious thoughts went through such a twisted mind!?

The inhumanity!

[Rapid Reshelving] to the rescue!! A generous portion of coins placed in exchange for a few slices of dried mango would make the sadist’s morning, and I had the most holy of treats, the nectar of life, the raison d'etre.

I was no [Greedy Guts Mango Merchant That Unreasonably Closes Their Stall At Night], no. I was a kind and generous soul, one willing to share my bounty with others!

I got out of the camp as quickly as reasonably possible without running into any more apple problems, nor moving so quickly that I was obviously a Classer of some sort.

Signaling Auri was hard. The Sixth built their walls high and didn’t allow nearby structures to peer into our camp. Great for stopping spies, scouts, and rogue mages throwing rocks at people, less great for me sending a message to Auri.

I managed it, and the two of us slipped away to the woods to enjoy the bounty together. The timing was fortuitous in many ways.

“Happy Birthday, Auri.” I told my friend as I hand-fed her mango slices. We were up in a tree together, like a bird and a demented mango-squirrel.

“Brrrrrrrpt!!” Auri ignored the mango, taking the time to fly all over me, pecking at me, running her beak through my hair, and giving me a full body inspection to make sure everything was okay.

I sniffed and hugged my tiny friend.

“You’re going to make me cry.” I lied - the tears were already rolling. “I missed you too.”

In a tree together, beneath the light of the Dragoneye Moons, we shared a mango.


Chapter 37 - Interlude - Nina - The Han Civil War VIII

Nina shivered in the cold air, thankful it was at least spring and no longer the deep snows of winter Vollomond. Her feet crunched over an unplanted field, the first hint of weeds seizing the opportunity to grow and meeting a swift end against the late frost.

Her legs threatened to wobble. Nina had spent a single naive night believing since they were on a mission, daily sparring and exercise would be put on hold. Doing it ‘for real’ would replace the morning, afternoon, and evening drills and runs.

One night - not even a full night - was how long she’d held that belief, and come war, plague, or famine, her thrice daily drills would continue.

Even with Iona slowing herself waaaay down and using less strength than Nina, the kitsune just couldn’t beat the towering Valkyrie.

Iona and her squire approached a slightly broken down hut, something about it triggering Iona’s instincts to investigate further.

“What, exactly, makes you think there’s something worth looking at here?” Nina debated flashing [Phoenix Flame Armor] to warm herself up, but elected to use [Foxfire] to see a little better in the early light - and get some warmth! She missed Sanguino’s temperate climate, even Auri’s hellish bakery.

Too hot was far better than too cold. With all the confidence of a teenager, Nina was sure she’d never change her mind, even the next time she was baking alive.

Then again, apparently freezing her tails off first thing in the morning was what Valkyries did.

Iona pointed to a few parts of the hut.

“There’s a small hole in the roof. An intact one suggests someone lives there, a much larger one would imply there’d been significant time since there was a problem. A small one is new. Similar story with the top of the window starting to fall off.”

Nina noted the parts Iona pointed out, committing the details to memory and learning the broad strokes of the lesson.

“Would the slightly untended field also count?” She hesitantly asked, thinking it matched the pattern but unsure.

“Good!” Iona praised. “That’s another classic sign. Come on.”

The two opened the door, and the scent of death hit them like a sledgehammer to the nose. Iona barely blinked, but Nina had to step back outside for a moment to retch.

A family of bones were huddled in a corner, one adult with three children of various ages, the youngest just a babe. A knife was on the ground, and the flies and maggots had already finished with the bodies. The metallic skin had degraded, leaving piles of oxidized dust around them. Iona knelt next to them, closely looking at them all.

“Starvation.” She pronounced, and Nina knelt down, trying to figure out how Iona figured it out from scraps of cloth and bare bones. Up, down, over and around she looked, but all she saw were bones.

“How can you tell?” She finally admitted defeat and asked. Iona smiled at Nina, her mentor’s approval like the warm summer sun.

“Experience, mostly.” Iona explained. “Empty larder. Soldiers ‘foraging’. Winter. The knife here.” Iona pointed to a small blade. “The mother knew the cause was hopeless, and spring was too far away. Instead of slowly dragging it out, she probably had one last meal for everyone, then slit her children’s throat before turning the knife on herself.”

Iona didn’t believe in euphemisms or sugarcoating details when teaching Nina. The different cultural backgrounds made it too easy for them to draw different conclusions.

“This is what happens when we fail.” Iona continued. “This is what happens when armies take too much, and don’t leave enough behind.” She shook her head sadly. “It’s so fucking stupid. So short sighted. Now there’s four more bodies, and a field that’ll go untilled. Can’t they just see doing this harms themselves as well?”

Iona didn’t need to give her speech about the strong abusing the weak, and how enraged she got over it all. Nina had it permanently scarred into her memory, able to play it on demand. Able to hear Iona’s barely contained fury with each word she spat.

Nina privately thought that if she was mugging someone, she took everything she could, because they weren’t sheep. She couldn’t regularly mug the same person again and again, expecting them to not prepare or defend themselves. She didn’t even know if she’d be in the same part of town come next week, let alone next year!

Of course the ‘foraging’ soldiers would take as much as they could. Explaining all this to Iona wouldn’t help - Nina knew at this point that her mentor was just venting.

Iona stood up and looked around, clearly thinking, before shaking her head.

“Nothing to do but bury them. Come on.” She said.

Burying the bodies took no time at all. Iona wasn’t adverse to using her full capabilities to dig the graves, and was done with three of them before Nina had finished breaking the frosted ground on the fourth. The squire had never imagined when Iona had gifted her the mallium how often it would be turned into a tool, but the versatility couldn’t be beaten. First a pickaxe, then a shovel, her morphic weapon was in a class of its own.

Slowly, reverently, they lowered the bodies down, and buried them with simple markers.

Iona took a knee at the foot of the graves.

“Selene and Lunaris, great goddesses of the moons, I beg of you to let these souls pass on peacefully. May they find each other again in their new lives, and may it be in an era of peace and calm. Thank you.”

Nina definitely wasn’t crying, it was just the rain.



Nina had mixed feelings about the three of them following Elaine around. Yes, it was great that they were following her, able to step in if needed, and it was effectively a marauding army they were tracking. Much better to follow the source and be able to step in most of the time.

On the other, they were constantly getting into conflict with Wang Jian’s foragers and army, which meant they were half-starving them on one front as they got into fight after fight, conflict after conflict, and on another they were slowly bleeding and whittling the army down. If and when they got into a proper battle against someone else, they’d be weaker, which endangered Elaine.

Iona snorted when she brought up her concerns.

“That’s exactly why I didn’t want to be affiliated with the Sixth.” She explained. “Armies pull horrible shit all the time, and I don’t want to have my loyalties divided.”

Nina noticed a pebble slowly levitating off the ground out of the corner of her eye. She dove to the ground right as it zipped over her head.

“Good dodge, good awareness.” Iona praised.

Nina had half a second of feeling proud before a second rock stung her in the tails.



Fenrir hit the ground roaring, everyone fleeing from the wyvern’s massive presence. Soldier or villager, young and old, all fled before the terrifying beast.

“Go!” Iona ordered, and sprang off the wyvern’s back, in hot pursuit of the soldiers with their sacks of rice.

Nina took longer to get off Fenrir’s back, needing the help of the rope ‘ladder’ tied to his armor.

The village was practically deserted, nearly everyone fleeing from Fenrir. Nina briefly thought that Iona might’ve come in too hot, but maybe she’d planned on almost everyone fleeing, just the people too hurt and unable to move left behind. Less interference, less arguing for the first aid Nina was supposed to administer.

If this village was lucky enough to have a [Healer] Nina would be superfluous. Most small communities didn’t have anything more than a [Wise Woman], and nobody here was the silver of the Scholar class that healers came from.

Nina thought such a cultural distinction was unutterably stupid, but then again Exterreri cloaked their cities in Ash so she supposed she didn’t have a leg to stand on with stupid traditions.

The sounds of distress were always the best indicator of injuries, and Nina’s ears twitched as a few reached her. She went with the youngest one first, dashing into the hut.

A kid, five or six years old, was clutching a well-patched metal doll under one arm and had a tiny hammer in her other hand. She was banging on her mother’s chest, trying to close a nasty cut top to bottom.

Nina didn’t need a skill to know she was dead.

“Mommy, please, please wake up.” She banged the hammer on her mom, trying to force it closed, ignoring Nina. “Mommy, please, we fix like this. I fix. Wake up mommy.” She banged once more on her mom, moving to shake her arm. “Wake up.”

There was nothing Nina could do in that moment to help, and other cries of distress were starting to dim. She left, her heart breaking again, and left to tend another injury. A broken arm, and Nina felt odd relief at that.

She knew how to set an arm and make a splint. She could solve this one.

She didn’t have any way to get the steady plink plink plink of a tiny hammer out of her ears.



Nina caught a sword swinging at her head out of the corner of her eye, and dove forward to dodge it. A few hairs got sliced off her tail, but she was already up and turning at the [Laborer - 170], her morphic tool shaping itself into a mace.

It was the weapon Nina was most comfortable with, and this was a fight for her life.

The young soldier must’ve circled back, hoping to hit the village while Iona was chasing down the rest of the [Bandit-Soldiers]. He thrust again at Nina, and it was so poorly done she was sure it was a feint. Nina hopped back as the soldier over-extended, and she realized that, just maybe, he was that bad.

A quick swing of her mace to the back of his head had him crumble to the ground. Nina straddled him, grabbed her mace with two hands, and brought it down with all her strength. Three more bashes on his head got metal and brain flying around the street, and a massive puddle of blood pooling in the middle of the village.

[*ding!* You’ve slain a [Farmer of the Rice (Wood, 170)]//[Shepherd of Sheep and Goats (Earth, 128)]]

Nina shook her head sadly, the ease of the battle in spite of the relative level differences suddenly making a lot more sense. He hadn’t been a [Soldier], not really. Just another farm boy running off to join the army because all the alternatives were worse.

Shaking, Nina got up, and it took her a few tries to clean her mace. An approving snort from Fenrir made Nina jump, and reminded her that she’d been watched over in a sense. A [Lightning Bolt] from Fenrir could’ve bailed her out of any trouble.

Plink plink plink.


Chapter 38 - The Han Civil War IX

There were little small moments of glory and beauty on the campaign trail, like the stolen picnic with Auri. There were grand indignities and terrible crimes, but perversely, it was the little stuff that really got to me.

Like my birthday.

It had poured recently, and the entire day was spent in the drizzly aftermath, slogging through the mud, getting our line’s nodosaurus unstuck an unknown number of times as flies buzzed around us, and filth settled into every crack and crevice. Hostile sabotage on our grain wagons - or maybe just pure incompetence - meant dinner was slightly moldy. I was completely immune to something as simple as mundane food poisoning, but it was unpleasant. Rumors had risen that we were getting into a fight soon, the Big One, but they were nothing new. Half the time we were getting into a fight ‘any day now’, and I’d learned to ignore the rumors. Obnoxiously, they dominated the conversation, killing any attempts at talking about something else. Anything else. I’d spent half the day craning my neck skywards, hoping to see Iona fly by on Fenrir, but even that small pleasure had been denied to me. Auri had spent most of the day huddled away with Command, and there just hadn’t been a good moment where I could slip away and say hi to her.

Happy birthday to me.



There was nothing I could do for the small pair of broken bodies tossed casually to the side of the road, crows feasting on their innards. Deep hoofprints and the assorted other injuries suggested that their only crime had been getting in the way of a column of cavalry, perhaps a wagon. The freshness of the bodies suggested that it might’ve been the very army I was part of that did it.

More and more I was questioning what First, do no harm meant. I, personally, wasn’t causing a single shred of harm to anyone. I felt like my disguise, my act of soldiering, was violating the spirit of my [Oath], if not the letter.

It’s why I wouldn’t harm anyone, even in a spar. It felt too close to a violation. Too close to turning my back on my sacred [Oath].

It was weird. I thought I’d made my peace with sparring years ago, but suddenly it was rearing its head in an ugly way.

Part of it might be that I didn’t feel like I could hit people and instantly snap them back to full health without blowing my cover, meaning my blows would cause actual harm.

Soldiering was different than being a Ranger or a Sentinel. I didn’t have the words for why or how, what exactly made one acceptable and the other a near-violation, but I felt deep in my heart and soul that it was different. It was frustrating - if I could pinpoint the why, it might help. Perhaps it was the lack of agency? Or knowing that soldiers often punched down on the weak and helpless, while Rangers and Sentinels often were brought in to punch up?

None of those quite resonated with me as the reason why it was different.

The worst part was, I knew I had options. I could go to Katerina and tell her the deception wasn’t working for me, and to just let me ‘openly’ be with the Ironside Brigade. I could wander Han alone with Iona, free from any obligation. Hells, I could just go home.

The thoughts were almost intrusive. I was bonding with my fellows. Grizzly was like a warm fire. Blockhead had a heart of gold. Boot’s fashion sense was impeccable. I was coming to love them like my own brothers and sisters. I would never abandon them, and that was before all of the social and personal ramifications of desertion.

There was something freeing about knowing I could just up and leave if I had to though.



Left, right, left, right.

Another day, another march, and the clear blue sky rumbled with thunder.

Discipline held, we didn’t stop, but basically everyone looked up in the sky nervously.

“What do you think?” I asked Specs.

He frowned, sighed, and shook his head.

“Always fucked, never surprised.” He repeated the Legion’s unofficial motto for the rank and file.

My lips went into a flat line.

“Yuuup. We’re going to get fucked somehow.”

The words had barely left my lips when the Centurion called for a halt.

“Century, halt!” He barked out, and our line grouped up like everyone else, hands instinctively drifting towards weapons.

All hell broke loose.

Rumbling thunderheads rolled across the horizon, faster than any natural cloud could move, and the sky darkened as thunderbolts occasionally crashed down around us.

“Fucking Immortals!” Drippy cursed as rain exploded all around us.

I was quite thoroughly cursing every Immortal and Storm Classer by the time I got into our tent. Someone was fighting, possibly very far away, but the impact of what they were doing was reaching around the world to touch us here in the Han.

We probably weren’t the target, and not the only ones getting screwed. Reminded me a bit of when the goddesses of the moons had shifted the moons in their orbit, casually fucking tens of thousands of people if not more with their action. Karma had come round, and now it was my turn to be on the wrong end of someone, somewhere, doing something big.

Every inch of me was soaked, and the vicious rain had even worked its way into my pack. My makeup had run like crazy, and I hoped the foundation layer was intact enough to keep the face-changing putty disguised.

The floor was wet. My bag was wet. The bedroll was wet. The food was wet. I threw myself down with a squish, debating if I should say ‘fuck it’ and break my cover to be dry again.

Instead I sighed as I looked up at the ceiling, feeling the water penetrate my hair and starting the indignities all over again.



Darts slung an arm in mine, and started to steer us away from where our line had pitched our tent for the evening. She waved to everyone else.

“I’m just stealing Bunny for a minute!” She yelled over her shoulder at Grizzly. He waved in lazy understanding.

I walked with Darts, raising an eyebrow. She was very subtly trembling, belying a nervousness behind her confident face.

Bunny was friendly. Bunny was outgoing. Bunny was totally cool with this.

Even if Bunny wasn’t cool with this, I was. I knew Darts in a way I’d known very few people. Spending every waking moment, and most of the sleeping ones tended to do that. I knew how she had a favorite side to sleep on. How her pillow had to be oriented exactly the right way. How she brashly jumped in on situations, even when she didn’t have all the information.

The bond wasn’t quite like the one the Rangers had, but there was a certain sense of solidarity between us all.

We chatted idly as Darts steered us out of the camp, my eyebrows wanting to climb higher and higher on my face.

“What’s going on?” I finally asked when we had some distance, mentally cursing as I’d briefly dropped the Bunny persona. “How can I help you?” I quickly recovered, getting a bit of the pep and spark Bunny had back.

[Sunrise] to the rescue! Energy! Pep! Bubbles!

Darts looked around nervously and lowered her voice.

“How good of a healer are you…?” She asked.

I eyed her warily, unsure why she was asking. I’d made what I could and couldn’t do clear, so why the sudden question?

What would Bunny say?

“I’m alright! The Optio’s line is much, much better than I am, but if you have a problem, let me know and I’ll see what I can do!”

Enthusiastic, peppy, helpful. Bunny nailed.

“Shhhh!” Darts hushed me. She looked around paranoid, like a bunch of commandos were about to jump out from behind a tree and whispered to me.

“I had a little… malfunction… with the potion the ‘Brigade’ issued.” She confessed. “I now have a very little problem that needs some… medical help.”

Her problem instantly crystallized for me. An ancient [Alchemist], one probably even more famous than me, had worked out THE POTION. An incredibly cheap concoction made out of herbs that grew practically everywhere, with wide tolerances in the brewing process, it worked on all elvenoids, men and women, and acted as a one-dose, month-long contraceptive. An ancient miracle that was still wildly popular to this day, and drew a steady supply of customers to [Alchemists] everywhere.

If Darts had a problem relating to it…

I lowered my voice as well.

“You want an abortion?” I asked carefully, wanting to explicitly make sure we were both on the same page.

Darts bit her lower lip and nodded.

“I don’t want to go to the healer’s line if I don’t have to.” She confessed. “I just want it to be…”

“Discreet.” I nodded. “Just confirming. You’re absolutely sure. You know this is permanent. You know this isn’t reversible.”

Darts gave me the most confident affirmation I’d heard.

“Yes. Knew since the moment I found out.”

Abortion was a little trickier for me than most people. I knew that the System only recognized me as a person the moment I was born, but I’d been ensouled and aware as a fetus. Without that added layer of personal complication, I’d have a completely clean conscience on the procedure.

Darts had a right to her body and her own self determination. Ochi had given me a crisis of conscience in that respect - when does the rights of a person to self-determination outweigh another’s ability to live? - but that was when dealing with fully formed and sapient individuals with their own full lives. A clump of cells with potential was wildly different.

First, do no harm.

The words were haunting me these days, and it was easy to put all of the different harms on a scale and balance them. Dart’s wants and needs, the harm I’d cause her not performing the procedure - admittedly, she’d just go to one of the Brigade’s healers and fix her problem there - far outweighed the cells growing in her body.

A not-insignificant part of that depended on how far along Darts was. There was a stage in pregnancy - varying depending on the elvenoid race in question, with the variable gestational periods - where I just said no. Where the scales tipped in the other direction.

I knew that some people then took their newborn for a long walk in the forest, with various degrees of ‘compassion’ involved, and like.

I wish I had enough power, influence, and resources to make sure that never happened.

But there was always a new tragedy. Always an injustice. Always a problem to fix.

I was one woman, faced with an entire world of problems. All I could do was pick my causes and fight to clean my little corner of the world the best I could.

Healing images were incredibly important when it came to pregnant women, and there was a reason pregnant women, or women who hoped to become pregnant, tended to go to healers specialized in the subject. An image without a baby told the magic that the baby was undesired, and since the System considered the fetus as part of the mother, it was handled in the same way cancer was handled. Conversely, even the suggestion that a fetus might be involved told the magic to preserve and protect it.

The middle ground was the worst. A poor image of a fetus in the various stages of development could, under certain very rare conditions, cause crippling deformities. Generally, if an image included some things that were properly updated and knowledge on some organs and stages of development, but not others, those parts could be fixed of problems while other parts weren’t, which could create an imbalance that led to deformities.

Extremely rare - that sort of fiddling was usually the domain of [Biomancers] - but fetuses were so small, fragile, and delicate that it was possible.

My default images always included protecting the baby, and included image snapshots of every half-week of development, along with reasonable assumptions how fetuses got from stage to stage.

All that compassion assumed the mother wanted the pregnancy.

An unwanted pregnancy?

Much easier.

“When do you want it done?” I asked.

“Can you do it now?” She asked.

It wasn’t a small decision, and I’d checked but I wanted to triple and quadruple check before doing anything so permanent.

I held out my hand.

“Yes, just tell me when.” I said.

Darts took my hand without hesitation, and it was done.



Left, right, left, right. The endless cadence of marching was enough to put a damper even on Bunny’s endless enthusiasm. The sky was overcast, and even the most enthusiastic of soldiers were sick of jodies.

A heavy pack on my back - damn my dexterity for cannibalizing my strength - a shield on my arm and a spear slung over my shoulder. That was the daily cadence of my march, plus or minus the songs.

[The World Around Me] was a curse at times. There was a mass grave off the side of the road, completely invisible to the naked eye. But below a few feet of soil, there were endless bodies tangled up with each other. Male and female, young and old, silver and brass, there were no distinctions made. No group spared. The… village? had been massacred from the oldest [Wisewoman] to the smallest baby.

I repressed a shudder of revulsion as the details made themselves clear to me.

Fingers scraped against bodies on top of them. Soil in the lungs.

I’d seen quite a few horrible things going from battlefield to battlefield, but I’d never seen the aftermath of people buried alive.

My next step brought a small tunnel in range, giving me hope that at least one person had escaped and survived the senseless massacre.

The old Elaine, the old me, the me who’d come to the Han, would’ve naively told someone. Whispered the words up the chain of command in the hopes that we’d stop and give the unknown peasants a proper burial.

Bunny knew the reality.

Yes, we’d stop.

Yes, we’d dig them up.

Only to strip the precious metals off their body, then throw the bodies back in a ditch. If the [Great General] was feeling particularly vindictive or there were soldiers in his army to punish, they’d be placed on ‘burial’ duty.

Then we’d all need to march triple time to make up for the time we’d spend gathering the metals.

No, their current burial was probably the most respectful rest they’d have. Let the lovers embrace each other into eternity.



“Attack! Ambush!” The cry went up and down the line, orders being shouted quickly after. I took up the cry myself.

“Attack! Ambush!” I yelled, passing along the warning. I dropped my pack where I stood, hefting my shield and preparing my spear.

“Small circle!” Grizzly yelled, and our line jumped to formation. Lucius grabbed the reins of the nodosaurus and cowered under its questionable protection while the rest of the line circled around them, doing our best to create a perfect shield wall.

Drippy to my right. Darts to my left. I was in good hands.

“Tighten up!” Grizzly roared, and we all shuffled back, properly overlapping our shields in an awkward circle. Around us, most of the lines were mimicking our moves - there just wasn’t enough time in an ambush when we were marching to form up into centuries, forget cohorts.

A Misty fogbank roiled up and over us, our visibility dropping to nothing. Whispers came out of the Mist, interspersed with the sound of steel on steel and blood-curdling screams. Illusions flickered in and out of reality, and I stood stony-faced as a sword came whistling to my head.

Then it passed through, being fake.

Drippy flinched next to me and stabbed out at nothing.

A snarling armored wolf with a rider materialized out of the Mists, two curved blades held in his hands, red paint in war-lines on his body. He charged right at us, right at me.

First, do no harm.

My issues with soldiering and my [Oath] came into crystal clear focus in that moment.

Bunny was under a number of restrictions, but they almost directly clashed with my [Oath]. I could take down the rider non-lethally in a number of ways, but not as Bunny. I either had to blow my cover, or half-’lose’ this fight.

I pointed my spear at him as a bluff, staring the rider in the eyes. He smirked at me as he charged, and with a chill I remembered that my Deception Ring was still on.

Still displaying a low level.

Still displaying me as an easy target.

I couldn’t cause significant harm to the rider, not when I had a dozen ways to taking him down non-lethally, without harming a single hair on his head. Putting artificial restrictions on myself was not a way to violate my [Oath].

The wolf was fair game though.

His wolf pounced on me and my shield. I stabbed back at the wolf, careful to avoid the rider’s leg. I was able to exactly navigate my spear to slip the tip into a joint, but my strength against the wolf’s fur and vitality, combined with the angle, meant I didn’t get a good stab in.

That was as Bunny.

As Dawn I could’ve unbuckled every bit of armor, tied him up, and done his taxes before he finished blinking. But I was shackled, constrained by the rules Bunny needed to operate under. A block and a stab was most of what I could do.

Restricted. I spun off a [Parallel Thought] to eagerly examine that thought while the rest of me focused on the fight.

Dodging out of the way would expose Lucius and the line’s nodosaurus, along with the backs of all my companions. I couldn’t do that. The idea was unthinkable.

I braced myself as the wolf and rider crashed into me, knowing I was heavier than expected but not so heavy they couldn’t bowl me over. My spine cracked on the nodosaurus as I was forced back from their weight, the spear breaking in half as it was ripped out of my hands.

Stupid low strength.

My vision turned to yellowed teeth and lolling tongue along with the depths of the wolf’s esophagus, the rancid smell of a carnivore washing over me. The wolf tried to bite my face off. His teeth skidded off my subdermal scales, but it wasn’t quite enough to turn the blade that sunk into my shoulder from the rider.

They weren’t entirely unmolested. Drippy shot a caustic Ooze string at them, a hiss emerging as it hit metal, and Darts, with a flick of her wrist, had three of her namesake weapons sink into vulnerable joints on their armor.

I let go of my spear, trusting in the Mist to hide me as much as it hid everyone else. While the spear was just starting to fall, I jammed a finger into the chest of the wolf, unleashed a short-range but fully powered [Nova Lance] right at its heart, then grabbed my spear again before it had fallen more than an inch.

The heart was good. None of the nerves or brain for instant takedown, but removing the heart would only give it seconds more of consciousness, before Black Crow came to collect his due.

Then the wolf and rider jumped off me, heading back into the thick Mist, the beast not realizing it was dead yet. Momentum, stats, and skills would keep it up for - well, not for another heartbeat or two more. The heat and power had cauterized the nerves entirely, although I fully expected to find it dead just a pace or two from us after the fight was over.

No way to tell it was Bunny who’d done the damage though. Just another dead wolf revealed after the fight. My obligation to stay in the shield wall and protecting my comrades preventing me from doing anything more. From hunting down more wolves as Dawn, from flashing up and down the lines and single-handedly turning the raid back.

That was more Wren’s job, and a moment later he flashed by, looking like the god of war.

The rider was engaging in hit and run tactics, utterly unsuited to a sustained engagement of anysort. If he’d successfully killed me, it would’ve been a good trade in his favor, but he hadn’t. Instead, I’d downed his wolf, and he was probably scampering off back to his camp, utterly removed from the fight.

I turned back, grabbing a fresh spear from the nodosaurus and hefting it high, crouching down behind my shield in the classic braced position.

I put a fierce scowl on my face, hoping to dissuade anyone else from attacking.

Bunny might look weak, but she had teeth. Hopefully after the first raider had utterly failed against our line, we wouldn’t see anyone else.

All up and down the column troops were harassed by the riders, screams and yells emerging from the Mists. What was real? What was fake? I could answer that within [The World Around Me], but not from sounds made outside the skill.

I almost jumped out of my skin as our indistinct shadows flickered, briefly disobeying natural laws by some skill before returning to normal.

“Bunny. Bunny! You with us?” Grizzly’s shouts were controlled, pitched to be loud to us and quiet outside our little circle. Not a Skill, just skill.

I shuddered at the memory of teeth and hefted my new spear again.

“Wolf missed.” I half-lied as I took position again. “I’m fine.”

My shoulder healing was a little more potent than I’d claimed, not that anyone got to see how bad the injury actually was. I just wasn’t suited to contests of strength, and unfortunately Bunny was laboring under far too many restrictions to use all my ways of circumventing that unfortunate drop in my stats.

The attack had brought my issues with soldiering into crystal clarity, showing me exactly where and what my problem was. Why Legionnaire Bunny was a poor disguise.

My hands were tied twice over, and if I didn’t get rid of my shackles, somebody would die.

I had held the line though. I had kept my shield up, and protected my fellows.



Grizzly pulled me aside for a private conversation. And by that, I mean he kicked everyone else out of the tent.

He crossed his arms and stared at me. I knew what he wanted. I sighed.

He continued to stare at me, tapping his fingers on his arm.

“Bunny, I want the truth.” He said. “Are you…”

I tensed up, expecting him to ask if I was Dawn, and the whole mess that would come with that.

Still, lying to everyone - or at least not telling them the truth - felt really bad, and Katerina had clearly been alright with a line knowing my identity back when I was with Nike and the rest.

All these thoughts flashed through my head from one word to the next.

“... part of the black ops division?” He asked.

“Uh.” I said a little stupidly, not sure how to respond. Grizzly narrowed his eyes and ticked points off his fingers.

“You’ve gone missing three times, but nobody in the chain of command seems to care. You’ve got a background as a ‘failed Ranger candidate’ but seem to have all the skills and then some. You move like you’ve got experience. You’re way faster than your level, nevermind that you’re supposed to be a ‘speedster’ as your second. And the final point is I have friends in the Second. Specifically, Aemilius.” He stared at me in a pointed way.

That wasn’t ringing any bells for me.

“Should I know who that is?” I asked.

Grizzly threw his hands up in the air.

“Yes! You should! He was the [Centurion] in charge of your line for years! If you’d actually been a member.”

Shit! Katerina had prepped a solid background for me, and I’d reviewed it, but I’d gotten the name of the current [Centurion], the one who’d been ‘in command’ when I left the unit, not the old one.

“But nobody - nobody - seems to care that your background is fake. I just get told to drop it.”

I sighed, deciding to salvage what I could out of the situation.

“Hi, I’m Bunny, and yes, I’m involved in a few… extracurricular… activities for the Legata now and then.” I confessed. “For reference, two of my excursions were Vorler hunts, and my scouting abilities make me extra good at making sure they’re exterminated. Can we please keep a lid on it?”

Grizzly gave me the evil eye and nodded slowly.

“I’m a career soldier. I know about keeping my mouth shut. I just…” His shoulders slumped. “I just wish you’d trusted me enough to tell me, that’s all. It hurts when you kids keep secrets from me.”

I kept my wince purely internal.

“If it helps, I’ve got a bunch more secrets I’m not telling you and can’t.” I said.

He slowly nodded.

“That does help. Will they harm me or the line?”

I shook my head furiously.

“Not at all, nope. No.” I said.

“Then keep your secrets.”



I left the tent that evening, noting that the walls were exactly as high as always, but that there was a double patrol of soldiers. Howls and trumpets echoed from the woods around us and the army we were attached to, but the sounds were muted. Muffled.

Skill against Skill, the rumors were that Yang Duan He, the Lady of Death was responsible for the raid. One of the Yan generals, she didn’t fight on open fields. She engaged in hit and run tactics, harrying armies as they traveled. She was a poor commander in a pitched battle, but I had to imagine there was a reason she alone had the title Lady of Death in a deadly civil war.

Rumors were naturally going triple-time that this time we were about to get into a fight. The Big One. Like we hadn’t heard it a thousand and one times already.

I didn’t wander, I didn’t travel. I just stared at the fire, wishing it would blink back at me or trill a brrrpt my way, meditating hard on why being a soldier felt so radically different than being a Ranger. Why I could put myself in the middle of a goblin warren as a Ranger and ‘self defense’ everyone attacking me, while a wolf leaping unprovoked for my throat as a soldier threw up a mental wall.

Being on my own was fine.

Being a Ranger was fine.

Being a Sentinel was fine.

Hell, being a War Sentinel was fine.

Being a soldier? Not fine.

What was the difference? What did soldiers do that Rangers didn’t? Why the huge internal reaction?

I felt like Ranger was the best comparison. It was my first, and in many ways, the role of a Ranger in a team was the closest I had to being a soldier. Both were teams of 8. Both were military units.

Where did they differ?

What was a Ranger’s job?

Rangers were designed to handle large threats. Problems. They were designed to help people.

My eyes widened at the realization.

There was the difference.

Sentinels and Rangers, fundamentally, at their core, existed to help people. Sure, it was generally through excessive violence on problems, but their existence was a helping hand. Removing threats. Anything I was doing as a Ranger or Sentinel was helping my fellow citizens and countrymen.

Soldiers weren’t.

Soldiers were tools. A weapon in someone else’s hand, and very little otherwise.

Another problem was the severe limitations I was operating under.

On my own, I could’ve taken the wolf and his rider no problem. I could easily disarm them, tie them up, and present them on a platter. I’d always had issues punching down. If I didn’t need to dramatically harm a person, I didn’t.

Take the [Thug] from the Three Dragon Triad. I was well within my rights at the time to send a [Nova Lance] through his head, but I’d held back. Restrained myself to ‘simply’ temporarily crippling him, deescalated the situation, and patched him back up.

Bunny couldn’t do such a thing. My attempts at keeping the Bunny persona up, seamlessly integrating with the Legion, clashed too hard with who I was at my heart.

I had the ability to take someone down with minimal harm, and so I felt like I couldn’t use an excessive amount of it instead. If I’d stabbed the rider, I couldn’t have helped him, and the harm I did to him would’ve been magnified many times over as the rest of the line merrily stabbed him to death. Then I would’ve been caught between a rock and a hard place. Aid and comfort to the enemy, treason, blah blah blah all that good stuff.

My problem and the solution was clear.

I didn’t work as a rank and file member of the Legion. I wasn’t Legionnaire Bunny, and I didn’t even need a classup offering it as an option to know that. It just wasn’t who I was at heart, and it clashed too hard with my own principles for me to effectively work as her. Instead, if I continued on, I’d just let my line down at a critical moment, damning them.

No, as strange as it sounded, if I was Dawn, War Sentinel of the Sixth, I had far fewer problems and compunctions. I had agency as Dawn. I had all the tools needed to do the job without clashing too hard with who I was at heart.

Plus, I’d get to see Auri more.

Fuck, I could go and fly regularly. When was the last time I’d flown, properly flown? It’d been ages.

I loved my freedom, I loved being able to move around at will, to go where the wind blew me.

Bunny couldn’t. I acknowledged the petty stuff as petty, but when push came to shove, when the steel came out and the blood flowed, I had my hands tied too hard as Bunny to be effective. Even as a mask for Dawn, I couldn’t let someone else get hurt because of the deception.

With a heavy sigh I got up, and went to see Legata Katerina.


Chapter 39 - The Han Civil War X

Katerina’s guards were tripled, and harsh Radiance bathed nearly every inch of the camp-fort. Everyone was on high alert from the raid today and Yang Duan He’s army of raiders clearly circling around, sniffing for weaknesses and opportunities.

Never before had I been so thankful that we spent hours every day building a fort just to sleep in for a single night. I would never dare to think that we were safe, but we were a tougher nut to crack than the main army next to us, who continued their haphazard way of just… settling down wherever.

If - when - the Lady of Death sent raids in the night, they’d be targeted at the much more vulnerable camp.

Bunny would be stuck with her line.

Dawn could go out and help.

I knew which one I wanted.

I kept a careful distance from the steely-eyed guards and saluted.

“Legionnaire Bunny here to see the Legata!” I crisply announced myself.

“There is a chain of command.” One of the guards informed me. “The Legata isn’t seeing anyone that she hasn’t summoned.”

Perfectly reasonable. I eyed the heavily patrolled intersection - the Legata wasn’t going to put the command building out of the way to easily get decapitated - and thought through my options.

In for an obsidian, in for a diamond. The best way to not get noticed was to be discreet. Not call attention to myself. Not do big flashy moves. I was just another soldier on the road.

I lifted part of my tunic up from my chainmail’s neck hole and quickly wiped my face down, dislodging the putty around my cheekbones, eyebrows, and nose, completely changing my face.

“Dawn for the Legata.” I strolled past the stunned guards, who didn’t try to stop me. “You’re under orders to keep quiet.”

I paused and remembered some of the rumors flying around the camp.

“That includes betting pools, you hear me?”

I didn’t turn to see the guards salute or acknowledge my order, but I could tell.

I got eyes and whispers from a few of the [Scribes] and [Messengers] I passed, but most were so absorbed in their work that they didn’t properly register just another soldier passing through on business. The best way to hide at times was in plain sight.

I paused outside the Legata’s office, another pair of guards snapping to attention at my approach. I could see that a meeting was in full swing through the walls, and I wasn’t going to barge in on it. What I wanted wasn’t that important.

“At ease.” I told the guards, then leaned against a wall to wait.

We built a new fort every evening, but it was sparse and spartan. We didn’t bother with fancy things like benches, and there were three whole wagons dedicated just to carrying around command’s desks, chairs, and other supplies.

I waited for a bit as various people went in and out of the meeting, until Leonidus, the second in command, caught me waiting outside.

“Bunny. Do you need anything special?” He asked.

I gave him a Look, hoping to silently communicate things to him. I wasn’t sure if he was stressing my name because I hadn’t gotten to talk with the Legata yet, he was reminding me of the deception, if he was trying to politely maintain it, if he just didn’t like me, or something else. Trying to find the right words to communicate my intentions was hard.

“I am hoping to have a word with the Legata soon.” I said. “The matter isn’t urgent, nor is it particularly private.”

Leonidus, to his credit, seemed to properly divine what I was saying after a moment’s hesitation.

“Come join us.” He invited me in. “You might as well know what’s going on.”

I nodded and resolved to shut up in a meeting that I had no background knowledge on.

Katerina, most of command, and quite a few fancy dullahans were standing over a table, an intricate illusion detailing a few mountains, a river, a walled city, and quite a few tiny armies with various emblems on it.

The rumors were true. We were about to get into a fight.

Katerina’s eyes flickered to me as the fancy silver dullahans kept talking, the illusion moving as he explained.

“... in the Rat variant, you are ordered to hold the bridge.” His tone was haughty and commanding, and as he waved his hand, one of his subordinates changed the illusion. All the different little flags and soldiers moved to different positions, a little emblem marking the Ironside Brigade moving to block the bridge.

Katerina grunted.

“Easy enough, that’s one of our better strengths.”

The dullahan was clearly looking down on her, and I wanted to roll my eyes at the puffed-up [Strategist] not even half her level trying to look down on the Legata.

“The first Rat variant has the bridge destroyed as you arrive, or shortly after. In which case, you are expected to ford the river and take up position here, where you will await further commands from Lord Wang.” The dullahan commanded, and dismayed looks all around told to the impossibility of the task. Fording a deep, rain-fed river in full armor during a fight? Might as well ask us to touch the sun. It was suicidal, but the dullahan didn’t seem to care, happy to order the ‘mercenaries’ to do the impossible.

A realization hit me as he started to talk about Tiger formation, and the completely different role we’d have there. I was pretty sure it was extra-offensive that we were being dictated to after the fact, and Katerina wasn’t at the main command table, offering her insights into what the ‘Ironside Brigade’ could and couldn’t do.

In some manner of potentially small blessing, the dullahans didn’t even glance at me, their noses too high in the air to care about one of their mercenary’s underlings. Better for me I guess.

I kept an eye on the various formations and plans, briefly mulling them over with my utter novice-tier level of tactical understanding. I was no [Strategist] or [Tactician], and I’d never been trained in anything larger than small squad tactics, but from my novice glance, even with the occasional impossible orders, we were never placed in the thickest part of the fighting. The Ironside Brigade was never mentioned as a potential sacrifice to lure in Meng Ao’s army, nor were we placed without support.

Surprisingly generous? Then again, maybe the ‘you get sacrificed in plan Ox’ happened earlier, or maybe I was just misreading positions and the flow of battle.

The meeting wrapped up, and the visiting dullahans left with a bunch of bowing and scraping from our side.

The room went still once they’d left, and every head turned towards Katerina, who was intently staring at the map, her fingers moving a few times as she thought.

“I need the rest of the tribunes here to go over Monkey and Pig formations. There’s something in them I don’t like.”

A gesture had three [Messengers] running out the door to grab the needed people, and another one of Katerina’s assistants recreated the Mirage on the table.

“Now, see with the planned army layouts, I expect this wing to be hit here by that group, which would cause them to retreat. At the same time…”

Katerina started playing the most complicated game of chess I’d ever seen, and something clicked as I recognized that it was basically Iona’s wargames from the School - except this time, instead of the loser buying the winner a beer, the loser was going to be buried 6 feet under.

Welp, I was going to be here for a while.

While my interaction with Katerina didn’t have to be private from a security standpoint, I was getting back into the Sentinel mindset and realizing it did. Not complete ‘throw everyone out of the room’ private, but from a mystique standpoint, the smoke and mirrors that Sentinels were invincible.

Even explaining the situation, the hanger-ons would just get ‘Sentinel Dawn can’t hack soldiering’, which would be a real kick in the nuts to the Sentinel reputation. It wouldn’t be true, but it’d sound enough like it that I had to be mindful of how I approached the situation and framed it.

The entirety of command went over strategies, made plans, and generally burned the hours away with the occasional eye flickering to my silent presence in the corner. I suppose in some ways, by complete fucking accident, I’d done something right - shown up, quiet and unassuming, on the eve or two of a fierce battle.

Sentinel Dawn showed up in the nick of time.

Sentinel Dawn unveiled herself right when we needed her.

There was still a layer of plausible deniability, but it was thinner. Then again, they were probably in the know in the first place and…

I was so glad I wasn’t a [Spymaster] or anything like that. I sent a prayer up for Leonidus’s and Katerina’s good health, so I wouldn’t have to play these games with lives at stake.

An endless amount of boring waiting later, and Katerina issued her orders to the tribunes, messengers and scribes, the command room rapidly emptying of most people. Still staring at the map in front of her, Katerina spoke to me.

“What’s the name now?” She asked. I approached and saluted, noting the room was empty enough.

“Ma’am. Sentinel Dawn. I found after the raid today that I’m unable to act as a member of a line with the restrictions imposed on me, and not get someone killed. I believe it’s best if I am removed from the line in question, and return to normal duties as a Sentinel. I’m aware that it’s going to interfere with the plausible deniability, but on the balance I believe the long-ranging impacts of me staying a member are worse.”

Katerina’s fingers drummed on the table as she thought.

“Can you pretend to be in a line during a battle?” She asked. “If you’re not near the front?”

I thought about it, trying to imagine it.

Battles often didn’t get too far from the frontlines. At the same time, Legion doctrine dictated that we often rapidly rotated who was in front, letting wounded soldiers get out or get healed before they were worn down, and letting fresh troops with full mana fight for a time before rotating them back, continuing the cycle.

“My issue with that is I’d end up at the front soon enough.” I answered.

Katerina waved a dismissive hand.

“I’ve got plans to keep your line in the center of the cohort, just like some other ranged specialists.” She said. “We’re going to have most centuries keep a line permanently at the back to hide one line not shuffling. Mostly the artillery mages, since setting up a standard encampment for siege weaponry won’t work with the Ironside Brigade deception. Can you operate like that?”

I nodded.

“Yes ma’am.” I hesitated, another thought crossing my mind, but sure that Katerina wouldn’t say yes.

“What’s on your mind?” She asked, far too perceptive.

“Legata. After the battle, I’d like to heal any wounded members on the field, regardless of army.” I took a deep breath, knowing I’d never get what I wanted if I never said anything. “And I’d also like to visit the opposing armies after the battle to cure and heal anyone I can. I know they’re supposedly our enemies, but -”

“Granted.” Katerina interrupted me. “I don’t care about their side getting healed after the battle, this isn’t our war. As long as the Sixth is prioritized, please, go ahead. It’s more fodder for the Sixth to level against, it’s more experience for you, I just have a request.”

I tilted my head, curious. Katerina knew she could give me orders and I’d listen - a request was optional.

“I don’t have full details on your third class, but it’s clear you have powerful perception abilities. Would it be an issue if you went before the battle? Tomorrow night would be a good time for an unaffiliated Oathbound Healer to visit Meng Ao’s camp in a flashy way not tied back to Dawn. While you’re there, if you can pick up on as many plans, papers, and any scrap of information you can and bring it back, that’d be lovely.”

I narrowed my eyes at how accommodating Katerina was being. Healing people the day before the anticipated battle?

“What are you not telling me?” I asked.

“It’s need to know.” She answered.

I crossed my arms and stared at her.

“Katerina, I’m third in command. Two armies are about to clash. We both know I’m - ah.” I said as it clicked. “You need me to be flashy to cover for the -”

Katerina’s glare boring into my eyes told me clearly to shut up.

The Legata wanted a distraction for the black ops group Grizzly thought I was part of to do their work. I wasn’t going to be the only one crossing sides and trying to cause mischief. Members of Meng Ao’s army would also try their own hand at sabotage, assassination, and theft before the fight, and that was before Yang Duan He’s wolfriders tried to fuck with both sides.

Unless she’d been hired or turned coat since the last intel we’d gotten, and fuck I hated the fog of war.

I refocused down to what I wanted, and what I was asked to do.

Everyone wanted me out, about, and healing people. Great! I could happily make that happen.

“Would you like me, in order to best preserve the idea that I’m a neutral healer, go through Wang Jian’s camp as well and heal people? Might as well get our side fully fighting fit first. Plus… practice gathering information.” I suggested.

Katerina mulled the idea over.

“Yes and no.” She said. “Do it, but don’t be flashy, and don’t gather information. If Meng Ao captures you and attempts to execute you as a spy, I have full faith in your ability to fight clear of the situation. Similarly, I have faith in your ability to escape from Wang Jia’s grasp, but not in their inability to trace you back to us, and we don’t need to be brushed as traitors. It’s good thinking. With that said, if you could fly high over our camp once with your butterfly wings out, that’d be great. Don’t tell me when.”

I saluted my understanding.

“The timing is awkward, but can we discuss how I’ll move and live in the Legion going forward?” I asked.

Katerina shook her head.

“Take it up with Camp Prefect Robin.” She said. “Let her know you’re entitled to a private tent, and you’ll be taking over Auri.”

I wanted to jump for joy at the last part. I could only grin like a madwoman.

“Anything else I can do for you?” I asked.

“Not unless you can get your Valkyrie friend’s wyvern to weigh in on the battle.”


Chapter 40 - The Han Civil War XI

Auri and I had a fantastic reunion in a tent for four. Our new tent, our new home.

“Brrpt!!” Auri pulled out a rare present that she’d managed to scrounge up and save ever since my birthday. My eyes widened at the delicious smell.

“Mmm. Chocolate!” I wiggled in delight as she presented the slightly melted bar that she’d been keeping safe. I broke off a piece for the phoenix, and we enjoyed our reunion and belated birthday.

One downside to splitting off from a line - all the chores were now mine. Instead of having a team of nine to get everything set up and taken down every day, it was a team of two.

Many hands made light work, and Auri’s [Mage Hand] promised to pull more than their fair share of work.

I eyed the rising sun and suppressed a yawn. The next few days and nights promised to be exciting, and I’d need all the sleep I could get.

“Auri, I’ve got an important mission for you.” I told her.

“Brrrpt!!” Auri promptly changed her flames to the Ironside Brigade colors, throwing a birdy salute my way.

“See if you can find Iona. I’ve seen her fly overhead a few times, and you’ve been more free than I have. Unless you want to stay and hang around?”

“Brrpt BRPT brrrrrrrrrrpt!” Auri was off on her Important Mission, fully expecting another small parade for her success. Maybe a medal or two.

My eye twitched. Just how much had Auri’s ego been stroked!?

Okay, I had to admit, if I’d spent the last few months being carted around, fed treats, told how great I was, and generally relentlessly spoiled, I might have my ego grow a few sizes as well.

“Auri, just remember other people like burning things too!” I called after her.

“Brrrrrpt!” She tweeted her agreement as she faded into the sky.

The mission was important. Iona’s presence was everything from a soothing balm on my soul, to potentially a terrifying Classer on the battlefield, depending on how she viewed things.

More importantly?

I just wanted to see her again. To feel her strong arms around me, her calloused hands and soft lips again.

First things first - duty. Which meant sleep.

Fortunately, we were in position, and Meng Ao’s army wasn’t. We’d be spending the day getting ready, freshening up and running drills, being rested and well-fed while Meng Ao’s army wouldn’t.

My understanding of why everyone was so sure the upcoming battle would have to occur was unclear, but I bet it had something to do with the prosperous town nearby and the close proximity to the Tears of Vulcan.

I drew out a pair of mandalas, delighted that I could finally use wizardry to make my life easy again, throwing up a simple ‘do not disturb’ illusion along with a noise dampening one. I briefly debated a few more quality of life wards, but instead decided to get a little more shuteye before I spent all my time enchanting a tent, and no time at all actually using any of them.

I’d regained an old talent with the months spent as Bunny.

I was asleep before my head hit the bedroll.



I woke up with a distinct lack of Auri or Iona around. The sun was still high overhead, and I quickly got a breakfast-lunch and a small bag of coins. Then I went to visit the camp followers.

The entire time I was Plotting. What would be a flashy way to heal people without making it clear I was Dawn?

It didn’t take long for me to find a new outfit, and I haggled only because not haggling would stand out. A long flowing outfit, not too shabby but nothing that screamed I was wealthy.

I double-checked my arrangements with Robin and the timing with Leonidus, and Auri intercepted me about an hour before I was going to slip out of the camp.

“Brpt!” Auri reported total success! Iona located!

I jumped up and held out my hand.

“What are we waiting for?” I asked, [Rapid Reshelving] the last few bits around. “Let’s go!”

Auri blazed out with burning streaks of Inferno in her wake, but I had to be a little more subtle than that.

I walked out with my full uniform on, some of the gate guards squinting in almost-recognition. End of the day, they cared about people coming in, not out, and after a mile or so of walking in Auri’s direction, a hasty visit to [Vault of Ages] - I didn’t bother putting stuff back where they belonged, I’d deal with that later I had Iona to see - and I was sprinting invisible at high speed behind Auri, working hard to make sure my new dress didn’t get caught on branches and bushes.

Soon enough Fenrir’s bulk became visible in a little depression in the mountains, Iona and Nina sharing a fire with an entire cow-sized dinosaur on a spit roast.

[Warrior - 128] Nina’s tag said. I wanted to whistle at the leveling speed - she’d been working hard. I mean, yeah, I’d gotten more levels at a higher level, but I’d been in Nina’s shoes. I knew how tough it was. She must be waiting for more accomplishments before classing up, although I thought she was taking [Squire] again.

“Elaine!” Iona jumped to her feet and dashed over, pure enthusiasm and delight on her face. “You escaped!” She crushed me in a hug, and it was everything I wanted.

Auri flew over to Fenrir, and the two started to excitedly catch up with each other, thrilling brrpts occasionally mixed with low rumbles, and plenty of nuzzles between the two friends.

“I did!” I said with a laugh. “At last! I am free from the clutches of the Ironside Brigade! Sweep me off my feet, dear knight, and carry me to a castle far away!”

Iona laughed and swept me off my feet, winking at Nina. She quickly stacked a few stones on top of each other as Iona brought me back to the fire.

“Your castle, dearest princess.” Iona put me down and bowed dramatically at the little stack of stones.

I gently hovered my foot on it, not trusting it to hold any weight, and stuck my nose in the air as I put on airs.

“Ah, most excellent! This royal highness requires…” I stumbled a bit, and the dinosaur smelled great. “Meat!”

Iona sat down and patted her lap, and I gratefully took the best seat in the world. Nina looked at me with wide eyes and I grinned.

“Whatcha shooting fox eyes at me for?” I half-teased, half-asked the little kitsune. She licked her lips and focused on Iona. The Valkyrie chuckled nervously.

“We’ve been roughing it a bit, and she knows you’ve got a small stash of spices in your [Vault].”

“Say no more!” A quick trip in and out, and we had seasoning.

“Dish!” I told Nina as we started to inhale the feast. “What have you been up to?”

Nina’s face fell, her ears drooped and her eyes teared up. She looked to Iona who gave her a nod.

“Well…” She started.



“Then… then she snapped the chickens neck, to shut it up so it wouldn’t give us away.” Nina was crying as she told us the story, bawling her eyes out over the… chicken? “The patrol moved on, and we made it back safely. Except… except for the chicken.” Nina was a mess, and Iona looked sympathetic.

The kitsune hiccupped and blurted out the end.

“But it wasn’t a chicken!”

Oh no.

OH NO.

I knew the story had to end in tragedy, but found myself crying and holding onto Nina tightly anyway. Nobody won in war. Nobody.

After some time collecting ourselves, I explained what I had been up to. Iona let up a weak chuckle at Legionnaire Bunny, the mood too somber after Nina and Iona’s tales to truly laugh, and I tried to play it up. Lighten the mood however I could.

“... battle tomorrow, and tonight I want to go through Meng Ao’s army and camp followers, and render whatever aid I can before the battle.” I clenched my jaw in grim determination. “It’s very likely that they’ll be trying to kill me, and vice versa, but that doesn’t mean I shouldn’t do my very best now.”

I kept the spying part quiet. Iona wouldn’t approve and it wasn’t my favorite thing, but if I happened to wander past documents? Sure, I could read them and pass them along. It didn’t change a thing about my presence or my ability to heal.

Iona brightened at my mission.

“Goddesses, I admire you so much.” She said with frank adoration. I booped her shoulder with my head.

“Not half as much as I admire what you do.” I said.

“Oh! I have something for you!” Iona dove for her pack, and pulled out her notebook. “Tada!”

She had pictures of me, as seen from above. Pictures of me marching. Setting up a tent. Yawning at guard duty. Close ups of me stretching. Love and admiration were clear in every stroke of her sketch. The way she traced my form, the detail given to my face. The spark of life and joy she drew into my eyes.

Each stroke of her pencil said ‘I love you’.

We cuddled for a bit, then I had to break the mood.

“The Legata is wondering if the mighty Valkyrie and her wyvern will be weighing in on tomorrow’s battle.” I asked carefully.

Iona shook her head.

“Not in the way she wants or is thinking of. The wolf raiders you were telling me about are still lurking around, and I believe they’re going to hit the followers and supply lines while you’re all engaged. Unsure if she’s planning on hitting one army or both, but my [Vow] compels me in that direction.”

Raiders vs mostly innocent civilians that followed an army around? Yeah, no, that was a classic opportunity for Iona that she couldn’t pass up. Just like I’d be drawn to news of a plague.

“What’s your plan if they hit both?” I asked.

Iona looked real grumpy at the thought, telling me all I needed to know.

“I’ll pass the news onto the Legata and see if she can spare anyone to protect our side.” I promised.

Iona patted my leg.

She didn’t need to say she loved me. I already knew.



All my thinking on ‘how do I heal in a flashy way that doesn’t show I’m Dawn’ had borne fruit.

My healing wasn’t flashy to start with. It didn’t have a big, dramatic impact. Bells and whistles didn’t go off when I used [Dance with the Heavens].

Radiance was my flashy element, but it was also intricately tied to Dawn.

Spatial was right out. Far too expensive, and barely anything touched other people.

That left my Celestial skills to either combine with [Imbue], or fake the skill while quietly healing people.

[Sunrise] was touch-based and not flashy.

[The Stars Never Fade] was off cooldown and incredibly flashy, but I didn’t think the illusion it conjured up would work with [Dance], and the range was questionable.

Which left [Mantle of the Stars], the perfect contender. The skill was beautiful, and I could mentally shape it however I wanted. The only question was - as what?

They were big believers in the Four Symbols - the Black Xuan Wu of the North, the Azure Dragon of the East, the Vermillion Phoenix of the South and the White Tiger of the West.

The Azure Dragon was right out. I wasn’t going to mimic a dragon, not now, not ever. I was a little less superstitious about it now, but I wasn’t going to tug on Night’s cape.

The Vermillion Phoenix was a little too on the nose for me, Auri, and the Dawn persona. The Black Xuan Wu was a contender, although the White Tiger was a little too vicious for my tastes.

My issue with both the Tiger and Xuan Wu was a lack of ‘proper flashiness’. Yes, they were iconic animals. My issue was if I wanted to [Imbue] to have them otherwise touch people, they’d need to be moving fast. The tiger would be bouncing all over the place, looking like a ‘real’ attack perhaps, and the Xuan Wu was slow.

Well, the snake-tail of the beast could work. It was an option, but I’d had a whole day of thinking.

I wasn’t part of the Han Empire, and borrowing a symbol could work, it might not. What symbols were good for healers in general?

The willow and the hydra.

Forming [Mantle] into a moving willow-ent was doable, but it looked a little weird and managing that many individual leaves and branches to properly move was beyond my capabilities. I took pride in my work!

A hydra though? A hydra was perfect. A clear symbol of health and healing - nevermind that it was a ferocious beast almost impossible to put down - with multiple ‘heads’ that each granted health.

It also wasn’t associated with me, Exterreri, Sentinels, the Sixth or the Ironside Brigade in any way.

“Ready?” Iona asked outside Meng Ao’s camp follower’s temporary site.

I closed my eyes and visualized what I needed, spinning off two [Parallel Thoughts] to work on controlling the illusionary beast. With careful strokes, I spun out [Mantle of the Stars], bringing to life a shimmering, glittering, see-through hydra, speckled with all the stars in the sky throughout its body, necks and heads.

[*ding!* [Mantle of the Stars] leveled up! 496 -> 497]

[Imbue], [Persistent Casting], [Astral Archives] and [Dance with the Heavens] all came together in harmony to make the solid hydra a beacon of life. A few test moves had the heads moving where they should be, but it was clear I wasn’t incredibly skilled at manipulating them like they were a ‘real’ hydra.

“Your legs aren’t moving.” Nina gleefully pointed out. “Nor is the body moving with the correct counterbalance to the head’s movement.”

I shot the little illusionist a dirty look, getting a smug one in return.

Some nervous guards approached, and Iona intercepted them and started to sweet-talk our way in while I worked on the hydra’s fine control.

“Can I sit on it?” Nina asked hopefully.

“Sorry, it’d burn my mana pool too quickly.” I told her. “That’s if you don’t shatter it entirely.” [Mantle] was still a shielding skill in the end, and levitating people with it was far outside of what the skill could easily handle. I might be able to use it as a seat for Nina, but it’d drain the mana like a sink.

Iona beckoned us over.

“Let’s go!” I said.

The plan was to work our way through the followers, and once they’d seen how I was helping, try to move onto Meng Ao’s camp and see if they’d let us in. If they wouldn’t? Well, I wouldn’t be happy, but I wasn’t going to force the issue.

The hydra lumbered through the road, and I’d dramatically underestimated the intimidation factor. About half of people shied away, ran screaming, threw something at the hydra, or otherwise caused a fuss.

Step by step, tent by shabby cart, we walked through the camp, my mind almost entirely dedicated to controlling the hydra and its eight heads. Every time I saw a sick person, I’d direct one of the hydra’s heads to slowly, gently touching them, letting healing fix most of their problems.

And problems they had aplenty.

Armies weren’t exactly hygienic. Constantly on the move, they just set up wherever each evening. There were no latrine pits carved out, no discipline on where waste was disposed of versus drinking water obtained versus bathing and cleaning. Skills and classes helped, but couldn’t fix all the issues. Food got rained on and went moldy, and mice broke into grain bags and left ‘presents’ behind. The close contact, harsh conditions and poor hygiene was the perfect cauldron to brew diseases in.

The armies usually cared enough to try and mitigate somewhat - a disease ripping through the camp would almost immediately jump to the main army - but there was only so much they could do.

I liked to believe my frequent trips to the people following Wang Jian combined with [Cosmic Presence] stamped out most problems before they started, and the few levels I’d gotten in the skill suggested it had.

I guess I’d succeeded in the ‘big distraction’ aspect of my mission, although I wasn’t in the camp proper yet. Maybe all the yelling and fuss would have the main army come out, although I doubted it. There was a callous disregard from the highest levels for the followers. The [Generals] could afford to have their family travel with them directly, in style, protected by the rest of the army. The common soldier’s family would be in among the camp followers. They cared a great deal about their safety, but weren’t as empowered to defend and protect them. Any [Healer] with a shred of competency was usually pressed into service working with the army directly, further exacerbating the problem.

“Hydra of healing!” Iona bellowed at the top of her lungs, her voice carrying almost as much as a Sound classer’s. “Come have all your woes fixed! All ailments cured! Just one touch, no charge!”

Iona’s charisma was terrifying to watch in action. People still scattered at times, but more came over for help.

A few of the people who ran ended up in moonlight for enough time that I could flicker a thought out with [Wheel of Sun and Moon] and cure them anyway, and people who hid from the hydra were ‘sniffed out’.

In an annoying twist, the people throwing stuff at the hydra, or more commonly, patting or hugging the illusion, cost significantly more mana than most of my healing. [Mantle] was a shield skill in the end, and ‘blocking’ all the people was a harsh drain on my mana.

[*ding!* Congratulations! [The Dawn Sentinel] has leveled up to level 581 -> 582 +3 Dexterity, +24 Speed, +24 Vitality, +170 Mana, +170 Mana Regen, +48 Magic Power, +48 Magic Control from your Class per level! +1 Strength, +1 Dexterity, +1 Speed, +1 Vitality, +1 Mana, +1 Mana Regeneration, +1 Magic Power, +1 Magic Control for being Chimera (Elvenoid)! +1 Mana, +1 Mana Regen from your Element per level!]

[*ding!* [Mantle of the Stars] leveled up! 496 -> 498]

[*ding!* [Imbue] leveled up! 205 -> 216]

It took us hours to work through the camp followers - we couldn’t move particularly fast, not with how big I’d made the ‘hydra’ and how poorly laid out everything was - and by the time I was thinking about moving onto the main camp, parts of it were on fire, horses and triceratops were stampeding all over the place. Iona and I stared at the chaos in silence, and the sea of weapons that were being waved around as the soldiers worked on getting the situation under control again.

“I think that’s a bad idea.” She said.

“Yup. I’m not seeing anyone hurt, and I know they’ve got plenty of their own medics.” I agreed. “I think they’ve got some mercenaries off to the side. A bunch of harpies? Think we should go over there?”

“Yeah, let’s do that.” Iona agreed.

[*ding!* Congratulations! [The Dawn Sentinel] has leveled up to level 582 -> 583 +3 Dexterity, +24 Speed, +24 Vitality, +170 Mana, +170 Mana Regen, +48 Magic Power, +48 Magic Control from your Class per level! +1 Strength, +1 Dexterity, +1 Speed, +1 Vitality, +1 Mana, +1 Mana Regeneration, +1 Magic Power, +1 Magic Control for being Chimera (Elvenoid)! +1 Mana, +1 Mana Regen from your Element per level!]


Chapter 41 - The Han Civil War XII

I woke up to a fist-sized stone slamming in front of my face, my eyes going cross-eyed for a fraction of a second before I finished waking up and the adrenaline hit.

I was up and moving, trying to figure out the situation, thankful that I’d slept in my full armor with my spear in hand.

I burst out of my tent as more rocks rained down on us. I looked skywards, seeing the harpy mercenaries as tiny dots against the clouds.

Those bastards. I intellectually knew it would happen, but it felt like they were twisting the knife. I’d just gone through their camp and healed them to the best of my abilities last night. Now they were trying to murder me.

I dashed around the camp as quickly as I dared, looking for injuries, for casualties. To my great befuddlement, I only saw one soldier injured. A number of his fellows were carrying him on a stretcher to the medical tents, the man clutching the mangled ruins of his leg as he screamed in agony.

I healed him with a thought. Sure, he’d get excellent care and attention from the Optio and her line, but why wait? We were under attack.

Almost as quickly as it started, the hail of rocks ended. A quick guesstimate on numbers suggested that the harpies had simply run out of mana.

A second guesstimate suggested that the number of casualties was so low because of a person’s top-down profile versus how much room there was. In short, they were just spraying and praying, although the sheer quantity of rocks being dropped suggested they’d get quite a few people before the day was done.

Horns started to blow and drums were beaten. The entire camp boiled alive with people running to their assigned position. A breakfast of preserved rations was handed out by the [Quartermaster] and her minions.

I went to find Katerina at the center of the storm, calmly sitting and analyzing the situation as Leonidus issued command after command. She spotted me and waved me over.

“Bunny.” She stressed the word. “Take command of the 1st Cohort, 4th Century, 8th Line. They’re your [Batteries]. Fall back to the specialist position. I expect you to stay roughly there as we position and the fight engages, but we have eyes. Use your own discretion where you need to be and when, but understand if I ask you to reposition to a specific spot, there is probably a damn good reason for it.”

“Brrrpt! Brpt?” Auri asked.

“Legata. Auri’s position?” I asked.

“Would like to keep her with command.” Katerina instantly replied. “Deploying her at the right time and place could be crucial, and nothing screams ‘pay attention to me’ like a phoenix on your shoulder.”

“Brrrpt brrrpt…” Auri muttered darkly, looking at the harpies circling high above. A few had lit torches in their talons, and I knew Auri had a grudge against most other birds.

Oversized birds trying to kill me and using fire? Frankly, I was shocked that Auri wasn’t already up in the sky, attempting to establish dominance. Given how those fuckers had tried to murder me in my sleep, and were still semi-actively trying to kill us, I had absolutely no qualms about Auri doing what she did best - and could potentially even ask her to do so!

“Stay here then.” I said.

Katerina turned from whatever was distracting her and looked me in the eyes.

“Dawn. Keep my people alive.” The Legata implored me.

I snapped a fast salute and rushed off to my spot.

The Legion was already forming up outside the walls, and I went with the milling crowd as we all fell into formation. I found my line quickly enough, and put myself in the Sentinel mindset.

I was Sentinel Dawn, and this was my calling. My team. I was trained on taking control of small squads, and while I was just one piece in a larger battle, what I was asking of my team was minimal. Stay with me. Provide me with mana.

I recognized Nike as I approached.

“Nike. Bunny taking command.” I winked, completely out of place with the upcoming battle, but when facing the gallows what else could I do?

There were looks of understanding across the line, a mad set of grins as the [Batteries] realized who they were working with.

We got in line at the back of the century, right in the middle of the cohort. The backs of my fellow soldiers were in front of me, giving me only slight glimpses of the field when people aligned perfectly.

I was still in the first cohort, and I recognized my old line getting into formation. Grizzly and Boots, Darts, Blockhead, and the rest of them. I would’ve needed to twist back awkwardly to try and say hi or even have them start to recognize me, but it wasn’t the time or the place. Good to know and see them here.

They’d keep me safe, and I’d keep them alive.

Sounds started to do weird things. First, every noise abruptly cut off. The only thing I could hear was the sound of my own heart beating, along with other internal processes. Then some sound returned, but just the noises of the Legion. The steady rustling of chainmail, the nervous chatter that the [Centurions] didn’t try to stomp down on, the rushing as the slower soldiers made their way into position. The rolling of drums, and the occasional trumpet blare.

There was a whole axis of warfare I was entirely unfamiliar with, that I didn’t fight on in any way, shape or form. An axis that could screw me hard if I ended up being on the wrong side of it.

Information warfare.

Sound classers on our side worked hard to issue orders. The entire command structure to Reed, Reed to the tribunes, the tribunes to the centurions, and the centurions to the soldiers in the line.

At the same time, Sound classers on the other side tried to intercept, prevent, or in the worst cases, change the orders we heard. If Katerina ordered ‘All units charge’ and it was changed to ‘Everyone retreat’, that was a disaster. Similar to being able to intercept plans, and the whole axis of fighting that happened there.

That was just on a single element. Mirages had their own part, although almost nobody fell for ‘simple’ illusions. Acts like my cosmetics where I dressed up entirely to look like something different was the smallest level of the deception. It ranged all the way up to stuffing bags with straw and putting them on donkeys to look like another cavalry regiment.

There were subtle battles alongside any number of elements. Plays and counterplays, all the elements clashing in a thousand ways. Dark clashing with Light, Fire against Water, Wood and Metal wrestled, and Wind sped while Earth tried to stop it.

I trusted my fellow men and women of the Legion to do their job.

They trusted me to do mine.

“... Dawn’s in.” Reed’s voice crackled in my ear. The Standard Bearer’s job was simple on the surface - hold the standard of the Legion high. The reality was he was in charge of all the communication and information warfare on the battle, with Optio Ardenus running a set of specialists to help him out.

“Good. Dawn, we’ve got eyes on you, but if you have to move, let us know to confirm it. Otherwise, be mindful that you’re in the command comms.”

“Understood.” I kept my speech short and to the point. “Any issues with me issuing line commands?”

“Dawn, just talking to you now.” Reed’s voice came in my ear again. “Technically, yes, but I’ll drop you out of the command chat when it happens. Unless I’m dead, at which point there is no command chat anymore, and you’ll be relying on normal signals.”

I nodded, then realized he couldn’t see me. Or… could they? They did say they had eyes on me, but better not to trust that.

“Understood.”

More orders were issued, people and centuries shuffled around, and in a heartbeat, in an eternity, the fateful orders were given.

“Century! Shields! Up!” The [Centurion] roared, the commands echoed by his own standard bearer.

I lifted my shield up, and at the same time, I turned my healing all the way on, measuring rough distances, and checking what the field looked like.

It was surprisingly good.

Six of the eight cohorts were out, the other two in reserve at our fortress, guarding our supplies and our rear. From what I gathered from the command chatter, the harpies were forcing us to commit significantly more forces than usual to protecting our rear, just by their very presence. That, and they could continue to harass us from on high.

Each cohort was in a 3x3 grid of centuries, with the ‘middle’ being a group of artillery mages and other specialists. The cohorts themselves were in a 2x3 grid, the long side facing the enemy. I was in the middle-front cohort, thinking that maybe I should take my line and step back into the specialist group, and look like another set of protected mages.

It was amazing how close together people could get. How small thousands of troops could be when they wanted to. Everyone more than comfortably fit inside my radius.

Everyone would’ve fit inside my radius if I was standing to one side, let alone in the middle.

The command chatter continued in my ear.

“... Wang Jian is unhappy with our formation.” Our liaison was explaining. “Asks what’s the point of feeding us all if we’re going to be packed so damn tightly and only using a fraction of our troops.”

Katerina’s snort was so loud in my ear it made me wince.

“Tell him to fuck off and let us do our jobs. Politely, of course. We’re in this because we’ll fight better like this, and because it neuters Meng Ao’s trump card.”

A few clicks went off in my ear.

“Dawn. How much room does the Legion have to expand?” Katerina asked.

“We could double in footprint and probably be in range of my healing.” I said. “The more people engaged at once, and the further away from me, the harder it is for me to keep them up.”

“Understood.”

A few more clicks went off in my ear, and Katerina was speaking again.

“Henrietta, get your lines to the left and right wings of our formation. Focus on the outliers. Maxlin, distribute potions. Tribunes, buffs free.”

Each cohort had some effect or another appear. The first cohort had a stiff breeze start blowing from behind, and the tribune roared out orders for the centurions to apply their own buffs. Being in the specialist position, in the center of the formation, meant I wasn’t ‘part of’ any century enough for buffs to apply.

“Ironside Brigade! Double! Space!” Katerina said, her order echoed by every tribune, centurion, and line leader. Oddly, nobody stepped in to fill the gaps, and we weren’t covering each other quite in the same way we’d drilled.

Well, almost every line leader.

“Belay double spacing.” I ordered my line. “Circle and apply rods.”

My line circled around me. Each [Battery] had a shield and a long rod of arcanite in their hands, wands and potions at their belt. They weren’t expected to fight, but could in a pinch. Arcanite could get heavy, and bashing someone over the head with a rod was a valid tactic, before the wands had their built-in effect. Wands that, if I was reading the inscriptions properly, we’d have to deny owning if pressured on it. Rods of arcanite were extended out instead of spears, the line all poking me with them.

I mentally ‘hooked up’ to them all, feeling the mana there at my fingertips, brimming with potential. My pool was full, and I couldn’t ‘overstuff’ myself so to speak. Soon enough though, I’d find myself screaming for every drop I could.

Horns blew, drums beat, and the faithful order was given.

“Ironside Brigade! Advance!” Katerina roared, and like a living behemoth, the Sixth began advancing. We were the left wing of the army, Wang Jian’s forces to our right, and they slowly began advancing themselves.

The issued shields were heavy. Given the vast majority of soldiers were physical Classers, with some spellswords mixed in, and how the System multiplied what was already there, the shields were like carrying rocks. Thicker, with more layers of wicker, wood, and metal than a ‘normal’ shield. All the better to protect us. Except my shield was already starting to strain my arm. I had to hold up as high up as possible just to match everyone else’s shield, making it harder on me. Damn being short, and I could absolutely see why taller people were preferred. The [Batteries] weren’t having nearly such a hard time, mostly on account of them being taller. My baseline was radically improved, and if my strength hadn’t tanked, I’d be fine.

The other armies started moving, and our [Mages] fired a set of ranging shots. Brilliance barriers flickered on the other side of the field, intercepting our shots at a cost. We weren’t the only ones firing shots. Stone and metal flew over our heads as Meng Ao’s army clashed, Wang Jian’s forces busted out a catapult, and everyone with long-range skills were seeing what they could do, testing each other’s side for weaknesses. Occasionally some were found, and people died.

Meng Ao’s army had a fucking ballista that was getting set up, and they looked uncomfortably like they were pointing at the densest set of troops on the other side of the field - us.

Being packed in tight was great defensively for covering each other. It was less good when the heavy weapons were selecting targets, and I was not looking forward to finding out if my healing could beat a siege weapon to the chest.

“High level barrier.” Hazel reported. “Recommend standard skill barrier buster.”

“Denied.” Katerina promptly answered. “Let our allies take care of it.”

Nobody was talking about the ballista aiming our way in the room, short of a terse note that it was being built. I guess it wasn’t the Legion’s first rodeo, and they knew what they were doing.

A hail of arrows was loosed, blotting out the sun. Most were sent to the main army, but even a fraction sent our way was too many.

“Once again, we fight in the shade.” Nike half-laughed at her own comment, and the gallows humor cracked a smile from most of us. Exterreri Ash clouds, shields overhead, or arrows raining down on us, didn’t seem to matter.

We fought in the shade; the shadows were our friends.

“Incoming!” A tribune called out, the cry taken up by practically everyone. We all instinctively huddled in a little closer to each other, having our round shields overlap just a bit better.

My arm strained as two arrows thudded into my shield, and three more pierced through.

Stupid skill-empowered shots. I almost wondered why I bothered with a shield, and reminded myself that holding it above my head didn’t cost any mana, and just saved me two arrow’s worth of mana.

Most of the Legion fared better than I did, and I pulled my mana up to keep a close eye on it, while also watching around to see if anything needed adjusting.

Adjusting it did need.

“Check check! Legata!” I barked out, knowing she - and the rest of command - could hear me. Didn’t care what chatter was currently going on, my information took priority. “Send orders out to pull the arrows out of bodies. I can’t fix arrowheads in arms, shoulders, and legs.”

I reached out to Nike who had an arrow in her foot, and making no motions to correct it.

“I got this!” She hissed at me.

I just stared at her, and without breaking eye contact, reached down and snapped the arrow in half with my full speed, not wanting to let the gap in my shield coverage last any longer than needed. She was able to step off it, and didn’t thank me.

The wound did instantly clear up though, and the rest of the Legion was similarly shrugging off the first barrage. We continued to march across the field, jockeying for position against Meng Ao’s army, playing a deadly game of chess before we got to the business of killing each other.

Before everyone else got to the business of killing each other. I didn’t dare think I was the only one here with the goal to save lives - Optio Henrietta’s lines, for example - but I was willing to believe I was the strongest, and the one most able to make an impact.

Shots were traded, and people died. I was under constant low-level pressure right where I was. Keeping the Sixth alive was no easy task, and thousands of nicks and small injuries would quickly escalate to something larger if I left. What duty did I have to others, when the people I had declared as my patients were already under fire?

They were under the aegis of [Cosmic Presence], the skill’s range having grown by leaps and bounds after the last battle I was in. Was it enough?

On its own, no. I had also sworn to apply the best of my abilities to my patients, to hold nothing back.

Usually I could stall as well, say I’d get to the patient later. I wasn’t so sure that was the truth here. There was a very good chance they wouldn’t be alive later.

I had a duty to the Sixth, to every man and woman next to me who’d taken up arms to cover me and mine, and I’d similarly put myself in a position to protect them myself. They came first.

Soon enough, we’d be in the thick of things, and I wouldn’t be able to get to everyone. An injury now didn’t mean certain death, indeed, with how the forces were still jockeying for position there was a great chance they’d be pulled out early, get prompt attention, and live.

I briefly performed quick triage on the individuals I knew of who were already injured. Green, green, green, orange, green, red.

A quick look at his injuries showed that [Cosmic Presence] wouldn’t help stabilize him properly. His guts were trailing under his feet like a snake. I [Imbued] a [Kaleidoscope] butterfly with the bare minimum needed to keep him alive and stable enough until later, cursing at the massive penalty. I sent it off, delighted as my mana returned to full as my [Batteries] kept me topped off, and we continued forward.

Forward to the great beast of war, its teeth made out of spears and its breath rotting flesh.

Wang Jian was clearly present in his army, riding high on his horse, a massive calligraphy brush in one hand. With powerful strokes he drew falcons and pterodactyls in the air in front of him, the ink ‘staining’ in streaks behind him. Then the birds shook their heads as they ‘came to life’ and took to the sky as jet-black blobs of ink, some of them flying up to fight the harpies, and others circling the enemy lines, looking for an opportunity.

Those were the opening moves an ink mage was willing to show. I was dead curious what else he could do, and was reminded with a shiver of Lun’Kat, who made similar constructs out of pyronox.

“Meng Ao! Shields down!” Katerina ordered. “Dawn! We’ve got incoming, full heals!”

“They’re up.” I replied, watching what could only be Meng Ao climbing into the sky on steps of air. He had billowing robes, eschewing additional armor, and only held a single long, thin sword. He pointed it down at his army and began to speak.

[Mage - 920]

That was the strongest mortal I’d ever seen, and the [Mage] tag threatened massive, overwhelming firepower, with a lack of staying power.

“I want to hear this.” Leonidus said in the command chat.

“Agreed. Reed.” Katerina ordered.

There was a faint pop and Meng Ao’s voice was suddenly in my ear as well.

Two lines in Katerina was screaming orders for every single [Mage] to open fire and take him down now.

“One true Dao,

The two, the Taijitu, the yin and the yang.

The four seasons, their eternal embrace cycling through the years.

Eight trigrams, the bagua, life’s circle and the mysteries enthralled.

Sixteen virtues, teaching harmony, wisdom, and life’s true aim.

Thirty two paths, the Dao unfolds more, leading to enlightenment.

Sixty-four hexagrams, wisdom of the ancients.

Bloom, Hēi lián dāo”

At every line of Meng Ao’s poetry my heart grew tighter.

Skills ranged all over the place, from the weak to the strong. The narrower a skill was, the stronger it could be. Skills that had special restrictions on them tended to be flat-out stronger than skills without restrictions, but were less versatile.

It was why [Nova Lance] only came from my fingertips these days. I’d aimed for a narrower, but more powerful skill.

A skill by someone that high level, with the absurd requirement to recite such a long poem before it?

Katerina’s order to kill him now was exactly the right move, no matter that their barrier was still up. The Legion had thrown their best barrier breakers against Meng Ao’s army’s Brilliance barrier, but he was still standing at the end of his skill.

It held before the end of the skill, and Meng Ao dropped his blade, another ritual move empowering an already absurd skill.

As it hit where his feet were ‘standing’ on the air the blade dissolved into thousands upon millions of black lotus petals that fluttered through the air to us, growing and growing into a massive storm of petals.

Then they descended upon us all. A tsunami as black as night, as dark as the void, their petals consuming every mote of light roared up from Meng Ao and crashed over us.

The edges were razor-sharp. They didn’t cut through our armor, but every single exposed piece of flesh, every single joint, every eyeball, they found and cut. Nothing was instantly lethal, but the damage was everywhere, to everyone. A cut eyeball was blinding, and a cut carotid was lethal.

[Cosmic Presence] was stupidly good against the skill though, given the fine, razor-sharp nature of the blades.

I laughed when I realized it. No matter that [Wheel of Sun and Moon] was practically out of commission due to the petals being so thick they briefly blocked out the sun - [Cosmic Presence], in an unexpected twist, was just that good against it. Almost like me running face-first into a Mirror classer.

Weirdly, if the blades hadn’t been so sharp, I would’ve had a much worse time. Tearing injuries were harder for me to passively handle, but shallow, razor-sharp cuts were exactly the type of injury I could handle without thinking about it.

The black storm quickly turned bright red with freshly spilled blood, and while my main focus was on people, on the flesh and blood that made up our bodies, the whirling blades were less discriminate. Exposed leather was torn to shreds, ropes were snapped, and the Sixth Legion’s specialty were potions.

Explosive potions. There was a delicate balance between the toughness of the material used to contain the potion to prevent accidents, and needing them delicate enough to break and shatter on impact, then explode.

Meng Ao’s delicate petals, designed to cut down soldiers like a farmer harvesting wheat, were more than potent enough to break dozens upon dozens of vials, which then did what they did best.

Explode.

Cataclysmically.

The Legion was rocked by cascading explosions ripping through our ranks as the explosions from one set triggered the few potions that hadn’t yet detonated, showering us in the flames, ceramics, and explosives that were the peak of deadliness that we usually tried to apply to everyone else. Small blessing that it was, the bloodied lotus petals swirling around and through us didn’t catch fire, possibly due to a skill from Meng Ao to prevent his trump from simply being burned away.

My mana dropped like a stone in spite of the [Batteries] doing their best.

“Ironside Brigade! Advance!” Katerina ordered, and the cry was taken up by the tribunes and centurions, trying to force us to march forward out of the disaster zone, no matter the flames or petals.

Not everyone made it out. No matter my healing, no matter my abilities, the stars had poorly aligned for seven Legionnaires, whose still bodies remained behind. One of the Optio’s troops quickly grabbed them and hauled them away.

We didn’t leave people behind.

The storm died away, and I could see exactly where the edge of [Cosmic Presence] was, Wang Jian’s army having a perfect half-circle cut through it. One side was screaming and bloody, and the other was untouched.

“Fuck! Dawn, is that you!?” Katerina asked in my ear.

“Yes!” Anyone looking and thinking about what I’d done and my range of influence could see exactly where I was. Strangely, it didn’t scare me. I was right in the middle of the Legion. My Legion. They could try to come and get me if they wanted to.

A stream of curses from everyone attached threatened to overload the command chat briefly before Reed restored order.

“Trump cards are out and used, I’m bringing mine in.” Katerina said.

Katerina had the same trick Artemis had taught me, where she knew how to infuse her voice with her element. I’d been taught it was mostly useless, only good for showboating, but in her case, as head of the Legion, showing off was often a good thing. A way to raise morale, and if she was lucky, and Reed managed to break the enemy’s Sound-proofing, a way to kill their morale.

Katerina’s voice was tinged with encroaching darkness and whispering shadows, of creeping shade and the death of hope. Of the abyssal void that came to claim us all in time.

“Arise.”

Our shadows came to life.
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My shadow came to life.

It became solid, three dimensional, as it picked itself up off the ground, wielding the same weapons I did. I had to look to confirm with my eyes what I thought I saw - I no longer had a shadow. Sunlight just… passed through me and hit the ground as normal.

My shadow took up a defensive pose next to me, shield up, spear at the ready. The same size as me, seeming to wear the same gear, all painted in the darkest of shadows. Everyone in my line had their shadow awaken as well, and I was soon surrounded by a second set of undying soldiers.

Mine naturally wasn’t the only shadow to have arisen. The entire Legion had a clone with them. The shadows followed orders perfectly, mechanically. They weren’t just copying the movements of the person next to them. I waved my hand experimentally, but my shadow kept facing forward. Moving slightly, like it was a living, breathing thing.

I whistled and broke out a thought process.

Dark was one of the most lethal elements. I didn’t need to go any further than Artemis picking it up as her third class’s element as evidence, but it was uniformly considered one of the deadliest.

It suffered from a range problem. Dark just didn’t go very far, and I suspected it might even have a penalty in how far from the caster a Dark skill could go. It was part of why most Dark or Void element users tended to be warriors like Iona’s mentor Alruna, or Hunting from Remus. Dark required people get real close and personal to effectively use.

Massive strength or a hyper specialized, conditional skill could extend the range, and Katerina had both.

It wasn’t my skill, and I didn’t consider my shadow to be ‘me’, no matter how much she looked like me. I didn’t think I’d be responsible for any harm she did, but I had to question what would happen if I stepped near someone, and the shadow tried to murder them.

Where was my responsibility?

…

I could probably stop it just by moving myself, so I was possibly responsible enough for it to count.

Damn.

The shadow legion made me briefly wonder why Katerina was ‘just’ a Legata, and not a War Sentinel. How large was the gap between the two? Were all the Legatus this powerful?

How powerful were the two cards that Queen had gifted me?

Orders were shouted, and everyone squeezed a little closer together, metal and wood shields overlapping with shields of inky Darkness. Spears in the front row went low, while spears in the second row went high, two layers of pointed steel and all-consuming void pointed towards our foes.

The Legion was tightly packed together on the left wing of the army, practicing a tight, defensive formation as opposed to a looser, more aggressive one.

“Left!” The [Tribune] roared, and the entire cohort took a left step forward. “Right!”

The Centurions joined in the cadence, drums beating in slow time with the commands.

We took a right step forward, having drilled this particularly slow method of advancement for months… years for almost everyone here.

Drills tried to be bloodless combat, to turn combat into bloody drills.

Rocks and metal slugs whizzed over my head like angry bees. Arrows rained down on us, and long-range skills were fired in our direction.

A vortex of air hit one of the [Batteries] at an odd angle, slipping past the shield and connecting solidly with his head. The pressure difference snapped his neck, and my healing snapped it right back into shape.

I traced the shot back where it came from, quickly losing it as the distance became significant. I was forced to mentally reevaluate the Wind element when it came to combat.

I’d always been told, seen, and believed it was one of the weaker combat elements, and it was only now that my assumptions were being challenged. If it could pack a lethal punch at that sort of range, it was a serious element to look out for. Not as good as Earth or Metal for long-range ‘reach out and touch someone’, but the potential was there. It had a different set of utility than Earth or Metal at the very least.

Then we were past Meng Ao’s barrier.

We hit the enemy lines not with a crash, but with a whimper. I couldn’t see it, being so deep in the formation, but I could hear it. The desperate cries on the other side to ‘hold the line’ and to ‘kill the invading barbarians’ the moment they entered Sound range. The staccato of metal on metal as the dullahans trembled at our approach, then the sharp, acrid tang of blood.

Left. Right.

An implacable, remorseless killing machine, the Legion didn’t slow one bit as we hit the dullahan lines. We simply scythed through the irregulars and conscripts like they weren’t there. A slow-moving engine of death, that chewed up everyone foolish enough to stand in its path.

We marched slower going up a hill.

“Rotate!” The [Centurion] in charge of our century called out, and the first lines stepped to the side and stayed in a defensive position while the rest of the troops continued forward. Weird shit happened with the shadows and the soldiers trying to occupy the same space - they sort of flowed over and through them. Once the former front line hit the back of the century, they slid back into position, and continued to march forward.

The cohort was a 3x3 grid of centuries, and part of our drilling included how to ‘rotate’ the centuries around the stationary center - where I was - to always keep fresh soldiers in the front.

In theory we could also rotate the entire Legion, but I had my doubts on the practicality of that in the heat of battle.

I got to see glimpses of how the shadow legion fought. They were made out of Darkness, they had no substance to them. Blades created eddies through their bodies as they passed through, but the shadow’s spears were even deadlier than a real one. Their shields ‘ate’ attacks.

A sword passed through one of the shields, and only half of it came out again. The soldier had a brief shocked look on his face before a half-dozen spears impaled him, and left him for the third line to finish off.

The lack of substance wasn’t all upside. A clever dullahan with a grisly whip made out of a human spine - why!? - used the shadow soldiers to their advantage, lashing his whip down low, through their feet, then flicking it up to strike calves and thighs. The man was a clever Classer, realizing that we didn’t move out of our formation. As long as he kept backpedaling, he was free to harass us outside the range of our spears. Our pace couldn’t be stopped, it was good for a thousand things, but we were a little weak against a powerful skirmisher with a longer reach than our weapons. Optio Maxlin’s lines were trying to redistribute potions, but it was taking time.

Soon we’d be deep inside Meng Ao’s army, and we wouldn’t be able to get anymore. One or two more volleys of potions, that was it.

“Wren! Take out bone whip!” Leonidus ordered over the command channel. The soldier in question blitzed through our lines, engaging with the skirmisher in an utterly unfair 2 on 1, the Primus Pilus’s shadow joining in on the fight. The level disparity made short work of the duel, and Wren made his way back into the Legion to triumphant cheers from the rest of us.

Burning blood started to rain down on us. The ground fell away beneath a trap, three soldiers screaming in agony as sharp downward-facing barbs let them in, but not out. Not without taking a pound of flesh.

“Three steps!” The [Centurion] ordered his century, able to quickly respond. “Front line, fall back!”

The century moved forward, protecting and covering the soldiers in the pits. I turned my head and focused my voice in the way I’d been taught, putting every ounce of command and authority into my words.

“Pull them out!” I roared, having faith in Reed’s ability to keep me from shouting in command’s ears.

The soldiers did what they were told, and while boots, belts, and some chainmail was left behind in the pits, the soldiers came out fine.

Night and I had spent many hours discussing my [Oath] and how it’d apply to battles like this, where people were trying to kill other people, and I was firmly on one side. I thought I had mostly figured it all out - while people were trying to kill me and mine, I was content to heal one side in favor of another. The gods and goddesses knew I’d done it often enough working as a Ranger or a Sentinel.

What surprised me was the sheer disparity in abilities. The average Exterreri soldier had a few dozen levels on the base conscripts, and that completely ignored that our side was labeled [Warrior] while they were [Artisan] and [Laborers].

We didn’t have to kill them all to utterly crush them. I couldn’t see what was going on past the century right in front of me to do more, but I could do one little bit. Make this one part of the battlefield a little saner. Save a few more lives. Each life saved was a victory, a balm to my soul.

“Dawn to the Legata. I need the century in front of me to start taking prisoners.” I didn’t shout or yell, there was no need with all the skills flying around, Sound included. I had faith in Reed’s abilities.

“Dawn. Unable to fully secure and extract prisoners at this time.” Katerina’s voice echoed in my ears.

“Katerina. No need to extract.” I tried to keep the frustration out of my voice. I wish she could just listen and understand and do it.

What was it Iona always said?

Right!

Everyone wanted something. Figure out how to align interests.

“There is minimal risk to the soldiers in front of me currently, which is likely lowering their experience gain.” I was speaking rapidly, knowing that Katerina could keep up with me and the slower I talked, the more people died. “A ‘capture and subdue’ is an order of magnitude more difficult, boosting our experience at minimal risk to us. Captives are also valuable, and the Legion gets to practice more skills.”

“Agreed with Dawn.” Leonidus’s support was unexpected. “We bear none of the cost of capturing Meng Ao’s soldiers and gain all the benefits. If Dawn’s confident that she can handle the added difficulty, I see no reason not to.”

“Tribune Tristanus. Disagree. This is our first engagement. Keep it simple. More complex maneuvers for further engagements.”

With nobody saying anything else, the command chat was briefly overtaken by recon reports.

“Wang Jian has taken to the skies on a paper tiger. Battling Meng Ao. Harpies circling. Meng Ao’s heavy cavalry looking for an opening.”

I wasn’t going to wait. I extended my healing carefully, cautiously, picking a few individuals who were no longer a danger and fully disarmed.

It had the potential to go horribly wrong. It’d be on my head if they got up and stabbed the fellow men and women of the Legion. It’d arguably be mutiny or treason if Katerina decided against taking prisoners.

If saving people’s lives made me a traitor, I’d wear the badge with pride. My [Oath] was my highest ideal, the one thing I strove for above all else.

I would save lives, come brimstone, fire, and the end of the world.

“Take prisoners.” Katerina ordered, and I felt a huge invisible weight lift off my chest. “Only for the cohort Dawn’s in.”

It was interesting to see in real time how long it took the order to trickle down the chain of command. It felt like an eternity, and there was a brief awkward moment as soldiers were repeatedly stabbing fallen dullahans, trying to get them to “Die, die, DIE!” while I was keeping them alive.

Then the order to take prisoners came down, and various impromptu ways of tying hands behind backs were found. Prisoners were roughly shoved into the dirt, rapidly turning into mud with all the flowing blood, hands bound behind their back, and roughly stepped on - but they lived.

It broke my heart, but I had to admit that anyone tagged as a [Mage] was likely too dangerous to take prisoner. They’d be able to kill any one of my patients easily, in a way I might not be able to counter.

I wish I could save everyone. I wish nobody would die. A naive, childish wish, one that I carefully guarded and nurtured against the vast world trying to stomp the ideal to dust.

Reality snarled at me.

There were tens of thousands of people fighting here. No matter how hard I tried, no matter how much I wanted to, I couldn’t keep everyone alive. Trying to heal both sides, every injured man, woman, and child, would just up the casualty count.

I dreamed of a better world. I wanted to make a better world.

But that wasn’t the world I lived in now, and practicality forced my hands. I asked myself a question.

How would I save the most people?

How could I keep the largest number of people alive?

In the moment, I believed that throwing my weight behind one side whole-heartedly, rescuing people while I could, and seeing if the other side would break and run, would result in more people alive than any other path I could take.

I could be wrong.

I almost prayed I was wrong, that there was some solution I could find that had even fewer people dying.

Barring that, I wasn’t going to let my agonizing result in anyone dying. Quick, decisive action was required. It saved the most lives in the end.

A warrior sprinted through Wang Jian’s forces, eight shimmering blades of Ice dancing around her, cutting down everyone who came near her. A… I couldn’t tell if they were a kid, a beardless dwarf, or someone who’d shrunk themselves, was sprinting between people’s legs with Lightning arcing from their body to random people near him. A bare-chested minotaur lowered his horns and attempted to ram through our Legion, single-handedly. He got two lines deep before the combined mass of spears brought him down, and the Legion seamlessly reformed around the hole he’d punched, the soldiers battered and with their gear broken, but nobody dead.

My mana was holding strong. Between my [Batteries], our slow pace, and the fact that we outclassed the levies hard, I wasn’t being taxed particularly hard.

At the same time, I had to consider that this was the start of the battle, and the sun was still rising. This could go until late into the night, at which point I’d start needing to make hard decisions.

Hard decisions - while half-blind. Being tucked away inside the Legion was great for many things, but not for having a full view of the battle for split-second decision making.

The battlefield was both chaotic and controlled. It felt like I was in the eye of the storm, sheltered from the chaos and death flying all around. I saw skills bloom from far away, their impact so large that it shuddered over the Legion, and others were smaller, closer, more personalized.

A thousand things were going on at once, and no matter how many [Parallel Thought] processes I had going on, I could only follow a small fraction of the battle.

All the while, skills flew. A deep breath in, followed by harsh bellows and agonized screaming was a former [Glassblower] aerosolizing burning glass into our forces. Burning blood continued to literally rain on us as a battlefield skill was used. Barriers were erected and Acid clouds descended. Lights flashed far away, only to get eaten by Darkness. Shockwaves made my teeth chatter, and the ground occasionally rumbled beneath my feet.

Caltrops were scattered in great waves as the dullahans pulled back. My ear crackled with deliberate noise as Reed shifted the channels around. A small notification that I was now talking with slightly different people.

“Dawn, any issues with sharp foot injuries?” Leonidus asked.

Oh gods.

Oh goddesses.

I saw exactly where this was going.

I swallowed a nervous lump.

“No issues.” I whispered, knowing he could hear it.

The order to slow down, stop, or divert ourselves never came, but the screams.

The screams haunted me. Not everyone had a pain skill.

“1st Cohort!” The [Tribune] ordered. “Rotate! Three steps!”

The cohort stopped its endless march along with the rest of the Legion, and started to turn. I was one of the only people not moving, along with the rest of my line. We were in the specialist position in the center of the cohort, the axel to the great wheel being rotated around. The centuries in the front shuffled to the right and back, while fresh centuries moved forward. My old line, Grizzly, Darts, Specs and the rest were now near the front of the fighting.

I caught a glimpse out of the corner of my eye of Auri burning a streak into the sky, heading towards the harpies. She had a grudge to settle, and clearly now was the moment.

We were the tightest-packed formation I could see, and it made us tempting to the harpies above. Another barrage of rocks came down on us, some missing entirely.

Some.

With the weight and the speed the rocks were going at, a hit on a shoulder tore an arm clean off, and a hit on the head was instantly lethal. Not even my healing could fix a head entirely obliterated like that.

A rock crashed through Spec’s shield, the forces trying to break his arm but failing. It hit his helmet and glanced off.

A skill? A miracle? Sheer, bloody luck?

Specs couldn’t believe it either, taking his helmet off and marveling at the dent, studying it through his multi-faceted glasses.

The second rock obliterated his head, showering us in blood and bone. Nike’s eyes bulged in disbelief.

“Dawn!” She yelled at me in shock and surprise more than anything else.

“I’m powerful, I’m not all-powerful!” I snapped back at her, fighting back the despair at one of my friends dying. We’d lived and laughed together for months, and he was dead in an instant. There was no time to mourn, to grieve, to lament his life, a thousand others needed my attention now or the list would simply grow.

I suppose I’d always been right about my suspicion that instantly obliterating a head was more than my healing could keep up with.

I was no [Chaplain] or [Priest], no [Gravedigger] nor [Mourner]. The living were my concern, not the dead, no matter how much it broke my heart. I stepped over Specs, wishing things could’ve been different.

Through all this, no matter the obstacles sent our way, we implacably chewed our way through Meng Ao’s forces. The complaints about our formation, speed, and how many troops we had fighting in the front going on in the command chat steadily died out, replaced by utter smugness from Katerina. She didn’t say anything, but I could feel it radiating off her in waves as we utterly crushed our foes.

The sun steadily climbed overhead, and of all things, I caught myself wondering about lunch.

Lunch.

While on the battlefield.

I wanted to rage and scream at myself for becoming so detached from the battle. From the countless lives snuffed out around us. At thinking of my stomach when I’d just stepped over Spec’s cooling body, trying not to slip on the blood. How many had fought? How many had died? How many notifications starting with ‘your army has slain’ were waiting for me?

And I was wondering about lunch?!

I needed Iona, or maybe to fly to the island and find Linnet.

I reviewed injuries to see if there was anything I was missing. If my healing was failing in some respect. I picked a particularly nasty one a nearby soldier had taken.

Crossbow bolt to the face. The eye was pierced, the orbital socket was blown back, and wood, steel, and bone shards were embedded into the brain. Frontal lobe and parietal lobe shredded. Middle cerebral artery and ophthalmic artery ruined, pouring blood and causing secondary issues. Meninges punctured, all three layers. Back of the skull blown apart.

[Dance with the Heavens] was on the case. The bolt was dissolved, not a fleck of metal, wood, or any minor impurities from either left behind, such as a crushed up portion of an insect shell from the wood or carbon from the steel. Harmless, practically unnoticeable, but in the brain it would cause endless issues. The skull fragments snapped back into place, recreating the structure of his head. Jellied eyeball was brought back together in the vitreous, then the choroid, retina, fovea, sclera, lens, cornea, pupil and iris were all reconstructed. The optical nerve reattached the eye to the brain, the meninges was stitched back together. Destroyed neurons were recreated out of thin air, pulled from the great dimension that stored all matter. Arteries were reconstructed, and the blood pooling in his head was vaporized, returned in kind to the dimension the neurons had come from.

The pain receptors on the side of the head stopped screaming that everything was wrong. My own close look at the operation had me satisfied that not only had I stolen him back from Black Crow, but he’d stay stolen. No tiny shard was left in his brain, slowly inching towards an artery, ready to rupture it in his sleep and cause a massive brain aneurysm.

“Check check! Incoming charge! Right wing!” A voice screamed in the command chat.

“Ironside! Right! Face! Brace!” Katerina instantly ordered.

In near-unison, we all stopped where we were, and turned to the right. The soldiers on the former front, now the left wing, still had their spears and shields in the same direction, but were no longer advancing.

“Dawn! Maximum visibility, front of the formation, now!” Katerina barely kept herself under control as she shouted orders in my ear. “Be showy!”

“Hold position!” I ordered Nike and the rest of my line, dropping my shield.

Maximum visibility was the order.

My wings unfurled from my back as I shot off towards the front lines. Multiple spellbooks snapped into existence as I teleported them out of [Loremaster’s Library], instantly opening them to the right pages and casting the skills at high speed.

A Sound spell to make me loud.

A Radiance spell to give me a powerful glow, almost but not quite blinding to look at.

A second Sound spell to imbue my voice with Radiance and Celestial, giving my words vibrancy and weight. I could do one myself, but not both.

I arrived in front of and slightly above the front cohorts in a flash.

“Dawn has arrived!” I yelled in triumph, raising my fist above my head. My hair whipped around me from the sudden deceleration, and I realized exactly why Katerina had needed me here and now, a brief morale boost far more important than trying to maintain plausible deniability.

We were facing a heavy cavalry charge.

Instead of horses, it was a herd of triceratops barreling down towards us, each one coated in steel inches thick, their horns with serrated coverings. Their riders all had long spears pointed towards us, and the greatest game of chicken was occurring.

The charge couldn’t break through the entire Legion. Shifted as we were, they’d need to break through three whole cohorts, each one piled 24 soldiers deep. It just wasn’t possible, they’d get bogged down and die.

Only if we held the line.

Only if the troops in the front didn’t break and run.

Make no mistake, in front of a heavy charge like that, everyone in the first three or four lines was a dead man walking. There was no way to survive, and I doubted I could do terribly much for them. Heads would burst like grapes under the heavy hooves, and anyone being trampled by the triceratops would be outside of sunlight long enough that [Wheel of Sun and Moon] wouldn’t be able to do a damn thing for them.

If the soldiers broke, it could have a cascading effect on the Legion. ‘They broke and ran to save their lives, why shouldn’t I also save my life?’

If we didn’t break, the cavalry died.

If we broke, we died.

They charged at us, and I instantly picked out a soldier with a much fancier hat, a commander of sorts. I raised my finger at him, intent on [Nova Lancing] him and potentially killing the charge in its infancy.

“Dawn, hold fire!” Katerina yelled in my ear. I paused, unsure why I shouldn’t start blunting the impact and taking out their strongest warrior, but discipline and trust held.

I stared them down, flying in the sky, daring them to hit us. It was only for a few seconds, but at the speeds everyone moved at, the seconds were like an eternity. The front ranks took a knee, shadow and flesh alike, and the second and third ranks clustered in around them.

The battle didn’t end just because we were facing one segment of the army. The battle continued to rage on, not just up and down our little corner of the battlefield, the Legion surrounded and besieged on all sides, and winning, but high in the sky where harpy feathers burned and fell, where archers were firing arrows and skills all over, the fight stretching for thousands upon thousands of men and women doing their best to butcher each other.

I had come up from the bottom of the well, and had a glimpse of the world. The only part that mattered in the moment was the charge coming my way.

I blinked.

They blinked, and turned the charge away from us.

“Alchemicals! Fire!” The tribune ordered as the triceratops thundered in front of our formation. Maxlin’s remaining potions were broken out, and thrown at the beasts.

“Dawn, return.” Katerina crisply ordered in my ear. I was back to my spot in a flash, not seeing the need to pretend I was slow anymore. Then, the command chatter went dead quiet in my ear for a heart-stopping moment. Words I feared and dreaded were spoken with an almost clinical detachment.

“Leonidus is dead.”
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I took the news of Leonidus’s death with a cold, almost clinical detachment. The man was efficient, but we weren’t particularly close, and so many people were dying I was practically numb to it. The part that worried me the most was I was now a single heartbeat away from being in command of the entire Legion. Thousands of lives would become my responsibility.

Katerina had to live.

At the same time, that thought was personal, selfish. If I had enough mana to save Katerina or three other soldiers, life won. I’d save more people, and accept the burden of leadership.

I gathered a few more details about how he’d died, all the better to protect the rest of the Legion.

In short, my healing radius just barely covered the Legion when I was in the middle. When I was deflecting the charge, more than half the Legion was no longer covered, including command. Officers had potshots heading their way all the time, and Leonidus had simply been unlucky.

The battle continued to rage, and my mana ping-ponged all over the place. It went down hard after a bad clash, then for nearly an hour it steadily crept up as Meng Ao’s forces refused to properly engage with us, choosing to move around the unkillable block of legionnaires, then crashed down as Wang Jian used us as the ‘anvil’ in the classic ‘hammer and anvil’ strategy.

Auri flew down to my shoulder, pleased as punch.

“Brrpt BRRPT!!” She chattered gleefully in my ear. “Brrrpt!!”

Spears clashed against shields, and people screamed and wrestled with each other, locked in a bitter struggle of life and death.

“Auri, this is not the time or place.” I reprimanded my little fiery friend.

Auri puffed herself up unhappily.

“Brrrpt.”

“Tell me all about it later.” My words came out a little meaner than intended. “I’m sorry, Auri, I am interested, but it’s the past now.”

Auri stomped unhappily on my shoulder, her little feet going ting ting ting on the chainmail, but otherwise accepted that it was indeed a poor time to tell me about her aerial adventures against the harpies. They were out of the picture, that’s all that mattered for now.

I got to witness the Legion’s cognomen and reputation for alchemicals in person, for real.

“Hold! Brace!” Katerina ordered, the entire Legion coming to a halt a few moments later. The front row knelt as the second row stepped forward, everyone doing their best to interlock shields. Katerina’s shadow Legion joined in, the third row put their shields up, and the entire Legion turned into a prickly hedgehog.

“Elites incoming. Prepare for Firestorm.” Katerina ordered.

“Firestorm.” I repeated the order to my [Batteries]. “Rods down, wait for the signal, then rods back up.”

Eight rods got tucked into belts as Nike and the rest of my line acknowledged my order, the [Batteries] grabbing and hefting the lethal potions in one hand, keeping their shield up with their other.

“Wait for it… wait for it…” Katerina cautioned in my ear, then my ear clicked as Reed changed the communication channels around.

“Ironside Brigade! Firestorm!” Katerina ordered.

In waves, the front centuries of the Legion threw out their potions, arcing them up and over the first few lines of the hostile Han soldiers charging at us. Some of the potions were deflected, others were grabbed by skills and thrown back at us. Defensive abilities prevented some of the potions from breaking, and a few were just plain duds.

We knew that would happen, which was why we’d thrown over 500 of them. The vast majority got through.

In a great ripple of explosives, the potions detonated, throwing ceramic shrapnel and green flames roaring through the ranks of the dullahans, cutting the first few rows off from the back and their reinforcements. They had nowhere to run to, not unless they wished to dive through the deadly flames, and we were waiting for them on the other side.

“Legion. Advance.” Katerina calmly ordered, and the butchery continued.

The century in front of me continued to attempt to take prisoners. One of the captured elites, in a fit of idiocy or preferring death over capture, tried to kill one of the line leaders as we passed over her, gesturing with her hand and sending a metal bullet up and under the chainmail protection we all wore.

I flicked a finger out, intercepting the shot with [Nova Lance] - far cheaper than healing what that attack would do - and permitting the rest of the century to put her down once and for all.

Why? Why couldn’t she have chosen life?

I chose instead to focus on all the people I did save. The occasional prisoner was nice, but seeing Grizzly walk away from a spear in the throat made my heart leap for joy. Boots had a nasty shot take a bite out of her flank, and her walking it off made my soul sing.

Shame about her boots though, they were utterly ruined now.

All up and down the Legion, dozens, if not hundreds, of people survived blows they should have no reason to shrug off. I wasn’t invincible or omnipotent, but I chose to look at the bright side. At the rising sun promising a tomorrow for us all.



Auri eventually recovered enough mana, and gods, phoenixes were terrors.

She darted off my shoulder and, hovering only inches above the ground, zipped forward, ducking and weaving between legs, dodging boots, and generally being almost impossible to see until she’d passed by in a burning streak. She was out of my view and outside of [The World Around Me] in seconds.

Moments later, deep inside Meng Ao’s lines, near the command center, a massive fireball erupted, almost too bright to look at until my immunity to fire kicked in. Even from way back where we were, it felt like a bonfire, crisping my eyebrows and drying out my mouth.

A molten pile of cooling metals was left behind as Auri triumphantly soared back to my shoulder.

“Brrrpt!!”



I half expected battles to end with large climactic fights. Meng Ao dueling with Wang Jian high above our heads or something. Instead, it was more of a whimper, where fewer and fewer people fought, my mana caught an upswing and didn’t stop, and eventually the command came over the voice channel.

“Ironside Brigade. Looks like we’re done here. Let’s clear the field, take what prisoners we can, and start handling the aftermath.” Katerina ordered. “I don’t want any surprises, or any last-second problems. Nobody dies until we get back to our camp. Understood?”

A chorus of acknowledgments came from the various tribunes.

“Legata, I’m peeling off to deal with the battlefield wounded.” I didn’t ask for permission. I was going to do it one way or another, and asking just invited trouble. Me and mine were safe and sound, and there were hundreds, if not thousands, of wounded left on the battlefield, just like before. Acid and Fire, Metal and Stone, Dark and Brilliance had all left their mark, both on the landscape and the battlefield.

“Go. Officer’s meeting shortly after we get back.” Katerina said. Reed chimed in a moment later.

“Dawn, do you need a line detailed to your command?” He asked.

“Yes please. I’m keeping Nike and her line, but a few extra bodies to prevent trouble would be appreciated.” I said.

“Understood. Wren and his line work for you?” Reed asked.

“No issues with Wren. Send him over.” I said.

I refocused back on the present.

“Sorry all.” I apologized to my [Batteries]. “Battle’s over, but our work’s just begun.”

The news wasn’t well-received, most of the members groaning.

“Oh come on!” Nike complained. “We’re done! It’s over! Let’s get back and celebrate!”

“The quicker we clear the field, the sooner we can party.” I tried to mix being stern with compassion. Wren jogged over, spear over one shoulder.

“Woo! That was some dustup. You Bunny? The old lady said I had to look after you for a cinch.”

I glared at Wren, my stature not helping any intimidation attempts, while struggling to think of what to say.

“Brrrpt.” Auri’s threat, while unintelligible, was a good reminder that I had someone in my corner.

“I am.” I answered. “Going to clear the field, see if we can keep people from dying. Wang Jian’s troops might object to us healing Meng Ao’s soldiers, so expect some conflict.”

Wren grinned and spat.

“Wang Jian’s bastards? Ooooh, you’re my new favorite person Bunny. I’ve been looking for an excuse to punch one of those smug dicks in the face a while now, and handed to me on a silver platter?” Wren rubbed his hands together gleefully, perfectly balancing his spear on his shoulder while he did so. “I can’t wait.”

This was going to go swimmingly.



My cover was somewhat blown already. Between deflecting the majority of Meng Ao’s opening move, and my instant repositioning to bluff the triceratops charge down, the existence of a healer Classer in the Ironside Brigade was revealed. The battlefield wasn’t quite as large or as bloody as the first fight I’d been in, which let me dash up and down the field, healing the wounded as quickly as I could. The Tears of Vulcan erupted again on the horizon, great gouts of lava blowing high into the air before coming back down again.

“Brrrpt!” Auri gazed in adoration at the flames emerging all around the eruption.

“Thinking of taking a Lava element?” I asked.

“Brrrpt… brrrpt?” Auri wasn’t quite sure. Maybe. It had some appeal, it was related to the Fire element, but it wasn’t Fire.

“I’ll support whatever you do.” I promised her. “Plus, mobile ovens whenever you want them!”

Auri threw me a disgusted look.

“Brrrpt.” She patronized me, then out of the tiniest flames, constructed a perfect little Inferno oven right in front of my face.

“Alright, alright.” I dismissed it with a laugh. “I got it.”

Looters quickly arrived on the field, and again, some of them tried to kill the wounded, to make it easier for them to rob their bodies.

“There.” I pointed a set out to Wren, who cracked his knuckles with glee.

“You are my favorite boss.” He praised me before dashing off.

“Try not to kill them!” I shouted after him.

“Spoilsport! Least favorite boss!” He yelled back.

“BRRRPT!” Auri shrieked a threat after Wren. He better listen to me OR ELSE.

Auri puffed herself up and settled down on my shoulder, content that she’d Done Her Part. I patted her, more out of needing the happy contact than anything else.

I kept half an eye on him, but to his credit, nobody died. Four broken limbs, yes. Poetic justice as he robbed them instead, I was all for the karma. Pissing on them after? That was just going too far.

How Katerina didn’t live with a perpetual headache was beyond m-

Aw fuck. I was the source of just as many headaches to Katerina, wasn’t I?

We cleared the field in record time, and returned back to the fort. I was sitting on a pile of level up notifications, but I wanted to wait until I was done with all my work and healing before checking them out. The stats and improved skills were automatically applying in the background, so it wasn’t like I was deliberately weakening myself.

A number of small pyres were being assembled. I counted them all, learning the patterns and arrangements of the logs, memorizing the grain in every stick of wood. Each pyre was a failure on my part. A life I’d sworn to save, and failed to do so. Their bodies laid in rest next to the pyres, a full century acting as an honor guard while the funerals were prepared. Two of them I knew by name.

Only two.

“Detail. Dismissed.” I softly ordered, letting Wren, Nike, and their lines off on a break, to go do what they needed to do.

“Brrpt!” Auri hopped off my shoulder, hovering in front of the pyres. “Brrpt, brrrpt!!” She conjured up a [Mage Hand] and tried to point at various things that needed improving, so the fires would burn as strongly and as brightly as possible, giving her fallen friends the best possible sending-off.

I forced myself forward, forced myself to walk up to the shrouded bodies. I made my hand peel back the cloth covering the faces - or what little was left of them. A mess stared back at me, a head so mangled and ruined I didn’t know who it was.

But I’d remember. For eternity, I would remember.

“What was his name?” I asked one of the honor guards.

“Titus.” He answered with a tear. “Just Titus.”

I nodded solemnly.

“Titus.” I repeated. “I will permanently remember him.”

The solstice was coming up. My day of remembrance. The day practically everyone I knew and loved had died.

[Astral Archives] was like a mental library, a mind palace of books. I walked up and down the imaginary rows, finding the fat book in question in a place of honor. A podium at the center.

Book of the Dead.

The list, the knowledge, the names and memories of everyone I knew who had died, in a single solemn place. My own Indomitable Wall, one that only I could visit. I flicked it open, the first entry an ancient wound.

Lyra. My childhood friend, the one who’d inspired my [Oath]. A poor girl, whose only record of ever existing was me and my memory. Night wouldn’t know her. There wouldn’t have been a single record anywhere in Remus of her existence. After all, she was a girl, a second class citizen thrice over. Her entry was thick and detailed, the years of our lives together etched into paper. From our first meeting, to the games we played, the way she laughed and danced, the way she begged for food and inhaled every morsel she could get her hands on, it was all there.

Name after name, life after life, I flipped through the pages until I reached the end, a blank space for a new name.

Titus. I mentally inscribed the words, not having much to say. Soldier of the Sixth Legion. Died under my protection fighting Meng Ao.

A whole life, boiled down to a simple sentence. I wish I could do more. I wish I had the time to talk with his friends, find his family. Ask about him. See what he’d been like. His interests, his desires. I wish I could record the entirety of his life in a way that would make him come to life.

I didn’t have the time. The relentless clock of time continued to tick in my ear, every heartbeat letting me know that people were still wounded and injured, and I needed to get to them now before they succumbed to their injuries. It was entirely possible that I’d be gone so long that I’d miss their funeral, and I was still regenerating mana.

“Dawn.” The soldier respectfully interrupted my thoughts. “I just want to say thank you. You saved my life and my friend’s lives at least twice. There’d be dozens more pyres without you. You probably know all this, but I just had to say it.”

I rewarded the man with a sad smile.

“I just wish there were no pyres at all.” I was feeling morose.

One by one I learned their names, flinching as I was told Spec’s name.

I hadn’t even recognized his body.

It hit me then.

One day, every single man and woman in the Sixth Legion would be inscribed in my Book of the Dead. I was Immortal. I was going to outlive them all. By fire or flames, sword or spear, or, by some miracle, the sweet embrace of White Dove as they died of old age, one day I would have every single name written down. Their lives would end, and mine would continue.

The weight of Immortality briefly threatened to crush me. I shook it off - I had no time for a crisis of conscience now, not even with [Parallel Thoughts]. There were wounded who’d been dragged off the battlefield to help and save.

I cut through the layers of security, making it straight to the Legata. I threw off a crisp salute.

“Legata. I’ve got [Oath] business elsewhere. I’ll return in a bit.”

Katerina frowned, then shrugged. Were the crinkles in her crow’s feet a new headache I’d just given her, like Wren had given me one?

“You’ll miss the officer’s meeting, which is unfortunate. You need to start attending now that you’re the second in command. I’m tapping Tribune Tristanus or Hazel to take acting second in command, but you’re still next if I die. We’re doing the funerals at sunset, then after action reports. Be back by then.” She ordered.

I took off at full speed, my anti-friction runes the only thing that stopped mountains of paper from whirling in my wake.

I had a Black Crow to disappoint.
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I was familiar with Wang Jian’s army and capabilities. We’d marched near them for months now, and I knew Optio Henrietta’s lines of [Medics] were all at full strength and mana still, and that this was the perfect chance to gain a number of levels and improve our reputation. Katerina would deploy them to Wang Jian’s army, they had their own medics, great. Their need for additional medical attention existed, but it wasn’t nearly as great as Meng Ao’s.

His army had been defeated and routed. Soldiers running on broken ankles, trying to staunch the bleeding from an arm that no longer existed, the works. They were fleeing, hoping to outpace Wang Jian’s riders, unable to stop, organize, and perform triage on their troops.

I flew up high to get a good view of what was going on, to see where they were. No sense in chasing after a small detachment that was going the wrong way. I wanted to hit the bulk of the army, then maybe see about chasing down anyone who’d fled in a different direction.

While up in the sky I spotted Fenrir circling, neither Iona nor Nina on his back. I hesitated a moment, then darted over to the wyvern. I landed on his snout, balancing perfectly in a way only insane dexterity could manage.

“Everything okay? Everyone alright?” I asked.

“Tracking.” Fenrir nodded down, and I twisted my neck all the way around to see what he was pointing at.

A number of wolf riders were bounding away from the battle, Iona bounding after some of them. They were splitting and scattering, and while Iona was far faster than even a System-boosted wolf, she wasn’t so fast she could catch all the scattering ones. Fenrir being eyes in the sky - literally - suggested that The Lady of Death was going to have an unpleasant evening. Nina was trailing behind, unable to keep up with Iona, instead making sure the people left behind were dead dead - not that Iona would make a mistake with notifications - looting them, and vaguely straightening out limbs for a slightly more respectful end.

I studied the woods and mountains for a minute, before deciding that Iona had things well in hand. She was a juggernaut, an unstoppable force of righteous wrath. A few fleeing jumped-up bandits weren’t going to pose a threat to her, although I was slightly concerned about Yang Duan He’s title.

“Good job.” I patted Fenrir’s snout, then let myself fall off his nose, snapping my wings open and continuing to follow the traces of Meng Ao’s army.

I found them quickly enough, and I didn’t bother carefully analyzing every detail. Checking out every formation, seeing what was where. I just dove right into the thick of it. Heck, I still had on my Ironside Brigade armor!

I was tired. Tired of soldiering, tired of blood and death, tired of carefully hiding every capability I had just to sneak around a little better. I’d shown my hand already. The existence of a powerful healer in the Ironside Brigade had to be known by the powers that be. I was going to openly, quickly, and with my full powers heal the remnants of Meng Ao’s army.

It was a minor point, but it helped justify it to myself - the added difficulty would be worth a number of levels. [The Dawn Sentinel] was skyrocketing at the moment, and I was determined to squeeze every last bit of power out of it.

I was fast. I dropped in like a meteor strike, [The World Around Me] giving a perfect picture of what was going on. I dropped, hitting the ground and tagging three people before the first cry of alarm went up. Stabbed in the arm. Broken wrist. Torn tendon. Bam bam bam. Three high speed pokes of my finger, three injuries cured, and I slipped under a hand trying to grab me, continuing to run through the camp, looking for more people who needed my help.

I sensed a double amputee in the tent next to me. I ripped through the side as a dozen soldiers converged on my position and tagged the poor soldier.

“Sorry about the tent!” I yelled as I ran through the front, the chasing soldiers in hot pursuit. A great hue and cry went up, and three more soldiers tried to corner me.

“Not today!” I cheekily yelled as they stabbed at me, jumping gracefully over the spears.

I’d always wanted to do this. I ran up the spear, then springboarded off the soldier’s head, fixing his ruined eye in the process.

I couldn’t get everyone, and I needed to liberally apply [Wheel of Sun and Moon] to ‘catch’ a number of bad injuries that I didn’t quite see an easy path to.

My blood was pumping, and I found myself grinning. I was enjoying this. Testing my abilities to the max, while also healing people? Only thing that could make this better was Auri and a mango. There was a certain joy, a thrill in being very, very good at what I did, and executing it to the best of my abilities.

The soldiers were a bit of a mixed bag. On one hand, I was clearly an invader, and they were good at following orders, chasing me with fervor. On the other, they’d just come from a devastating battle they’d lost, and I wasn’t hurting anyone - quite the opposite. The hue and cry had soldiers from different parts chase me for a short time, then quickly give up as I moved far out of reach, and their injuries were suddenly cured.

The triage tents were poorly guarded, although the command tent had a heavy presence. Mages started coming out of the woodworks, enough time having passed that they had some serious power they could fire my way.

I wasn’t particularly efficient. My madcap streaking through the camp wasn’t good for methodically finding everyone who was hurt and rendering aid to them. I noticed a few runners heading towards the command structures before I continued on, feet pounding in the dirt and the wind whistling in my ear as I ran down another makeshift street.

“Halt in the name of the emperor!” Another soldier shouted - why did they think that would work when I’d ignored the last dozen requests? I stuck my tongue out at him, only for my entire body to spasm as some jerk hit me with a [Lightning Bolt].

“Fuck you too!” I shouted back, mentally flicking out [Dance with the Heavens] to someone with a nasty cough.

“Halt.” A voice cut through the din, the entire army going quiet. A single black lotus leaf drifted with uncanny speed towards my neck. I bent backwards, trying to dodge it, but it continued towards me, forcing me to do a backwards cartwheel to avoid it. I turned towards the familiar voice.

Meng Ao stood imperiously on top a golden chariot, a dozen burly [Bodyguards] surrounding him. I cheekily waved.

“Hi! Don’t mind me, just healing your troops. Bye!” I started to dash away from the [Great General], but froze.

He’d taken his sword, the infamous black lotus blade, and slashed down, cutting the arm of one of his guards. The guard didn’t even flinch. It wasn’t a deep cut, but he’d twisted the blade in a way that meant [Cosmic Presence] couldn’t just fix him.

I scowled at him.

“That was rude.” I said, healing the man with a thought and trying to leave again. Meng Ao cut his arm once more.

“I insist you stay.” He held his hand out, one of his subordinates handing him a cloth. He wiped the blood off his blade, then repositioned it next to another one of his bodyguard’s arms. I scowled at the general and his troops, and the [Bodyguards] lifted their shields and leveled their spears. I wasn’t exactly being subtle about my dislike for the dude.

All around me I could sense more troops moving into position, the presence of their general emboldening them. That, and I was no longer constantly moving around.

Movement is life. Old lessons from Ranger Academy and SERE training. Staying still like this was a death sentence. I started to slowly pace in a circle around the general, not even looking at the soldiers. I don’t know what it was - low morale from the earlier fight? - but none of them wanted to engage with me, and parted ways to let me pace.

“Why?” I asked, trying to think of a way out of the situation, splitting my mind into five different [Parallel Thoughts] to search for an answer. My options rapidly narrowing down to one obvious solution. One I’d rather not do, but I would if I had to.

Meng Ao stepped down off his chariot, and his guards parted without a word. He boldly stepped forward, presenting himself and not hiding behind a mountain of flesh and steel.

“You are indeed [Oathbound]. Trapped by a bleeding heart.” He softly mocked. “The little [Healer] that deflected hēi lián dāo, now visiting us. Why? To mock me?”

I healed the bodyguard again, and with a flourish, Meng Ao cut down one of his attendants, leaving a second one with a gaping stomach wound.

“Each troop you heal to escape is another one I will cut down.” He informed me with a cold, almost clinical tone. “Each of their deaths will be on your head, your conscience.”

I wanted to snort in disbelief. Did he really think - yes, yes he did really think that would work on me.

I didn’t take responsibility for other people’s actions - mostly. Things like Osengard made me rethink a few aspects, but ‘do this or else I’ll murder people’ was firmly on the murderer’s head, not mine.

He wasn’t entirely wrong about one part though. As long as he kept hurting people, I would be forced to stick around and save them. A trap that only really worked on [Oathbound] healers.

“What do you want?” I asked, trying to find other solutions.

“For you to join us, and at the end of this war, a merciful death. It is the only way you can atone for all the bodies left behind on the fields today.” He answered. “Else, you are already in my power. A slow, tortuous existence until we have squeezed every last bit of utility out of your body, then you will die without an intact body. Come, make your choice.”

I had quite a few more choices, but I was forced into the Artemis solution.

Artemis was twitchy as hell for a reason. Mages were delicate, fragile. Most of their stats were loaded into the magical stats, and most of their abilities were offensive. It varied, of course, but Artemis was still alive because she was on a hair trigger. Defensively, they tended to not have terribly much going for them.

Mages often had various defenses. Not being near attacks was one of them. Meng Ao had demonstrated a fantastically strong Brilliance barrier, although no telling if it was him or one of his subordinates. Radiance had some weaknesses - Mirror was hilariously effective against it - but it had strengths. The ability to straight up ignore Brilliance barriers was one of them, although in the elemental tiering list, the range was only medium.

Speaking of bodyguards - he’d put himself in front of them. Probably something about negotiations and power? Hard to take someone seriously when all you could hear was a muffled voice behind a dozen [Honor Guards]. Iona would’ve been able to interpret it better.

Speaking of, they probably had various skills to protect him, even like this. Worth thinking about.

There was a tyranny of stats. An inescapable gap that occurred due to level quality. A single level in a black-quality class could be worth hundreds of levels in a red-quality class. Thousands in a pink-quality class. I was sitting on 128 levels in a black class, which punched far above their weight.

Radiance was fast. Close enough to instant that it didn’t matter, it tied with Light and Brilliance for speed. I never needed to anticipate where someone would be. I could just point and shoot.

Over 250,000 points of magic power, and [Solar Corona] was a six-figure passive that didn’t get enough time used.

I had sworn to protect my patients, and Meng Ao was actively harming my patients as quickly as I healed them up.

I was Dawn, War Sentinel of the Sixth Legion of Exterreri. Healing was my cause and calling, but I knew I needed to defend myself and my patients.

I didn’t do any big, dramatic moves to tip off the [Bodyguards]. My hands were constantly moving, just part of walking, and it was trivial to adjust a single moving finger a hair to aim it towards Meng Ao’s eye, and unleashed a full-power [Nova Lance] at his eye.

Automatic barriers instantly sprang up, bodies, spears, and shields all started to move.

Seven [Bodyguards] slumped over dead - probably a protective skill for them to take a blow instead of the general - as the lance went through Meng Ao’s head, bursting out the other side in blazing light and the faint stench of burning pork. My [Oath] rebelled - the [Bodyguards] were on the darker side of a grey zone, and I’d sort of killed them - in a minor way, causing a wave of nausea and vertigo so bad that I stumbled, but it didn’t matter.

[*ding!* You have slain a [Great General of the Han (Mantle, 904)]//[Voidheart Lotus Sage (Forest, 920)]//[The Boundless Holder of Li Ji (Spatial, 673)]]


Chapter 45 - The Han Civil War XVI

Everything got a little messy after slaying Meng Ao, and I found myself flying towards the wall of the Ironside Brigade’s temporary fortress in no time at all. Most of his wounded had been healed, and nobody, nobody, tried the same stunt of injuring more people to force me to stick around.

They did come for my head hard though, and I was one woman. I could take a general by surprise and overwhelming firepower, but that move was literally an eighth of my mana pool.

The funerals had finished, a couple dozen soldiers respectfully standing around the smoldering coals of the pyres, paying their last respects. I wish they could continue to stand vigil as long as they wanted to.

I blitzed over the fortress walls, dropping on top of a startled guard.

“Pay attention.” I snapped at him. He should’ve seen me coming, and not been so surprised. “Sound the warning alarm.” I ordered.

The soldier fumbled a moment, snapping off a salute. “Ma’am, yes ma-”

“NOW!” I roared. He almost jumped out of his boots, fumbled at his belt, and blew the warning alarm. The clear notes of the trumpet echoed through the fort, the other guards taking up the signal and repeating it at once.

The response was both fast and slow. We had just spent the whole day fighting, so we were tired, but we’d also spent the whole day fighting. Our blood was up.

The camp didn’t quite boil over like a kicked ant hive. More like an ant hive where all the ants were drunk on sugar. I spotted Katerina, and flashed over to the Legata, who was already climbing a ladder into the observation tower. The rest of her endless [Scribes], and [Aides] followed her up, but the [Messengers] stayed at the bottom. All the better to run around on her behalf.

“Bunny. I assume your return and the alarms are related?” She didn’t pause climbing at all, and I floated next to her, wings gently beating.

“Brrrpt!” Auri flittered up to me, landing on my shoulder where she belonged. I bopped her with my head, acknowledging her presence.

“Yes Legata. During my operation I ended up slaying Meng Ao, and last I saw, I had his entire army chasing me. I doubt they’ll come all this way, but I wasn’t going to mention it for the first time when they showed up on the horizon.”

Katerina grunted in acknowledgment, reaching the top of the ladder.

“Right, let’s see what we’re up against.”

It got decidedly awkward when nobody else showed up after me. Meng Ao’s troops didn’t suicidally return to the battlefield, and I could see the rumor mill quickly propagating what I’d done through the ranks. First the tribunes and other officers, a quick intercept by the rank and file as a conversation was had near hurrying soldiers, and the whole thing spread like wildfire.

Dawn killed the [Great General] Meng Ao.

Morale had started high, and not even an ‘oops maybe a second battle’ was able to dampen the mood, not when the troops found out why all their partying had been interrupted.

We only stood to for thirty minutes before Katerina called it. Auri was fairly upset that she’d been up high on the tower with everyone glancing her way for a mere 30 minutes.

“If they were going to commit suicide and attack us, they would’ve done it by now.” She declared. “Call to stand down.”

Trumpets blew, drums were banged, and great cheers went up. Katerina tilted her head a fraction.

“Robin, triple the beer ration. See if you can get us a roast going. Morale’s high, and I want people to have this evening as a highlight to remember in the coming months. Reed, call an officer’s meeting. All non-active centurions and above. I think we need to go over everything again.”

“Brrrpt!” Auri wasn’t invited to the meeting, and she could tell.

“More time to party with everyone.” I reminded her.

“BRPT!”



“Legata, I’ve got some additional information for you before the meeting starts.”

Katerina didn’t pause her march to the command center.

“What is it?” She asked.

“As I was fleeing, I managed to get near the command tent. My third class does handle books and information like you mentioned, and I was able to scoop up most of their records. I’d like to say all their records, but we both know there’s always a few floating outside, being carried around and the like.”

Katerina halted, her entourage coming to a stop. On one hand, they pretended like they weren’t listening into our conversation, on the other they had to. I swear half the ears were bending and straining to hear what happened next. What juicy gossip there was.

“All their records.” Katerina replied flatly. “Not just their books. Their maps. Codes. Scrolls. Loose paper.”

I nodded.

“Yup! All of it! Even got a quill scooped up by my skill, which makes me think there’s a coded message on it somewhere. All I could pick out with my senses were pictures, but since my skill thinks it’s information, maybe Optio Coral or Optio Ardenus can make something of it.”

Katerina pointed out one of the [Scribes] and [Messengers].

“You. Show Bunny to a room where she can deposit the records. You. I need a detail of guards on the room, Legata’s orders. Go.” She ordered.



I slipped into a packed room. The Legion didn’t see a point in making big meeting rooms in their temporary forts, and what we wanted to discuss wasn’t open air. We just barely fit, but thanks to dozens of skills, none of them mine, it all worked out.

Bless whoever had the cooling Ice aura. I wanted to shake their hand.

“First, I want to address proper naming conventions. As you all may have noticed, Sentinel Dawn is indeed with the Sixth Legion.” Katerina pointed to me standing next to her, annnnnd half the room couldn’t see me. No stage or anything. I raised my hand and waved it around.

“Heya!” I cheerfully said, letting Katerina lead.

“Outside of this room, she is to be referred to as Bunny.” Katerina stressed. “Diplomatic nonsense. The tribunes know what’s going on with that, as well as the more experienced centurions. Ask later if you don’t know.”

The Legata plowed on, not even pausing a moment to let murmurs or quiet discussions occur.

“I want to reaffirm the chain of command now. Tribune Pierce is temporarily promoted from tribune to my second. Sentinel Dawn is in command of the Legion should I die. I will brook no discussion on the topic, and in the event of my untimely demise, you are all ordered to support her with everything you can. Am I understood?”

There was an anemic response, a scattering of ‘yes ma’am’ and ‘as you will Legata.’

Katerina put her hand on Reed’s shoulder and shouted, her words dramatically amplified.

“Sixth Legion! AM I UNDERSTOOD!?”

“Yes ma’am!” They roared in unison.

“Excellent. Dawn, I want a full recounting of how you ended up killing Meng Ao. I’m understanding that you’re [Oathbound] and unable to take aggressive action, how did this happen?”

I explained the details surrounding the engagement, leaving out a few details. Like, my stats, and that I was sitting on a black class. At the same time, I didn’t want to mislead people about the capabilities of a [Great General]. It wouldn’t do for them to think they were easy to kill.

Which naturally had the obvious question asked.

“With the level disparity, how did you manage to kill the general and a number of his body guards in a single blow?” One of the centurions asked. I had an answer prepared for that, a beautiful one that would have half the Remus Sentinels clapping with the smoke and mirrors, the perfect display of uplifting our mystique.

“I’m a Sentinel. That means something. Next question?”

I answered one or two more, then Katerina kept things moving along. I could smell the feasts cooking, and wondered if I should drop by Grizzly’s line and party with them. I didn’t have too many other friends right now.

“Good! Now, today’s battle. What went wrong, what went right, what questions we have, and what’s the analysis.”

I shot my hand up, a question having bothered me half the battle.

“Sentinel.” Katerina respectfully recognized me.

“Why did you order me to hold fire against the cavalry charge?” I asked.

“Simple. You would’ve killed the commander, and there wouldn’t have been anyone to call off the charge.” Katerina answered. “We’re not here to trade our lives for the elites of the Han empire. In a defensive war against the Tympestshard Council, if the elves were hitting us with cavalry like that, I’d call the opposite order, and hope to trade the bulk of the Sixth for the majority of their elite. It’s a losing trade for us, but a winning one for Exterreri. Next question.”

It was a chilling reminder that we were all disposable assets. Legata Katerina clearly didn’t want to spend our lives, she was doing everything she could to keep us safe and alive here in the Han empire, but wouldn’t hesitate to do so if the situation called for it.

I kept half an ear out, and a parallel thought, on the conversation while reviewing my level up notifications. I was done with everything for a while, time to see what the total looked like.

I didn’t want to see the kill notifications. I didn’t want to know how many lives the army I’d been in had snuffed out. I couldn’t bear to see the deaths of level 30’s in the mix.

[*ding!* Congratulations! [The Dawn Sentinel] has leveled up to level 583 -> 640 +3 Dexterity, +24 Speed, +24 Vitality, +170 Mana, +170 Mana Regen, +48 Magic Power, +48 Magic Control from your Class per level! +1 Strength, +1 Dexterity, +1 Speed, +1 Vitality, +1 Mana, +1 Mana Regeneration, +1 Magic Power, +1 Magic Control for being Chimera (Elvenoid)! +1 Mana, +1 Mana Regen from your Element per level!]

A little over 50 levels. Auri had been a busy phoenix, and most of my capped skills remained capped.

My leveling rate was insane. At level 500 I could reasonably expect to only gain a few more levels in a natural lifespan. Instead, between going to a battlefield with a whole support crew, the risk, novelty, and danger involved, my experience boosting skills and Auri’s companion bond, I’d cleaned up 50 in a day. I was once again eyeing up my next class up, suddenly realizing it was only 2-3 big battles away if the current pace continued.

Unlike [Ancient Loremaster of Legend], my class felt ‘solid’. Complete. I wasn’t going to wait endlessly to level up every single skill in it. I knew there was at least one black quality class waiting for me, and I could hope for more.

[*ding!* [Cosmic Presence] leveled up! 487 -> 555]

The skill half-defeating Meng Ao’s great opener was good for the levels, and the range was rapidly increasing. It was also getting into a positive feedback loop, where the larger it got, the more experience the skill could obtain, and the faster it leveled.

[*ding!* [Center of the Universe] leveled up! 474 -> 476]

[*ding!* [Sunrise] leveled up! 502 -> 505]

[*ding!* Congratulations! [Butterfly Mystic] has leveled up to level 521 -> 560! +8 Strength, +8 Dexterity, +70 Speed, +70 Vitality, +70 Mana, +70 Mana Regen, +70 Magic power, +70 Magic Control from your Class per level! +1 Strength, +1 Dexterity, +1 Speed, +1 Vitality, +1 Mana, +1 Mana Regeneration, +1 Magic Power, +1 Magic Control for being Chimera (Elvenoid)! +1 Strength, +1 Mana Regen from your Element per level!]

Auri working hard was probably most of those levels. The only part I contributed was when I killed Meng Ao… which was probably worth a dozen levels post-split on its own.

[*ding!* [Vault of Ages] leveled up! 21 -> 22]

My quick costume change after raising the alarm to the meeting was finally worth a level. I should grind it out more, just teleporting in and out. Sounded boring as heck, but hey. I had to level it somehow. Need the extra room!

[*ding!* [Parallel Thoughts] leveled up! 240 -> 241]

[*ding!* [The World Around Me] leveled up! 100 -> 110]

[*ding!* [Persistent Casting] leveled up! 514 -> 517]

The whole time I was also paying attention to the analysis, although enough was going over my head that I was worried. I just didn’t have the background education to follow the moves done and reasons why properly, and I wasn’t going to interrupt the meeting to ask, undermining my authority. I knew some of the information via osmosis from Iona studying it, but enough of the terms and ways of thinking were different that I was lost. I picked Pierce out.

All the gods and goddesses in the great pantheon above protect Katerina, but if she died, I’d probably be leaning heavily on the man to help figure things out.

The only person who could possibly dissect my most recent outing with me was Wren, and he wasn’t an officer. I’d need to hunt him down to do the analysis, and instead of hunting him down for a chat, why not find Iona?

Barring that, I’d do it on my own.

Going in an antagonistic manner was quick and efficient, but it ended up with me being forced to leave early, before everyone was healed. At the same time, that could be justified by my [Cosmic Presence] having a stabilizing effect on most of the worst injuries, changing enough triage statuses from red to orange to potentially allow Meng Ao’s healers to work their own magic.

Getting caught and forced to fight was bad on my part, although the fight itself went swimmingly. I should’ve accounted for [Bodyguards] having various [Protect the General!]-like skills, able to take a blow meant for him. My overwhelming firepower had seen me through, but I should be roasted for missing that.

If I’d gone invisible from the start, it might’ve taken longer to properly process I was there, and to find me. That could’ve delayed or perhaps even avoided the fight entirely.

I didn’t have a strong enough grasp on politics, armies, and human nature to know if Meng Ao dying was a good thing or a bad thing. Would his army dissolve into a thousand bandit bands? Would they go home? Be absorbed into another army? Would his second step up and seize command? Would they dissolve into in-fighting?

What would the cost in lives be on all those aspects?

Meng Ao’s death I didn’t regret in the slightest.

I suspected Arachne was the only one who could start analyzing all that. Katerina was happy with the action, but her interests and goals didn’t quite align perfectly with mine.

I’d been trying to lean less on my invisibility, but here it had likely bitten me in the ass.

Live and learn. I didn’t always get it perfectly right, and I was content enough with the outcome. Only when I stopped analyzing and thinking, when I stopped moving and adapting, only then would I be in trouble.

One battle was much like the next. How long would the Legion be here?

[Name: Elaine]

[Race: Chimera (Elvenoid)]

[Age: 28]

[Mana: 2,225,680/2,225,680]

[Mana Regeneration: 1,831,433 +(3,116,736)]

Stats

[Free Stats: 0]

[Strength: 456 (Effectively: 3,648)]

[Dexterity: 24,802 (Effectively: 264,092)]

[Vitality: 53,472 (Effectively: 835,500)]

[Speed: 40,704 (Effectively: 801,177)]

[Mana: 222,568]

[Mana Regeneration: 222,624 (+ 311,674)]

[Magic Power: 246,963 (+ 7,902,816)]

[Magic Control: 246,684 (+ 7,893,888)]

[Class 1: [The Dawn Sentinel - Celestial: Lv 640]]

[Celestial Affinity: 640]

[Cosmic Presence: 555]

[The Stars Never Fade: 17]

[Center of the Universe: 476]

[Dance with the Heavens: 640]

[Wheel of Sun and Moon: 640]

[Mantle of the Stars: 496]

[Sunrise: 505]

[Class 2: [Butterfly Mystic - Radiance: Lv 560]]

[Radiance Affinity: 560]

[Radiance Resistance: 560]

[Nova Lance: 560]

[Lepidoptera: 560]

[Nectar: 560]

[Solar Corona: 560]

[Scintillating Ascent: 560]

[Kaleidoscope: 560]

[Class 3: [Ancient Loremaster of Legend - Spatial: Lv 256]]

[Spatial Authority: 256]

[Manuscript Mastery: 256]

[Blink: 78]

[Loremaster's Library: 256]

[Vault of Ages: 22]

[Rapid Reshelving: 108]

[Astral Archives: 256]

[Lust for Lore: 256]

General Skills

[Long-Range Identify: 421]

[Parallel Thoughts: 241]

[Companion Bond between Elaine and Auri: 640]

[The World Around Me: 110]

[Oath of Elaine to Lyra: 640]

[Sentinel's Superiority: 640]

[Persistent Casting: 517]

[Imbue: 216]


Chapter 46 - The Sword in the Stone

Time went by, and while my eidetic memory let me perfectly memorize everything that was going on, when one day was just like the days around them, they all got lumped into the same book in [Astral Archives] and mostly forgotten about.

Three years. Three years we campaigned in the Han Empire, occasionally changing who we were contracted with, occasionally moving back to old generals and stomping grounds. The skirmishes were endless, and the pitched battles that were so great for levels were rare.

Throughout all of it, some scenes and events were burned into my mind, events I would never forget.



I was affectionately teasing Auri that she was in a ‘goth phase’.

She was going full-on black with her body flames. Gone was the colorful, bright and chirpy phoenix from Remus and the School. In were a dozen shades of black. Coal. Midnight. Ink and obsidian, sable and jet, soot and ash.

I was struggling to tell if Auri was genuinely sad, depressed, or down over everything going on in the Han empire, or if she was artistically exploring herself and different options. I tried to get her to open up about it, but she was strangely closed-off.

She was also playing with Inferno in other ways. Things burned nicely in the air, yes, but what about burning things underground? Melting rock and using that?

The Tears of Vulcan constantly erupting on the horizon was getting Auri thinking of Lava in all sorts of different ways, experimenting to see what the melting point of various types of rocks were, and if she could then throw them with her [Mage Hands], make them explode, and just generally fucking around and exploring her skills and abilities.

I approved.

“I’m always here for you, no matter what.” I told my goth friend. She nuzzled me back.

“Brrrpt!”



I was hanging out with Auri when a subtle scent hit my nose.

I was subconsciously parsing thousands upon thousands of scents every minute, trying to ignore the TMI. I didn’t want to know who was sleeping with whom. I didn’t want to know about poorly controlled diabetes. Please, spare me the details about a person’s last bath being three months ago when the rest of their line forcefully dunked them in a stream. I knew who wiped poorly and who wasn’t a complete savage.

Too. Much. Information.

I could destroy the Legion in a one-hour meeting, calling out everyone’s ‘secrets’. I had no social graces, no social skills, and had enough blackmail material thrice over to do it.

Broadly, I tried to ignore it all. When the smell of freshly cut grass hit my nose as a minor undercurrent though, I twitched, breaking off the conversation I had with Auri, letting the burning flower I was holding turn to ashes without paying attention.

“Brrrpt?” Auri asked, but I was distracted, sniffing deeply and suspiciously.

It was not freshly cut hay, and my mind spread out, checking the wind direction. I picked myself up in a flash.

“Never a dull moment. Come on, let’s go.” I told Auri, dashing over to the closest pair of guards patrolling the wall of the fort of the day.

“Announce a full Legion stand-up now.” I ordered them. The younger guard eyed me suspiciously.

“Who are-” He got two words out before the older guard smacked him over the head.

“At once, ah…” He trailed off awkwardly, recognizing me but not knowing how to address me.

“Bunny.” I winked at him. He saluted back.

“At once, Bunny.”

The stand-up call went out, but I didn’t go over there, instead choosing to intercept Katerina. She eyed me as I landed.

“This surprise yours?” She asked. My eyes flickered to her omnipresent followers, and I lowered my voice. They could probably still hear me, but the message of keep it quiet was probably transmitted.

I… I was getting better at this social thing. I had to run into every single fucking pole in existence between my starting line and where I was now, but I was getting it. Slowly building up an endless maze of rules that dictated how I navigated every interaction.

“Yes. I’m smelling ricin placed in the wells. I’m not sure how to handle a large-scale poisoning event like this, although I can try to track down the culprit. Just wanted everyone not drinking water while you sorted it out.”

I had to admit, ricin was a horribly effective poison to pick. The symptoms closely matched dysentery and other classical illnesses that ripped through armies. It wasn’t like people clutched their throat and foamed at the mouth, no. They just shit themselves to death, and with the rumors of an impending battle, it might ‘only’ weaken one side, not outright kill anyone. But kill three quarters of the combat effectiveness of an army right before a battle?

The battle would be over before it even started.

Katerina smiled and clapped her hand on my shoulder.

“Good work Bunny. Thank you for not making this a bigger mess. I’ll take it from here. Do you want Wren and his line if you manage to track down the culprit? Or are you set with your group?”

“Brrrpt!” Auri had a Target, a bundle of kindling that I wouldn’t object to her burning. A proper Bad Guy.

I knew Iona would go apoplectic at someone actively poisoning wells.

“We’ve got this.” I said.

Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to trace the culprit, her own skills at stealth and infiltration protecting her once again. The slippery target that had harried us now and then, managing to evade even Iona’s [Relentless Tracking].

Yang Duan He, The Lady of Death, had struck once again.

Struck - and missed, as I managed to smell the faintest trace of the poison before it could get to its lethal work.



Assassins were just rude. I woke up one evening to a half-dozen gnomes with empty crossbows in my tent, the clinking of half-dissolved bolts falling off me, and the echoes of a fading headache.

To their credit, they were professional. No screaming, just a terse codeword.

It was all they got out.

[Nova Lance] was faster than anything they could manage.

[*ding!* Congratulations! [The Dawn Sentinel] has leveled up to level 677 -> 678 +3 Dexterity, +24 Speed, +24 Vitality, +170 Mana, +170 Mana Regen, +48 Magic Power, +48 Magic Control from your Class per level! +1 Strength, +1 Dexterity, +1 Speed, +1 Vitality, +1 Mana, +1 Mana Regeneration, +1 Magic Power, +1 Magic Control for being Chimera (Elvenoid)! +1 Mana, +1 Mana Regen from your Element per level!]

[*ding!* Congratulations! [Butterfly Mystic] has leveled up to level 596 -> 598! +8 Strength, +8 Dexterity, +70 Speed, +70 Vitality, +70 Mana, +70 Mana Regen, +70 Magic Power, +70 Magic Control from your Class per level! +1 Dexterity, +1 Speed, +1 Vitality, +1 Mana, +1 Mana Regeneration, +1 Magic Power, +1 Magic Control for being Chimera (Elvenoid)! +1 Strength, +1 Mana Regen from your Element per level!]



“Ironside Brigade! Forward! March!” Katerina roared her orders, Reed amplifying them so we all heard what was going on. Katerina’s orders, what other people were saying, and nothing else, the Sound barrier around us protecting and preserving orders.

I was not happy with this engagement, to say the least. We were sieging a city. When it came to other people trying to murder my Legion, I was firmly on the side of the Legion. When it came to inarguable self-defense of the home and hearth?

I was once again conflicted.

The gates of the city flew open, a single man in colorful flowing pink robes sitting in front of a zither.

[Leader - 872].

Meng Ao’s clan member and relative Meng Tian wasn’t supposed to be here. The city wasn’t supposed to be held by the Qin. The man was famous for his cunning and tactics, deadly traps and maneuvers. If he was here, it was a trap.

The only question was, what was the trap?

His eyes were closed, and he plucked a single note on the zither. It twanged in the crisp morning air, utterly shattering all Sound-related protections the Ironside Brigade had. I could see everyone’s mouth’s moving, but couldn’t hear a word of what they were saying. The casual display of breaking our protections came with it an implied threat - he could mimic and fake as many orders as he wanted.

A second note rang out as the [Great General] began to play a tune. Faster and faster he played a song, and I could feel it. The marching army, the clashing battle, the song told a tale of waves crashing back and forth, triumph and despair. All while completely neutering dozens of Sound Classers in the Ironside Brigade alone, nevermind the hundreds in Wang Jian’s army.

His Sound manipulations weren’t deadly, nor did they stop our backup methods of communicating by flag and banner, a full halt being called. I clumsily ordered my line to stay put, and dashed back to Katerina and the rest of Command. Auri burning letters in the air was ironically one of our fastest methods of communication.

Via mime and pantomime, we came to the conclusion that, yes, it was a trap, but it was a double-layered trap. It looked too good to be true, trying to draw us in, but in reality we all knew Meng Tian had a reputation. He wanted us to think it was a trap, so the best move was to charge in and force him to reveal the army we had no intel or information existed in the area.

To be fair, Meng Tian had hidden entire armies before.

There was also brief wondering if Meng Tian was out for revenge. If he specifically wanted my head after I’d slain Meng Ao.

A small cautionary force of a few dozen soldiers were ordered forward, a sacrifice from Wang Jian to see if he could bait out the trap. Meng Tian plucked a single high note on his zither, and the soldiers fell in half, cut cleanly head to toe.

No more prodding forces were sent.

We weren’t the ones to make the decision. Wang Jian’s [Messengers] made their way over with orders, and in a rare twist, a reasoning.

They believed Meng Tian was going a level further. He knew we’d see through the first layer of deception and believe a charge was correct, therefore, it wasn’t. The mind games were absurd.

We stared at the city in no small amount of frustration, and hidden relief on my end, before the banners finished transmitting the order to retreat.



We occasionally won a battle decisively enough to capture huge amounts of loot. Being mercenaries, we were in a weird position. We were bottom of the food chain socially and in many other ways, but the smart generals - of which Wang Jian was one of them - knew to pay us, and pay us well. The forms of payment got unusual at times, and my little book of memories of the innocent of the Han Civil War grew exponentially that day.

In a twist of convergent cultures, the Han had a tradition of metal wedding rings. Gold, as it was neutral to the innate metals of the dullahan, and the Tears of Vulcan produced trace amounts of it that didn’t get used in the vast war engine. They were common enough that only the poorest farmers couldn’t afford a band for their beloved.

Gold was common in jewelry, and occasionally used in coinage to make a pretty backdrop for the true value of the coin, the gem inside it. It was heavy, and not terribly easy to move around or sell, so Wang Jian ‘paid’ us with it at one point, after once again driving the eternal pest, Yang Duan He, away from one of her camps. The nimble raider gathered loot almost as quickly as she lost it.

Crates of wedding rings.

Crates upon crates of wedding rings.

I hadn’t needed to say a word at the sheer scale of the atrocity. Katerina was just as pissed at the sheer disrespect needed to make such a grisly trophy, nevermind pay us with it. The Legata had murder in her eyes as she ordered Auri to melt it down before it even got through our gates, and from then on she explicitly asked for Auri to always hang around her.

“Just in case.”



Surprise visitors in my tent in the middle of the night was never a good thing.

Unless it was Iona sneaking in, wearing a wink, a finger to her lips, and nothing else.

Then surprise visitors in the middle of the night were great.



A pair of silver-masked Wardens appeared high in the sky. One had a cat-faced mask, the other had a dog on their mask. The magic and enchantments around it prevented me from seeing any true details about them, although they seemed to both be elves.

We were at Kun Ming, the Sealed Forbidden City, where we were located alongside a dozen other armies. How the hell we’d marched so far west outside the Wei territory, deep into the Chu, I’d never know. I did know we were trying to take control of the capital, and everyone and their brother had come out on three different sides. It was possibly the densest population of people in the entire empire.

Between the two of them they held a prisoner. An elf, beaten within an inch of his life, was limply hanging between the two of them. I started to slowly drift his way, sworn to heal everyone regardless of circumstances. Regardless of pissing off the Wardens, the powerful Immortal organization dedicated to deal with Immortals screwing around in mortal lands, to people violating the Treaty of Kyowa.

Like me.

Mostly like me. My age weighed on the scales, my accomplishments sorta doable by someone in ‘only’ a mortal lifespan. Barring the whole ‘creator of the Medical Manuscripts’ thing.

The prisoner was already inside my range of [Cosmic Presence], and I could already see his injuries fading, his eyelashes fluttering as life was slowly restored to his body. I wasn’t the only one noticing this, and the Wardens were no idiots.

“Aldaron has been found guilty of violating the sacred Treaty of Kyowa, building endless homes in his path.” The dog-faced Warden announced. “Immortals are not to interfere with the business of mortals.”

With that announcement, a pair of silver scimitars flashed, and Aldaron was turned into a thousand tiny chunks of flesh, the individual pieces so lightweight that the breeze scattered them across the watching armies.

Wren, of all people, threw his arm around my shoulder.

“Elaine,” He stressed my title and name. “This is deeply traumatizing and extremely troubling. Why don’t you lie down and rest?” He didn’t wait for my answer, steering me to the nearest tent.

It clicked half a second later what he was trying to do, and I went along with it.

If the Wardens properly caught sight of me, if they realized who I was and what I was doing, I’d get the same treatment of poor Aldaron, whose only crime seemed to be building houses for people.

The Ironside Brigade politely declined to participate in the siege any further, and quickly found ourselves a new employer.

Zhao She, again of the Wei. At least we weren’t branded as traitors? Tall and beautiful, she had long, light hair, tied into a high ponytail with blue eyes. Long blue robes with a fur collar completed her look, and I never saw her wearing anything else.

Like how I’d been taught, there was no honor in warfare. Artemis would approve of her philosophy that there was no such thing as an underhanded tactic. Rumors swirled that she regularly kidnapped family members of opposing armies, aiming for the vulnerable middle ranks. The [Great Generals] were close to immune, but not the 500-man and 1000-man leaders. Nobody would duel her, not after she ordered her army to open fire on an opposing general once she’d lured him out.

I found out the rumors were true.



We didn’t win all our battles, but thanks in part to my presence, we rarely had significant casualties.

There were countless gods and goddesses in the great pantheon. The big five - Life, Death, Change, Order, and Chaos, were the undisputed most powerful. A number of gods were fairly ‘big’ - Lunaris and Selene, goddesses of the moons, were in the second tier of divinity and power. The third tier was the most populated, filled with gods of minor aspects.

A minor god was still powerful. The god called down on the Formorians was a ‘minor’ deity.

What went around comes around, and I found my throat going dry one day as the sky split above us.

“Retreat in good order!” Katerina immediately ordered. “Prepare for impact!”

The tranquil sky twisted into a vortex of deep purples and angry blues, and Katerina’s [Shadow Legion] grew and became more defined. The crimson glowing split in the sky enlarged, a zipper revealing the realm of the gods. A pair of burning yellow eyes stared at us with pure hatred, nothing like Lun’Kat’s indifferent gaze. With a deafening roar, blinding arcs of lightning and fire descended upon us, the ground heaved, and the world turned to chaos.

That was on the edges of the main event, the wrath of god utterly scouring the land.

Broken and battered, we retreated, hunkering far down in enemy territory. We almost left the Han Empire in its entirety and returned home, but the Wei were desperate for troops, while having recently won a great victory at the Tears of Vulcan. Flush with fresh armor and weapons, eager to have experienced troops to wear it, Katerina negotiated one hell of a deal.

We continued.



“Elaine Elaine Elaine! We found an Immortal cache! We met Sigrun! She’s so cool! She’s got this HUGE dinosaur, and she just goes zap like that and…” Nina was excitedly bouncing around me as I landed next to the pair. She’d grown up in the three years here, and I privately thought that spending her formative years in a war zone was going to be terrible for her mental health.

It was far better to spend formative teenage years with a merry band of government sanctioned Rangers, solving problems via excessive violence, then pushing oneself to their utter mental limits while surrounded by much older Ranger candidates.

… yeah I didn’t have a leg to stand on when it came to criticizing upbringings.

“... and she said I was good enough for the Order! Good enough to become a fully fledged Valkyrie!”

All of it was interesting, and I wanted to know more.

“Sigrun? The… head of the Valkyrie Order? That Sigrun?” I asked the two.

Iona nodded.

“Wanted to talk with you about that as well.” She said. “Turns out our home is the only semi-permanent structure in the Order, with everyone else taking the ‘wandering’ part a little more seriously. I said it would be a fine place to drop mail off, since getting in touch with each other would otherwise be impossible. Hope you don’t mind?”

“A bunch of heavily armed warriors stomping around can only be good for security!” I joked. “Yeah, sure. We discussed how our home might end up being a center for the new Order, mail just sounds like the first step.”

Ah, right! Emotions! People! Big accomplishments called for recognition and praise!

“Nina! Congratulations! Are you waiting for anything in particular to class up? You were going to merge your two 256 classes into Storm and grab Mirage, is that still the plan?”

Nina bounced up and down in her enthusiasm.

“Yeah! We’ve been looking, and I think I want to model myself after a derecho!”

I scrunched up my eyebrows, unfamiliar with the term, but familiar with the idea of having an ‘elemental theme’. [Butterfly Mystic] was heavily involved with sunlight themes, for example, while [The Dawn Sentinel] didn’t quite land on any one idea. A minor thematic narrowing could result in more power, and I was all for it.

“Derecho?” I asked.

“They’re super cool! Super rare! They’re this great big windstorm that just hits like a tempest, then it’s gone. A quick, brutal hit. It’s perfect for how I want to fight!” Nina enthusiastically regaled me stories about derechos. They sounded neat, but I was just a little worried about her confession that she’d never seen one before.

I wanted to read more, and would probably check out some books once we got back home to Sanguino. Another part had me curious.

“An Immortal hideout?” I raised an eyebrow at Iona. She nodded.

“Yup. Feels like the one we found in Exterreri. Wanted you around before we checked it out. Want to come?”

With a pitch like that, there was no way I could say no.

“Brrrrrpt!!!” Auri sprinted off into the distance, wanting to be first in.

We all traded looks, and I sat down on a rock.

“We’re standing on it, aren’t we?”

“Yup.”

“How long until Auri figures it out?” I asked, and a brisk betting pool was set up.

Fifteen minutes later - Fenrir won - Auri was back, complaining how we were ‘so mean’ for not telling her sooner.

Iona showed us the way to a deep underground base, and it was frankly a little disappointing. I’d grown up on stories of trapped lairs and deadly dungeons. The reality was so much less fun.

Nobody wanted to live in a trapped environment. People were living there. Stepping on the wrong stone and getting peppered with a thousand darts was no fun. Same with maintaining the traps. Things rusted, levers broke, the cistern leaked.

People weren’t Pekari. We just strolled right in, [The World Around Me] revealing the occasional skipped corners in construction, but otherwise not finding any traps.

The other part to finding hidden lairs is if I wasn’t the first one there, there was nothing.

However, all that to say, I wasn’t going to ruin Nina’s fun, nor Auri’s. I zipped through the place, noting a disappointing lack of secret passages behind bookcases - or maybe the people who’d come through before had removed the bookcases, hard to tell - and finding only one very interesting item. It was so interesting I didn’t see the need to seed the place with little gems, old books, or other fun ‘loot’.

“Place is clear, have fun!” I told the two, and they were off like a shot.

Iona knew me. She gave me a look.

“Might want to poke your goddesses, there’s something really interesting here.” I quietly told her.

Her eyebrows went up, and she strode in through the door, her armor flowing around her.

Screams of excitement told me when the interesting item had been found, and I was there a few moments later.

There was a sword in a great slab of stone that extended far into the ground, one that gently radiated divine power. On the stone was an inscription.

Only the Worthy.

Iona’s mouth was moving in silent prayer as Nina and Auri were staring in open-mouthed shock.

“I’m pretty sure that’s a divine artifact.” I told them. “Not sure which god granted it, but hey, here it is.”

“Aelion, God of Valor.” Iona absently replied, her hand twitching towards it then stopping. “Selene and Lunaris really want it.”

She seemed to struggle internally for a moment before shaking her head.

“Why don’t you all see if you can use it first? They’re fine waiting, and it’s strong.”

If we could use it?

“BRRPT!” Auri had seen plenty of fighting, and the idea of having her own divine weapon seemed Just Right to her. A pair of [Mage Hands] wrapped themselves around the hilt, and started futilely pulling on the blade.

A ‘bead of sweat’ formed on Auri’s forehead - she was doing it herself, the brat - and more hands joined in. She started hovering higher and higher as she strained to pull the blade out, but nothing happened. One moment dozens of hands were trying to lift the sword, the next they all vanished as Auri ran out of mana, the little hummingbird collapsing to the ground. She kicked up some dust in frustration.

“Brrpt BRPT!”

Stupid sword, not even made out of fire, only good for…

“Mind if I give it a go?” I asked. Nina’s ear twitched at that, but Iona nodded.

I felt voices whispering in my ear as I put my hand on the sword, transmitting concepts instead of words. War and battle, valor and honor, all sorts of things I just didn’t like.

I gave it a few half-hearted tugs, noting that it should be loose but wasn’t. I shrugged.

“I’m clearly not worthy.” I joked. “Iona, want to see if you can brute force it?”

Iona grinned and cracked her knuckles.

“Oh yeah, you better believe I want to show the sword who’s boss.”

Iona started off casually trying to pull the sword out of the stone, seeing if it would cooperate. The gently radiating divine power took on an ugly note, fiercely rejecting the paladin of another goddess.

Iona narrowed her eyes at the blade.

“Fine then.”

She took a stance around the sword, her mallium metal flowing around her hands, arms, and the sword to get a fantastic grip. She wiggled, getting herself into the proper position, then heaved, her muscles bulging as she applied her full force, the veins in her neck popping out as she exerted herself.

The sword didn’t move.

Everything else did. The entire place shuddered, and the very foundation cracked under Iona’s pulls.

“Stop stop stop!” I yelled, waving my arms. “You’re going to bring the whole place down on us!”

Iona glared balefully at the sword, which seemed to be smug of all things. She gestured from Nina to the sword.

“Alright Nina, you’re up.”

The ginger kitsune took a stance near the sword and wrapped her hands around it, her nine tails fanning out in a circle around her. She suddenly looked regal, like a [Princess] or [Queen], and the little factoid that the Nippon-Koku ruling family had nine tails suddenly seemed really important.

She pulled.

The blade shifted a fraction of an inch.

With a triumphant roar, Nina pulled more…

… completely unbalancing herself and toppling over as the blade slid back down into its groove. Cursing and swearing, Nina picked herself back up, kicked the sword, and tried to pull it out with all her might.

Ten very embarrassing minutes later of Nina cursing, swearing, and pulling at the blade, and she called it quits. Iona hugged the tearful squire, patting her hair.

“Hey, hey, it’s alright.”

I smirked at the two.

“Iona’s about to get revenge on it, watch.” I said.

That cheered Nina right up.

“Yeah! Go kick its ass!” She yelled. I wasn’t sure if the blade trembled at that or not, and Iona grinned evilly and walked up to it, putting her hand on top of the pommel.

“Selene, Lunaris, by right of discovery, by right of possession, I dedicate this gift to you.”

The blade vanished in a sparkle of divine power.


Chapter 47 - Interlude - Legata Katerina - Military Machinations

Something was wrong.

Katerina’s [Legata’s Imperial Intuition] was hounding her. Telling her something was not right, and if she didn’t figure it out, they’d die.

That simple.

Water levels of Shuixi higher than usual for the time of year.

Annual festival next week. Likely to be held with additional vigor, due to surrendering and paying tribute to Zhao She and Wang Jian. Army participating.

Estimated 40,000 tons of raw clay in. 35,000 tons of pottery produced. Water is 20% of raw clay by weight. 3,000 ton discrepancy.

Iron composition of the Legion’s new armor: 84% iron, 8% bronze, 5% copper, traces of titanium, aluminum, tin, and other metals.

The Sixth Legion was attached to Zhao She’s army, who’d met up with their old employer, Wang Jian to siege the city of Shuixi. After some threatening and posturing, including threatening to let the ‘barbaric Ironside Brigade loose upon the women and children of the city’, and a three-day siege where the armies conspicuously built siege engines outside the wooden walls of the city, they’d capitulated with barely a shot fired.

High civic pride.

8% more cows than usual. 3% fewer sheep.

Utter lack of dinosaurs or other scaled animals.

Mountain snowcaps melting.

Katerina chewed on the inside of her cheek, a nervous habit, as she reviewed dozens of documents and thousands of pieces of information, debating if she needed to call a full officer’s meeting or not.

No, no. It’d be impossible to explain every piece of information she had available, and trying to corral the dozens of razor-sharp minds into a solution would take more effort than it was worth. If she knew what the problem was, she’d call the meeting in a heartbeat to find a solution.

City claims to have been founded on the remains of a slain celestial serpent. Densely packed, built up high as a result of the legend.

Primary export: leather and textiles.

Army’s food reserves: 20% pre-tribute, 80% post tribute. Legion reserves: 60%.

Mosquitoes seem unusually thick in Shuixi. Reported pests with levels.

Shuixi scents their streets with oregano.

Bridge tolls on three of four bridges.

There was something hiding in the vast reams of data she’d gathered. Some combination of effects trying to warn her of a tragedy.

It was hidden deeply, otherwise her skill would be highlighting it and screaming the details into her ear. Wasn’t the first time she almost had all the pieces of the puzzle and needed to work it out, wouldn’t be the last.

Primary construction material: wood.

Place reeks of leather chemicals and dyes.

Drills have been up 28% from normal. Friendly rivalry between Wang Jian and Zhao She? Burning off energy after prepping for the siege and not carrying through?

Legion morale at medium-high. The people spoiling for a fight are mad, the majority are relieved to have skipped a full battle.

The last datapoint had Katerina use [Of Two Minds] to think about the aspect in more detail.

We’re approaching three years, and the troops are tired. Should head home at the end of this season. Don’t tell anyone, they’ll be like horses smelling the barn. Too eager to get home, won’t do a damn thing properly until then.

“Get me Optio Coral, Optio Ardenus, and Tribune Hazel.” Katerina ordered one of her [Messengers]. They were out the door in a flash, the three officers making their way to the command structure.

Siege weapons being dismantled by Zhao She, but not burned.

Starvation likelihood over the winter for the city: near guaranteed. Problem is far future, not immediate, wouldn’t trigger [Intuition].

Library is regionally famous.

The officers entered and saluted, waiting for Katerina to acknowledge them. She gestured to the table, wordlessly asking them to join her.

“Something is wrong.” She said without preamble. “Coral, Hazel, Pierce. I’m calling an audit. Lean on Dawn, she’s got terrifying information processing abilities while being properly independent. Ardenus, I want all your scouts out on patrol. Tap a few extra lines from the 3rd cohort if you need the bodies. I want the patrols fast and light. Don’t get me full breakdowns of hostile forces, I just want to know if there’s any trace of a hostile force. Lastly, I want every scrap of information that hasn’t yet made it to my desk, and any ideas what could be wrong. Go.” The Legata ordered.

Offensive mage distribution is highly unusual for the army. 31% base Earth, 54% base Metal, 22% Wind, 13% Light, 8% Dark, 6% Wood, 5% Water, 4% Fire.

The distribution naturally didn’t add up to any nice number. Lava, for example, was counted in both Earth and Fire, while pure Metal was only counted once. The counting methodology was odd, but as long as it was standard, deviations and variations stood out in large sample sizes.

Correcting for Dullahan cultural quirks, the difference is more reasonable. Wind, Wood, Water are up, Fire, Dark, Light are down.

Full moons tonight.

Northerly breeze.

Rain likely tomorrow.

Pterodactyl migration season.

Immortal Cache discovered nearby.

“Legata. I have one unusual detail to report.” Tribune Hazel volunteered.

“Speak.” Katerina ordered. Hazel licked her lips, and Katerina prepared to suffer a less than amazing piece of information. Hazel was excellent at her job, but anything new would likely come from Coral or Ardenus.

“Wang Jian has invited us to participate in the Lunar Festival next week.” She reported. Katerina lifted an eyebrow, not wanting to reprimand Hazel for stating the obvious, but letting her know she wasn’t impressed. The tribune hurried to make her point.

“We’re mercenaries, or so they think. We never get invited to participate in things. Why now? Why here? The city’s just surrendered, they don’t want us ‘barbarians’ ravaging the poor townsfolk. Usually they’d give us busywork sixteen miles away, not invite us to join. Not invite us to make lanterns for them. Granted, that’s busywork too, but a third of the Legion is busy making those red paper lanterns they love so much.”

Katerina drummed her finger. She’d made similar noises back when the invitation had been extended, but as uninspired as Hazel’s information was, she decided to look at it in new light.

Main gate is double barred with a murder corridor. Still taking down the siege barricades.

Leather consumption up 11%. Boot repair primary culprit.

Legion has taken a liking to yak.

Zhao She’s banners have been torn, are under repair.

Average recruiting age is down.

Arrow production is up.

“Walk with me.” Katerina ordered, clasping her hands behind her back and strolling out of the command structure.

Circling round and round in the same environment was getting her nowhere. A change of pace, a pair of fresh eyes on the various elements could be just what was needed. That, and a thought had occurred to her, a famous lesson every officer of Exterreri studied.

War Sentinel Flood had gained her moniker for a reason, and the combination of flat plains, snowy mountains, high water levels and impending rain had Katerina concerned that they might be flooded out. Looking at the situation could give her new perspective on the matter, able to identify if the Legion was about to be flooded out, potentially devastating the Legion.

The Legata climbed up onto the walls, her guards escorting her, while her scribes followed along dutifully. Reed, second-in-command Pierce, and the rest of her command staff came along.

“Legata. Legata.” Pairs of soldiers snapped to crisp attention as she passed, throwing enthusiastic salutes.

“At ease.” Katerina replied with a smile to each one.

Adjustment: Morale higher than before.

The nagging sense of doom didn’t diminish with the new information. Instead, it was only going stronger.

Katerina looked out onto the field around Shuixi. The armies had almost entirely encircled the city, and now that the siege was lifted, hadn’t bothered to reform back into a tight tent, instead choosing to simply party where they were.

Booze rations down significantly across the board.

There was far less drinking and alcohol flowing than Katerina anticipated, leading her to think that maybe the reports they’d gotten on how much tribute had been paid were wrong, or her estimates of their reserves were off. That, or they were anticipating one huge party at the festival itself.

Was that the missing piece of the puzzle? Was that what was wrong?

The sky darkened and the moons rose, full and foreboding. As red as the lanterns they were designing. Wang Jian himself came along with a large escort and collected a batch of the lanterns. It grated a bit to be used as base manual labor like this, but what could they do? It was part of the cover, and it was more fun than thousands of other tasks they could’ve been asked to do.

Katerina forced herself to remain stately. To pace at an appropriate speed. Everyone looked to her to see and set the mood, and if she was running in a panic, the Legion would get into a panic. If she was seen as calm and in control, the Legion would be calm and in control. Panic beget panic. Calm beget calm.

Katerina scanned the Legion, picking out dozens of faces and names out of the crowd. Always-reliable Wren noticed her glance and waved. Tribune Callus was laughing with his centurions and a number of other members, all of them making the red lanterns as an activity and drinking. Dawn and Auri had made their own, although the phoenix - a phoenix - had decided to light her own a little early.

It promptly went up in flames, like everything a phoenix did. Katerina smiled at the pair bickering like an old married couple, the Sentinel losing to a non-stop stream of brrrpts.

Her smile faded as she got the last piece of the puzzle. As it all clicked together.

As a thousand lanterns all along the south side of the encampments were lit.

As a thousand burning torches took to the sky.

The resisting city. The densely packed wood. The [General of a Thousand Jade Scrolls]. The slight increase in Wind mages. The city not being a Wei city, the sheer brutality of a civil war.

They were going to burn the city to the ground.

With everyone still inside.

And that meant…

Katerina whirled on Optio Coral.

“Population of Shuixi! Now!” She ordered.

Coral stammered out a number.

Katerina swore and put a hand on Reed’s shoulder. He could let her ‘borrow’ his skills, at the same time he could borrow hers. It worked nicely, and she roared out to the entire Legion, damn the diplomatic consequences.

They didn’t matter at this point, not if they all died.

“Sixth Legion! TO ARMS! Full assembly! Every last one of you, get out there, now!”

“Get me Dawn.” She snarled at Reed, and a little click in her ear let her know the channel was open.

Flighty, bleeding-heart Dawn wouldn’t be able to resist trying to save the citizens of Shuixi, and Katerina grudgingly approved. It was the same instinct that had led to her current power level, and one here again, gone again Dawn was still worth more than an entire line of Optio Henrietta’s.

It didn’t mean Katerina wasn’t going to try and steer Dawn to protecting the Legion, and with the right knowledge, she would.

“Dawn, when you get the notification, immediately return.” Katerina ordered.

Only the fastest [Speedsters] were assembled on the field outside the fortress, but it was enough. Enough for Katerina’s trump skill [Empire of Nightmares, We Fight In The Shade, We Are Masters Of the Darkness, Rise Up, Shadows of the Legion!].

“Arise!”


Chapter 48 - Auri and the Thousand Lanterns I

I’d been enjoying a carefree day with Auri, playing with the lanterns while privately thankful that we’d avoided another siege when the call came from Katerina.

“Sixth Legion! To arms!” She roared, the blast echoing off our walls. “Full assembly! Every last one of you, get out there, now!”

Auri and I sprang into action. I used [Rapid Reshelving] to snap my armor and all my gear on, and the rest of the Legion was scrambling to respond to Katerina’s call. Auri flew up in the air, gaining height to better dive down.

My first thought was a drill. It wouldn’t be the first time, it wouldn’t be the last.

There was something in her tone though. A tense note of fear, the call for everyone to get to arms. One way or another, for some reason, we’d been caught with our tunics down - but we weren’t ordered to man the walls of the fortress like we would if we were getting attacked. Calling us the Sixth Legion, not the Ironside Brigade, completely throwing the subterfuge out the window. The only reason Katerina, always in control, would do that is if it no longer mattered. The alarm bells weren’t ringing.

Something was very, very wrong. I was just starting to think about flashing Radiance around me to see if I was caught in an illusion when my ears clicked, a sure sign that Reed had looped me into a communication.

“Dawn, when you get the notification, immediately return.” Katerina ordered.

What was going on?

I took flight, catching up to Auri in a moment, and my heart dropped as I took in the scene.

Thousands upon thousands of burning lanterns were being released up into the sky, just like they would at a festival. Auri and I had noticed when we were making a few of our own that they seemed poorly designed. The torch was too close to the upper structure, and the lanterns would catch fire before they would burn out.

As the thousands and thousands of lanterns went up into the sky though, I realized they hadn’t been poorly constructed. They’d been made just right for the purpose - burning the city of Shuixi to the ground. The armies had encircled the city, and the lanterns were drifting with unnatural speed towards the tinder walls of Shuixi.

The combination of Katerina’s call to arms, orders, and my own fucking ethics made my decision, what I had to do, abundantly clear. I was not going to let a city of hundreds of thousands of people burn alive in front of me.

Quick math suggested that my actions alone wouldn’t be enough. Wouldn’t be nearly enough. But I wasn’t alone. The city had to have thousands of Classers by pure numerical calculation, and half of those could probably do something about the attempted arson.

At the same time, Zhao She and Wang Jian wouldn’t be trying this sort of treachery and attack if they didn’t have confidence that it would work.

“Auri!” I shouted, springing into action. She knew what I wanted, and we shot after the lanterns at top speed. I quickly outsped Auri, snatching her in my hand like a burning ball and continuing on at high speed. Katerina’s words echoed in my mind, a [Parallel Thought] spun off trying to parse her order.

Immediately return when I got the notification? Which notification? Should I turn my army-kill notifications on and return the first time I got a kill notification?

I almost instantly got in range of the closest wave of lanterns, and a set of [Nova Lances] spun around me in all directions as I twirled, rapidly destroying a chunk of them.

“BRPT!” Auri shouted, and I flung her towards the city. [Nova Lance] had a longer range than Auri’s [Inferno Control], and keeping her with me was pointless when she could make it to the city faster, and start her own work.

Out of the corner of my eye I saw the Legion forming up on the field, Katerina’s [Shadow Legion] duplicating the army. We weren’t going for a small defensive formation - Katerina had the Legion spread out in a line 1-century thick by 24 long. They weren’t even fully formed when she issued the order to attack, and the Legion plowed into the unprepared side of Wang Jian’s army.

What the fuck?

I was all against war crimes, and I knew Katerina didn’t particularly like participating either, no matter how often we’d marched, sieged cities, and otherwise peripherally participated, but stabbing our now-former allies in the back like this in a surprise attack seemed to be a bit much for Katerina.

My respect for her skyrocketed. Seeing a crime beyond the pale for even her, she didn’t hem and haw and refuse to act, or pull back and say ‘nothing we could do’. No, outnumbered at least 10:1, and possibly more, she was saying ‘this is not alright’ and doing everything in her power to change it.

My interpretation could be off.

The odds were so dramatically against us I didn’t want to think of likely outcomes. Both Wang Jian and Zhao She were lifers, having grown up on warfare. Katerina was snapping at their heels level-wise, and had at least a few decades on them, but I’d bet they had a better class quality.

A similar story went for most of the troops. With only a small degree of patriotism coloring my glasses, I believed that Exterreri professionals were just as good as the elite [Honor Guards] each general had.

But they had almost as many [Honor Guards] as we had in the entire Legion, and that was before the tens of thousands of less-elite soldiers in their armies.

In short, we had a great position, the element of surprise, and slightly immodestly, the Eventide Eclipse, but I didn’t have to be a scholar of warfare to know we were a little doomed.

It was now or never. I had a few extra cards hidden up my sleeves - literally. The Sixth was still forming up, but I could buy them some time.

I teleported out Queen’s Ooze card from where I’d kept it inside [Loremaster’s Library], and hesitated, searching for the best spot. I wasn’t quite clear on the range of the effect…

I spotted a concentration of Han soldiers rallying around one of their 5,000-man commanders, far from the Legion’s line but close enough to be their first serious challenge. I primed the card and flicked my wrist, sending it spinning through the air.

I went back to scything through the thousands of floating lanterns like wildfire through dry paper, getting serious work done even as the decidedly not deadly card spun through the air, the skill still potent enough to potentially turn the tide of the entire engagement.

The card landed and unleashed hell. Thousands upon thousands of thick, sticky strands as wide as my wrist unraveled from the card the moment it impacted. Each one sprung out in a different direction, and the moment it hit a target, dullahan, ground, or otherwise, the strands ‘stuck’ to them, they unfurled, each one going in another direct, springing forth like the spiderweb from hell. The further from the center it went, the thinner the strands were, but Queen knew her stuff. Even as thin as a hair, the strands were a gigantic pain in the ass - sometimes literally.

In moments thousands of troops were stuck together, strands grabbing helmets and hands, arms and legs, chests and backs, and tying them all together. The Ooze rapidly hardened, but stayed flexible enough to bend when tested, making it even hard to try to chop and break. It let people move around a little, but not much, and the strands that hit the ground ‘anchored’ the entire formation.

Good. The entire section of the army was out of the fight, and my only regret was how thin the Han line was. If they were thicker, if they weren’t trying so hard to encircle Shuixi, I would’ve caught significantly more. As-is, the Legion would have significantly more time to find their feet, get in formation, and fight the Han.

I was about a tenth of the way around the circle when an inky tiger snarled and pounced at me, deadly claws slashing at my head.

I twisted and dodged, Wang Jian himself flying after me with wings made out of paper, dozens upon dozens of talismans trailing after him. Reams of paper were slapping themselves onto his body, forming another layer of armor, while ink wrote out inscriptions, faintly glowing before disappearing as he buffed himself. His mouth started to move, but I ignored him, not caring what he had to say. I doubled back, knowing I’d have to cross over a number of paper lanterns that were already burned, but I’d get more done than trying to fight Wang Jian.

I did activate my own buffs though, the rarely-used runes on my bones boosting my physical capabilities. I was stronger, faster, and tougher. Not a ton, but every little bit counted.

The first lanterns, sped along by supernatural Wind, touched down in the city. Most were quickly extinguished, but even from my poor, obfuscated angle, I could see some fires started to catch and spread.

Wang Jian’s paper snapped into position to the side as a familiar frost arrow went for his head.

Iona! She was here, she was helping!

The arrow punctured through a few layers before stopping, but Iona’s best trick with her archery was never her piercing power. Dozens more arrows shot towards Wang Jian from all sorts of strange angles, her [Trick Shot] combined with the rapid fire rate of a shortbow forcing the general to react, spend time and resources combating her.

It wasn’t their first clash, and hopefully would be their last.

His talismans rearranged themselves, and a dark beam of disintegration carved through my chest. I ignored it and flew on, my magic healing my body as quickly as it was destroyed. Wang Jian rearranged his talismans, and blinding chains of Brilliance shot out at the speed of light, trying to shackle and control me.

Fuck my low strength. Normally I could just pull against the bindings, playing physical abilities against mana pool, and drain Wang Jian down. I was on a clock.

I had dozens of options, but speed and low mana cost were my prime directives. [Blink] would get me out at the cost of a huge chunk of mana; mana that I needed for the citizens of Shuixi.

I could fight Wang Jian, but I’d seen enough of him throughout the years to know he was slippery and well-protected. I couldn’t easily [Nova Lance] him like I’d done to Meng Ao, he was wearing a helmet of paper, ink writing out more enchantments as I watched.

No, my goal was to save lives, and right now, minimizing the number of lanterns that landed on Shuixi was key.

I tried to keep my bag of wizardry tricks endless. It didn’t always work, but dispel was always useful. Wizardry against wizardry, I was confident in my stats, mana, and ability to outlast Wang Jian.

I snapped out a book, knowing I’d just revealed I had Spatial magic and confirming a third class, but I knew the [Great General] was no idiot. Ever since I’d deflected Meng Ao’s strike over three years ago, it was clear that I was stronger than I looked, that I was hiding secrets.

I dispelled the chains, shot off towards the still-flying lanterns, and the race was on.

The dragoneye moons were full in the sky, watching our every move.



Interlude - Iona

Iona had relaxed when Shuixi had surrendered to the Wei forces. A city being pillaged was the single worst scenario she could think of for herself, Nina, and Fenrir, as invading armies didn’t tend to be gentle to the resisting city.

Needing to step into the city, take a stand, and tell what was effectively three armies ‘no’ could only result in her death. A noble death, one she knew she was fated for one day, but it was too early. Iona was too young, Nina wasn’t ready yet, and the Valkyrie knew she could do more, be more, by staying alive.

She had a conflicted relationship with the Sixth Legion Elaine was part of. On one hand, they were the model of an upstanding army. On the other, even a great army was fine with others casually committing atrocities. With participating in them. Being the muscle that besieged cities of civilians. Requiring food and pay from their host army, which in turn took it from people. Shielding and sheltering those that committed the worst crimes.

That was on the big level. The Legion also fucked up on the small level, and Iona had needed to break a few Ironside Brigade helmets here and there.

All in all, not a fan. She did recognize that they had a certain stabilizing presence, and when they needed to march and throw their weight around, they did it far more politely than the native Han, who had to live there after. Iona’s degree of needed intervention was orders of magnitude lower than on anyone else.

The siege had been a deep moral dilemma for Iona, and in the end she’d made a difficult decision to show herself and Fenrir circling over the Sixth Legion in full view of Shuixi. The subsequent surrender and negotiations let Iona be at peace with her decision.

She’d protected the meek against the strong. Not in the usual way, and not in her favorite way - they’d still needed to bend their neck and pay tribute - but damage had been mitigated.

Something about the whole situation didn’t quite sit right with Iona. She knew people. She knew wargames and strategy. She knew the culture and most of the personalities involved.

The trio were relaxing after the siege, Nina scrubbing every inch of Fenrir’s body with a large brush. The wyvern developed flakey spots on his scales after wearing his armor too long, and one of Nina’s jobs was to brush the flakes off before they could develop into a worse sore spot. Iona paced back and forth, eyebrows furrowed in thought, occasionally glancing back at the two.

A moment of peace, versus her paranoia.

What do I do? She asked her goddesses.

“What you believe is right.” Lunaris responded.

“You’re the Valkyrie, not us!” Selene added in.

Iona eyed Nina, getting a moment in the sun like a teenager should. Laughing as Fenrir hiccuped Lightning, then sliding down his tail like a ramp.

Iona shook her head and walked over to the two, picking up a pick.

“Alright you big lug.” She patted the side of Fenrir’s head. “Open up and let me see what you’ve got stuck in there. I want to be in the air tonight.”



The call was a good one, and Iona’s heart leapt into her throat as thousands of lanterns lifted up into the sky, the pieces falling into place. She immediately zoomed in on the Sixth, and what they were doing.

To her eternal delight, her lover’s Legion was doing the right thing. They had far too much tolerance for senseless slaughter, but this was a bridge too far for them, the Legion promptly turning around and backstabbing the Han armies employing them.

They were beautifully positioned as well. The Han armies were spread out in a long, thin line, and the Legion was hitting them from the narrow side, chewing them up and spitting out bodies. The fight was impossible to win - even with the fantastic position, the Han had the home field advantage and outnumbered the Sixth Legion too hard.

Iona had nothing but respect for warriors and soldiers who saw an impossible fight against overwhelming odds, spit in their face, and said ‘fine, let’s do this.’ She was reminded of Wobby Pass and the overwhelming goblin horde that had crippled Order Valkyrie, the event that had forged her into the Valkyrie she was today.

Everything was aligned, everything was perfect. Her love who held her heart and her [Vow] were in glorious harmony, and while the Sixth Legion was doomed against the overwhelming odds, well.

That’s what a Valkyrie was for.

[Frost Wyvern’s Fang] summoned a bow and arrows to her hands.

“Nina, you’re the eyes in the back of my head.” She told her [Squire], who wrapped her arms around Iona’s waist tightly, to better hold on with all of Fenrir’s potential aerial maneuvers.

The wyvernrider pressed her knees into Fenrir’s neck, the bond of trust and experience between the two of them communicating her will to the army-killer.

With Ice and Lightning, in a swirl of vicious snow, death descended.



Interlude - Auri

The lanterns had started off pretty. The perfect display of fire, glorious lights shining in the darkness for all to see and admire.

The crackle of flame, the herbal scent of the burning oil, a balm to the soul.

So why!?

Why did they have to pervert it!?

Why did they have to make it mean?!

Why did they have to hurt others with it?

Why did they have to hurt me with it?

Why did I hurt?

Why were the bad tears here?

Fire was good!

Fire was the best!

I was the lady of flames! Mistress of the inferno! I’d studied every type of fire I could! I’d stolen divine flames from the goddesses!

But this fire… this fire was wrong.

The thousands of burning lanterns jumping into the sky were beautiful.

Glorious!

A view for thousands and thousands to see, know, and appreciate all that was fire.

Yesss, the lanterns were the epitome of beauty.

But then…

But then I saw what they were doing.

Where the lanterns were going.

And my heart broke.

No! It was wrong!

I thought the city was a great big pile of kindling when I first saw it.

I thought it might be fun to see it burn.

I thought I knew what I wanted.

When the moment came, when the lanterns went up, I knew.

This fire was wrong.

The fire was bad.

The flames themselves were perfect, but their use… no.

My heart cried out at it, and I instinctively knew, from the tip of my beak to the end of my tail, to put the fire out.

That this was one blaze that shouldn’t burn.

I put aside my thoughts and feelings for the moment, hitting the city at all the speed 79,658 zippiness could provide. I would think on them more later!

Yes! With Elaine!

She wasn’t a bird brain, but she was smart!

She would know why I was sad.

Already the flames were roaring, an all-consuming beast bent on devouring Shuixi. They flared higher when I came in, coming up to greet their lady.

WATER!!! I cursed my most vicious obscenity to myself.

[Domain of Fire] was on!

I flew, and the flames bowed to me. Extinguished to my will.

The city was big. Far too big.

The flames closed in behind me.

Stupid fire! Disobedient fire!

I knew why. I’d removed the flames, not the heat or air. The holy fire triangle still existed.

All around me, people burned alive.

They crushed themselves against the barricade, the press of bodies stopping them from being able to remove it.

They threw themselves out of windows. I tried to catch them! I did!

Too many.

They trampled each other rushing to the river.

The water… the water… the water was go… the water was good. Safe! Protecting!

Here, tonight, the water was… good. People running to it! Hauling buckets! Throwing it on the fire!

Someone throwing water like a ball!

Go… water?

This.

Fire.

Was.

Wrong.

How did I fix it? How did I make it right?

Elaine! Yay!

Elaine was here!

Elaine would make it all better!

Elaine…

Elaine couldn’t make it all better.

She cried as well.

The water today was good. The tears weren’t bad.

I wasn’t crying.

Nope.

But Elaine… Elaine was trying, and couldn’t fix it all.

I saw.

I saw with my little eyes.

I knew Elaine’s skills.

Sometimes… sometimes her skill was keeping burning people alive longer.

Sometimes it was good. I could reach them in time, yes! I could get rid of their flames!

Sometimes… I turned my beak away. Sometimes I couldn’t watch.

Fire… sometimes, fire was the bad one.

A cloud zipped across the sky, pitch black and rumbling.

Rain?

It stopped over the city, and the clouds parted, revealing a kun-peng.

Fish? Bird? Bit of both! Size of two whales.

[*ding!* You are in the presence of Guardian Teruo, The Pure]


Chapter 49 - Auri and the Thousand Lanterns II

I continued my madcap dash back and forth across the city, trying to heal as many people as I could, my mana cratering. Tens of thousands, if not more, people burning to death in front of my eyes, and there was only so much I could do.

Then I got the notification. We all got the notification.

[*ding!* You are in the presence of Guardian Teruo, The Pure]

Katerina’s order to ‘return once I got the notification’ suddenly came into crystal clarity, and I twisted my neck around like an owl to see what was going on while I started dashing over and through the blazing inferno to get back to the Legion.

I didn’t believe I was abandoning the tens, if not hundreds, of thousands of people currently burning to death. Guardians were all about preserving life. Usually it was preemptive - the classic example was a high level Immortal using [Channel] with a powerful skill, trying to crack the planet in half - but often it was retributive. The Guardians showing up after Lun’Kat dropped the sky on the dwarven nation came to mind. Rare was the event that they showed up in the middle of, but here we were.

I spun off a [Parallel Thought] to wonder how, exactly, Katerina had known a Guardian was going to arrive. I’d heard the theory at the School, but her ability to predict was amazing, and reframed a number of her decisions.

Guardians existed to preserve life. To put brakes on mass slaughters executed by powerful Classers. They didn’t always succeed. Immortal Wars, as history demonstrated, showed they could be overwhelmed, and I’d seen Lun’Kat fight off all eight Guardians at once. The presence of the Guardian meant we were all subject to their whims and desires. Quick and immediate retribution.

As I turned my head, I caught a flash of Fenrir and Iona, the two still doing their best against two whole armies. Fenrir was diving down, away from the guardian and towards the tens of thousands of troops with pointy spears. The Guardian’s presence hadn’t slowed them down at all - they were just being a little more careful about where they were flying.

A massive cloud parted, and a kun-peng two or three times the size of a blue whale lazily flapped his wings, lord and sovereign over the skies. I’d researched all manner of fantastical creatures when performing my biomancy operation, and my bones had been strongly modeled after a kun-peng’s. It was like a whale with bird’s wings attached to it, but sleekly integrated. It didn’t look bizarre like a chimera did, instead it looked like a cohesive whole more akin to a manticore. It flew in the zenith of the sky as easily as it dove to the deepest depths of the sea. As a phoenix was half a step behind a dragon, a kun-peng was half a step behind a phoenix in ranking, easily equal to or possibly superior to the mighty krakens and leviathans of the deep.

The body was a deep cerulean blue, with the wings a lighter cloudy blue. I could see its eyes, the inky depth of the Void promising utter devastation.

[Ranger - 3350].

Thick stormclouds rumbled overhead, expanding from Teruo in an instant, covering the entire sky, hiding our actions from the Dragoneye Moons. Rain came pouring down on us, soaking me in an instant, dousing the city. Fascinatingly, the rain didn’t stay. The moment after it doused the flames and cooled the wood, it vanished. No sense in saving a city from fire, only to wash the entire thing away.

It also healed somehow, the drops of water proving to be lifesaving to every body it touched. I clinically noted that it didn’t have the restoration property that Light healing had, but everything else I saw suggested that Teruo was using a Storm element, not a Water element.

There was Storm healing?!

I caught a glimpse of Auri, her black flames sparking in every direction as she flew desperately to get under shelter. My eyes narrowed at the raindrops somehow completely avoiding her, like a little umbrella. Even when the wind gusted, making the rain go sideways, not a single drop of water touched the little gothic phoenix.

Did Teruo have such control over what he was doing that he could control every single raindrop?! Holy shit.

My job was done here. The moons were now clouded, and [Wheel of Sun and Moon] was off the table. I could try manually healing, but given the length of time it’d take… yeah. I needed to get back to the Sixth. The population of Shuixi needed some additional care, but that could wait.

I swept around in a large circle and healing everyone I could see in a flash. The entire time, I craned my neck skywards, watching Teruo, seeing if I could catch a small fraction of his flight to evolve [Scintillating Ascent]. The skill got better the more flights I could study, and kun-pengs were on my shortlist of ‘want to see’.

Then I was out of here.

Wang Jian was high up above Shuixi, his rain of now-extinguished lanterns put on pause at the notification, the man boldly staring up at the Guardian.

Teruo opened his mouth up, and a great consumptive ability formed, like the maw of a black hole. Wang Jian fought bitterly, flinging spell after skill, pulling out trump cards I’d never seen before. All of it was consumed by the great maw, the endless Void negating every ability.

In moments he was sucked down and killed, Teruo closing his mouth, slow wings flapping in the air.

I crossed the city walls, the harsh downpour instantly ending the moment I was over them, shooting back across the open field to the Legion, studying the Guardian the entire way. I could feel my flight evolving and changing, eking out additional speed as my flight improved. I was a little nervous about how far-flung the formation was. I couldn’t hope to reach them all.

I mentally corrected.

I couldn’t reach them all with [Wheel of Sun and Moon], but I wasn’t using [Wheel], it was off the table. I had to use [Imbue] and a combination of [Nova Lance] or [Mantle of the Stars], depending on how far away people were.

Nike and the rest of the [Battery] line were in formation, and I dropped down to them, hovering right above their heads.

“Detail! Mana!” I harshly ordered, no time to be polite.

Bless their training, they were already extending their arcanite rods towards me as I landed, and they quickly hit my leg. A moment of thought later, and my mana regeneration went through the roof as I absorbed mana as quickly as they could generate it.

The years of combat hadn’t just been good for my levels; they’d been great for everyone’s levels. As my mana soared with my levels, so too did my line’s regeneration. I swapped my mental healing image to the most bare-boned image I had, only aiming for critical injuries. Arms? Legs? Eh, I could fix those later. Stomach injuries? Perforated bowels? Pierced bladders, broken intestines, missing livers? Whatever, they weren’t immediately critical. I didn’t need people ‘good enough to keep fighting’ or ‘[Cosmic Presence] will get it’ - I needed people just barely alive.

Heart, brain, lungs, and a fraction of the circulatory system. Those were the important parts.

I re-extended [The World Around Me] and rapidly scanned the Legion, looking for any critical injuries I needed to jump on right now.

Bless Katerina, Optio Henrietta, and the Sixth Legion. Their time with me hadn’t made them complacent, and [Healers] were attached to and part of the Sixth. There were far more bodies than if I’d been around the entire time, but nobody I needed to jump on right this second. Optio Henrietta’s lines of [Healers] and the general discipline and training of the Sixth had held, with critically injured soldiers pulled back for emergency care and stabilization. They weren’t healed fully, but they’d last another fifteen minutes, and that’s all that mattered.

The image was ready, [Imbue] was at the tip of my tongue, my skills were at my fingertips.

“Sixth Legion! Disengage, disengage, disengage! Testudo! Testudo! Testudo!” Katerina ordered, Reed transmitting the orders directly to every soldier’s ear. The soldiers pulled back, the Han troops mostly letting us reform. We’d hit them by surprise from the side, and I think they both wanted the chance to properly reform against our treachery, and wanted to see what was going on with the Guardian.

After eating Wang Jian in a single bite, Teruo’s attention seemed to shift to us, and I braced myself, fearing what was to come. The Sixth had been involved in burning Shuixi to the ground, there was no doubt about that. The only question was, did the Guardian think we were involved, and to what extent? Thanks to Katerina’s quick thinking, when he arrived on the field we were battling the people who had tried to burn Shuixi to the ground.

The massive wings flapped once, and the Guardian’s judgment descended upon us. Hundreds of clear harpoons, wrapped in crackling Void, shot off his wings, each one unerringly aimed at a target. I calculated and dismissed nearly all of them, noting five that seemed to be headed our way.

I made a snap decision. Either way, I’d need to heal a bodyshot, but if the harpoons also had secondary effects, it was better to have it happen away from the Legion. I wasn’t the toughest, but I was probably the most durable.

I shot up towards the harpoons, picking one in particular to intercept. I bit off a curse as it swerved around me.

I snapped my hand out, and miracle of miracles, managed to ‘catch’ the harpoon. I discovered that the entire thing was made out of Acid and coated in Void as it instantly dissolved my entire hand, my scales briefly flashing for a moment before getting destroyed.

A curious race occurred as my [Persistent Casting] fought against the hyper-compressed Acid spear. Flesh materialized as quickly as it was dissolved, and the end of my arm exploded in a fountain of sludgy gore as Acid plus flesh resulted in a mess. The Void crackling around the bolt also happily ate my arm, but much more cleanly, voiding the mass with barely a complaint.

My mana dropped like a rock, and I was having serious doubts about my move.

All this happened in a flash, the harpoon less than a meter long and moving at supersonic speeds.

Then my hand was whole again, and the attack was over.

I’d done it. I’d blocked the Guardian’s attack.

The elation I felt was quickly tempered by a burning sensation all up and down my arm, along with dozens of holes in my clothes from where Acid had splashed all over me.

I dove down to an optimal position to heal from, noting with relief that two of the harpoons weren’t heading for us, but instead the nearby Han forces. I ignored what was going on with them, choosing to focus on the Sixth.

Dozens of defensive skills flared against the attack, but the Void-empowered shot went through them all. Katerina’s [Shadow Legion] leapt up, ‘bravely’ putting their shields between the attacks and the Legion. Didn’t matter - the attack utterly destroyed the darkness soldiers, the shadows snapping back to their owner’s feet. Two soldiers - a [Centurion] and a regular line member - were singled out, the harpoon piercing them skull to groin before exploding in a burst of Acid.

The moment I identified the targets I snapped [Mantle of the Stars] to one, and [Nova Lance] to the other, [Imbuing] both with my healing image.

I was strong. I was powerful. I was one of the best [Healers] in the world, backed by an entire army. I’d survived a bare wisp of an attack from a Guardian in the past, tanking a single spore of Yurok’s plague. I’d just taken a harpoon to the hand and won.

I wasn’t ‘save someone from a direct Guardian attack’ strong yet. I wasn’t able to protect the soldiers from direct hits to the head, to attacks penetrating their entire bodies. The highly compressed Acid exploded out from the inside of their bodies, dissolving them entirely and spraying everyone next to them with highly concentrated, potent skill-boosted Acid.

My focus shifted from the dead troops to the survivors, each using their own skills and abilities to try and escape, to survive the nasty assault. The attack clearly wasn’t directed, it simply was a side-effect of the Guardian’s attack, collateral damage as it killed those it deemed guilty and ‘spared’ the rest.

Speaking of sparing - to my dismay, I saw another, much larger harpoon fired off from the Guardian in our general direction. The kun-peng wasn’t satisfied by simply attacking, wasn’t going to let the fact I’d diverted the blow go. The Guardian was going to make sure their target was dead.

To my relief, to my dismay, the much larger shot landed in the Han forces, obliterating not only the target, but everyone in a five meter radius around her.

I’d tanked the shot, only for it to have not been aimed directly at us.

No orders needed to be given to get away from the Acid fountains. Everyone just instinctively moved away, with orders to that effect coming in a heartbeat later. The sooner people got away from the Acid, the better.

[Mantle of the Stars] was easy enough to expand to touch more soldiers. [Nova Lance] was a little trickier. I changed it from one finger to all ten, then started to dance my fingers like I was playing a piano, the saving light flickering from one soldier to the next.

I almost succeeded. Apart from the two who’d been singled out for death by Teruo, only one soldier who’d been standing too close to the centurion, trying to save him, had died.

All across Zhao She and Wang Jian’s armies, harpoons fell, exploded in Acid, and people died.

All the years of campaigning in the Han Empire had taught me a little about the Acid element, and an unusual property it seemed to have. Acid plus Metal made an explosive gas, one that any spark could set off. The dullahan’s skin was made out of metal, creating a base for the explosion, and metal hitting metal could also make a spark.

Three seconds after the Guardians attack, gigantic explosions ripped across the armies, cascading from one place to another.

A thought clicked, an idea connected, and I looked at my reformed hand in horror.

FUCK! No! My Deception Ring! An ancient, priceless artifact, one I’d gotten from the old gnoll! My main protection that let me wander around mortal lands without issue! It was gone! Entirely dissolved by Teruo’s Acid!

Ugggghhh.

I still had my second layer of protection, my amulet, but the loss of the ring hurt. It was one of the very, very few items I’d brought with me from Remus, and now it was gone forever. My distractible mind instantly jumped to the prayer my parents had given me, safe inside [Loremaster’s Library]. At least that was still there, still safe.

Teruo, the Pure, looked down at all of us from on high. He was still flying in place above Shuixi, the angry avatar of judgment and justice, Guardian of life. With a slow flap of his wings, the kun-peng ascended higher into the sky, above his clouds. The moment he disappeared, Fenrir, carrying Nina and Iona, shot up into the clouds, chasing after him.

It took me a puzzled moment in [Parallel Thoughts] before the memory clicked, and I laughed, sending Nina a mental thumb’s up.

When we were talking about Nina’s path, we’d half-joked about dipping her into the living storm, the oddity that shuffled skills around. Instead, preparing for her 256 upgrade and merger of Wind and Fire into Storm, they’d found an equally potent storm to fly around in for quality.

The rainclouds of a Guardian.


Chapter 50 - The Tears of Vulcan

The Sixth Legion was the only intact fighting force after Teruo’s judgment had descended upon us all. Katerina’s quick thinking, combined with us having not released any lanterns, meant ‘only’ two spears had gone for the Legion. The combined Han forces had it much rougher.

Basically every single officer of theirs had been taken out, and each explosion of caustic Acid in the middle of their ranks and formations had further devastated their troops. Katerina immediately ordered the Legion to descend upon the frightened and scattered Han troops, and with nobody to properly take charge - their entire chain of command and then some being decapitated - along with a bloody Guardian ruining their day - morale quickly collapsed, the Han were routed, and Katerina was looking smug with an additional 40 levels under her belt from a single evening.

I would be too in her shoes.

Auri rejoined us soon after the rain ended, and I didn’t anticipate seeing Iona and the rest until the storm dispersed.

“Brrrpt! BRPT BRPT!” Auri had a lot of complaints about the ‘stupid rain coming out of nowhere’ and ‘looking before trying to kill a person’ and similar things.

They felt… hollow though. Without substance. Auri wasn’t spending her time looking around in every direction, trying to ‘subtly’ figure out how many people were looking at her and admiring her brrettiness. She was looking down at her feet, deep in contemplative thought.

I gently stroked her head with a single finger.

“Hey, I’m here if you want to talk.” I said.

Auri hopped a little closer to my cheek and nuzzled it.

“Brrrpt. Brpt?” She asked.

“Maybe wait until we’re back in the fort before classing up?”

“Dawn, a word.” Katerina flagged me down as the Han broke and we regrouped. I mentally cursed - how did Katerina know I was about to jump back to Shuixi and see what I could do?

The woman gestured, and one of her endless runners took off towards our fortress.

“Legata.” I saluted the woman who was grinning like the Cheshire Cat.

“I’m about to announce it to the rest of the Legion, but we’re leaving. Going home. Our reputation is going to be interesting from here on out, and we’re about to be in a world of hurt from every single force here. Ideally, you’d move with us, but I know you can’t resist going to Shuixi. Letting you know what the plans are, and what I need from you.”

The runner returned, and Katerina unfolded a map.

“We’re here.” She jabbed to a point in the western part of the Han empire. “Exterreri is here.”

Exterreri was fucking far.

“The plan right now is to march to Rolland, and negotiate with Count Peacevale.” Katerina traced a line going south, a little south-west, down to the nation that used to house the Valkyries.

“Countess.” I corrected, Katerina lifting an eyebrow at me. “The old Count died two years ago and his daughter took over. Iona’s from the area and keeps tabs on what’s going on.”

“Good intel. Countess then. I mean no disrespect requesting that you go on a courier mission, but you’re the fastest person in the army by far. I’m hoping you can get to our embassy in Lyon, and let them know what’s going on. They’ll be able to smooth the process, and prevent any diplomatic issues.” She said.

I interrupted.

“Wait, am I going as Sentinel Dawn or Legionnaire Bunny? Am I telling them about the Sixth Legion, or the Ironside Brigade?”

Katerina waved dismissively at that, then frowned as a noise squawked in her ear.

“No, no. Second cohort, pull back. Fort duty. Start securing our rear. Third, I need you going out to our flanks, I don’t like the look of that group over on the hill. Optio Maxlin, I need…”

The Legata spent a few minutes issuing orders before turning back to me.

“Apologies for taking your time like this Dawn, I know you’re eager to go. Enter the city as Bunny, or any other identity you care to take, and reveal yourself as Sentinel Dawn at the embassy.” She chuckled darkly. “What I’d give to see the looks on their faces when a Sentinel strolls in through the doors… Once you let them know what’s going on, let the [Diplomats] work their magic. Swing by when you’re done with Shuixi. I’ll have a letter for you to deliver when you get there. After that, please make your way back to the Sixth, unless the embassy has anything critical for you. Only thing I can imagine is having you personally visit the new Countess to soothe egos.”

I saluted my understanding, privately doubting that I’d be tapped for diplomatic missions.

Well, no. The way my luck went, I would be tapped, but I’d do my best to sneak out of it, mostly by mentioning that I was so terrible at social events that I’d formerly been banned from participating, nevermind for something as delicate as this.

I spread my wings and zipped off to Shuixi.



Fucking Teruo and his FUCKING CLOUD COVER!

[Wheel of Sun and Moon] was my big ‘major healing’ skill, and missing it meant I’d needed to either manually touch people, or use [Imbue]. Given the scale of the devastation and the sheer amount burnt down, it wasn’t like there were triage centers or really anything left easily accessible. Just piles of coal on top of fallen timbers burying people alive.

The vast majority of the city had been burned to the ground, a pile of cold coals. A few buildings here and there still stood, flame and burn marks scarring their visages.

Iona had joined me, the need to help people from disaster her overwhelming imperative. We barely traded three words beyond ‘I love you’, but the two of us worked in comfortable tandem, always staying near one another. Fenrir and Nina stayed up high in the stupid fucking annoying stormclouds, the kitsune trying to improve her incoming class quality.

It didn’t apply as much for Fenrir. He was a wyvern, on his own path, and was dutifully working on blizzards and snowstorms. Sure, it might help a little, but only technically.

Iona used [Grasp of the Moon] and heaved, muscles bulging as she moved half a charred house, her skill keeping the structure together. I zipped in, picking up a girl and her loyal dog, healing both with a thought.

Melted metal-skin was nasty.

I dropped them off and flew off before they could say a word, flying in a quick circle around the block we were currently working on. Iona put the frame of the house back down, more intent on saving the next person, knowing that rebuilding would be a lifetime’s worth of work. Face burns, arm burns, back burns, burns and lung damage from smoke inhalation were the order of the day.

The smell of burnt timber with a hint of pork threatened my stomach, redoubling my resolve to never, ever eat bacon again.

By the time I swooped back around to Iona again, she was at another building, lifting the remains up. This time though, there were no survivors.

The anguished wails would’ve haunted me if it wasn’t the all-encompassing cacophony to the entire event.



“Congratulations.” Iona’s exhausted voice betrayed none of the excitement of her words. I tilted my head in confusion.

“On…?” We were halfway through the city, and I was needing to range further and further out to find people to help. My job here was almost done, at which point I’d need to swing back and act as a [Courier] for the Sixth.

“Your level. You hit it.” Iona told me.

My eyes widened in realization as I checked my notifications, scrolling all the way to the last one instead of getting the usual compressed view. I’d started the siege of Shuixi at 735, and now…

[*ding!* Congratulations! [The Dawn Sentinel] has leveled up to level 767 -> 768 +3 Dexterity, +24 Speed, +24 Vitality, +170 Mana, +170 Mana Regen, +48 Magic Power, +48 Magic Control from your Class per level! +1 Strength, +1 Dexterity, +1 Speed, +1 Vitality, +1 Mana, +1 Mana Regeneration, +1 Magic Power, +1 Magic Control for being Chimera (Elvenoid)! +1 Mana, +1 Mana Regen from your Element per level!]

I wanted to jump and shout and scream for joy. But this wasn’t the time. Save people now, celebrate later. There was a reason I checked on notifications after, not during.

It was undeniably exciting though, a feverous bubbling that started in my stomach, a kaleidoscope of butterflies dancing in my guts.

I’d done it! I’d crossed the great gap between 256 and 768. I firmly shunted the part of me that wanted to babble with excitement and speculate wildly into a [Parallel Thought], letting part of my mind go nuts.

“Hey Elaine, can you do me a big favor?” Iona asked while casually benching a bridge.

“Uh, sure, what’s up?” I said, slightly distracted by the notification and the thousands of ramifications and implications.

“Can you class up while I’m around? You’re impossible to surprise otherwise with your sensory skill, and I’ve got a big one for you.”

What did she - oh.

OH!

I thought I knew exactly what surprise she wanted to spring on me! I wasn’t ready! I had my own surprise I wanted to spring on her! Or at least at the same time!

The small surge of excitement at such a momentous event quickly died to my all-consuming apathy. I needed a break. A long break. One where, once I was done, I could be surprised and horrified by life again. I needed a mango. And a massage. And a long break of lazing around.

When I got home, after doing what I needed to do, I was going to spend a week in bed doing nothing but reading. I was going to be the laziest Sentinel that ever existed. I wouldn’t even walk to the bathroom, I’d just [Blink] over there instead.

I knew Auri mentioned wanting to class up. As soon as I was done helping her with that, I had some errands that needed to get done.



Interlude - Auri.

Flowers!

Glorious flowers!

Flowers everywhere!

The happy-fire-dreamland was a wonderful place. All the flowers, just for me!

Reds were the dominant color, yes! Just as things should be! Red was so good, there were two types of reds!

Dark grey here, dark grey there, ugly color!

Deep reds, little specs of black and brown! Red was good.

Yellows, blues, and whites were scattered through the field, giving more color to the wonderful tapestry that was the world of my soul.

Elaine’s words! Happy-fire-dreamland was just as good of a word!

Fun now! Serious thinking later!

I zipped from flower to flower, not-me flying right beside me. Just exploring! Fun to see!

I knew more now! Fire and Inferno! Ash and Storm! Lava and Radiance! All good things. Nectar here! Nectar there! Nectar everywhere, in all the pretty colors of the rainbow!

Except black. Ewwww, black was an ugly color. Strong though.

I zipped, I zoomed, I had my fun.

I knew a hard thought was coming.

“Brrrpt.” I sighed, landing on a random flower. White, Storm element. Light green nectar, all about tornadoes. Could do fun things mixing in flames with tornadoes! Gigantic pillar of destructive flames!

Destructive flames.

I had flown away from my thoughts, feelings, and problems long enough. Like Elaine said, I had to stop running, and confront my problems.

A problem I couldn’t just burn away. I wanted to burn it away, make the mean thoughts turn into flames, but that wouldn’t fix the problem.

Fire was The Best Thing Ever.

Yes.

That was still true.

But… Fire could also be a terrible, terrible force of destruction and ruin. Uncontrolled fire killed indiscriminately. It was the final flare of someone’s life.

Oh!

Important!

Sometimes, Bad Guys had to be burned.

Yes.

That was still true.

Fire destroyed.

I was careful what I burned. I had complete control over what my fire did.

Just because I had good control, didn’t mean everyone else did.

And when it went out of control…

When it consumed indiscriminately like in Shuixi…

That was Bad.

Very Bad.

Fire was beautiful. An elemental waltz of heat and light. The spark in the night, bringing warmth, fighting back the darkness. The art of the ephemeral, painting crimson and golds on the great canvas of night. The inviting glow of the hearth, the promise of food from the oven, the blaze that emboldened freedom.

It was a force of transformation, of rebirth. Metals were forged, goods were baked, lands rejuvenated. It cleansed and renewed, the start, middle, and end of the great cycle of life, death, and rebirth. Fire was the very essence of change, the raw power of the elements at play. A primal spectacle. It was the stars in the sky, nay, it was the very sun itself!

It also killed, maimed, and destroyed without thought or care.

That… was bad.

I didn’t want ordinary people to die by fire. I wanted them to embrace it! To love the flame as I did! People dancing with fire was far preferable to them burning in it. Burning was once, a dance was eternal.

Fire in small, controlled amounts, carefully given a task, was ideal. It was worth considering what would be destroyed and transformed by flames before I used them.

Yes.

There we go!

Perfect!

I’d have to tell Elaine about my today - no, tomorrow - level Auri-thinking. She’d laugh at the joke!

Now!

What to pick as a class?

How far did I want to go? Not-me was very helpful! I had to pick a level 8 class. I could also pick a 32, 128, and even 256 class! Yes! Lots of banked experience! Not enough for my third to get 768… but my main could!

Each flower had ghostly images of more flowers I could pick off that one, and each of the ghostly maybe-flowers had their own!

What to pick as an element?

There… was more to life than just Fire and Inferno, and between [Phoenix of the Divine Flame] and [Fireborn Immortal of the Resplendent Eruption], I was set. I could burn anything I wanted. Conjure any flame, burn any magic.

I could destroy at will.

I could barely create.

Baking was deeply satisfying. A way to give back, a way to belong, be a member of society. Far more than just sitting around looking brrretty, it made me more.

Creation wasn’t quite as nice as burning things, but not everything in the world could be burning.

Storm.

TOO MUCH WATER!!!!

Ash.

The aftermath of destruction.

Radiance.

Speed and light! Nothing solid.

Steam.

No. Water.

Stupid wet elements! Why did so many fire combinations have wet elements!?

Lava.

Yesss… why not Lava?

I’d been playing with melting rocks, seeing if I could create anything new. Throwing them around when I needed mass. Flying under the Tears of Vulcan, and witnessing the massive eruptions.

“Can you get me an arrangement of Lava flowers?” I asked not-Auri.

“Brrrpt!” She answered, and a ceramic vase popped up in front of me, filled with an artful arrangement of flowers, echoing ghosts of potential paths behind each of them.

I dismissed the ones with white, pink, red, yellow, and orange nectar. Too bad! Not good enough! Too many choices!

Three flowers were left behind, and thousands of ghostly options floated as potential and possibilities.

Time to be smart!

I could pick it now, or, I could be a smart birdbrain and study them. Study like Elaine studies things! Then see the bestest option, and work towards it! Do lots and lots of things relating to it, to make the nectar inside even sweeter!

No, no, no, maybe, no, no - yes.

The path was clear! The option the best!

I would take [Molten Mythwing - Lava] at level 8 with its super tasty dark green nectar, and work super duper hard on it, then at 256, become a [Pyroclastic Sovereign - Lava].

“Brrrpt?” Not-me asked, wanting to know if I had picked out a class. Reminding me that I needed to burn the flower to make my class selection.

I shook my head at her. No, burning the flower here was a waste. Yes, it was the happy-fire-dreamland, not a real place, but I knew better now. Flowers were too pretty to burn. A fleeting moment of enjoyment for myself, then nobody else could enjoy them.

Not-Auri couldn’t enjoy it when I wasn’t around. It was only one flower in a field of thousands, but it was too much.

No.

I gently leaned forward and plucked the flower with my beak.

[Name: Aoife Auri Stentor]

[Race: Phoenix]

[Age: 10]

[Mana: 6,633,330/6,633,330]

[Mana Regeneration: 6,371,395]

Stats

[Free Stats: ]

[Pushing Power: 30]

[Fancy Flying: 84,291]

[Reflexes: 90,916]

[Zippiness: 90,916]

[Kindling: 663,333]

[New Juice: 663,333]

[Flame Size: 580,441]

[Fire Control: 580,441]

[Class 1: [Phoenix of the Divine Flame - Inferno: Lv 768]]

[Inferno Authority: 768]

[Phoenix Rebirth: 8]

[Inferno Manipulation: 768]

[Inferno Conjuration: 768]

[True Flames: 768]

[Burn Magic: 768]

[Domain of Fire: 768]

[Auri's Meteor Storm: 768]

[Class 2: [Fireborn Immortal of the Resplendent Eruption - Inferno: Lv 740]]

[See Magic: 740]

[Immolate: 740]

[Everything Burns: 740]

[Clinging Flames: 740]

[Burning Orbs: 740]

[Mage Hand: 740]

[I am the Brrrettiest: 740]

[Flame Selection: 740]

[Class 3: [Molten Mythwing - Lava: Lv 32]]

[: ]

[: ]

[: ]

[: ]

[: ]

[: ]

[: ]

[: ]

General Skills

[Phoenix's Perfection: 768]

[Incandescence: 546]

[Adorable: 366]

[Precocious: 365]

[Companion Bond between Auri and Elaine: 768]

[Flying: 768]

[Preening: 602]

[Baking: 380]


Chapter 51 - The Sword, the Lava, and the Embassy.

I loved Auri, but waiting around while she classed up was torture. I had so many things I was far too excited about. We were done with the war! We were going home! I’d be able to hug Julius and Artemis again. I’d be able to see Night and Arachne! I wouldn’t be constantly looking over my shoulder, waiting for the next ambush, the next attack. I wouldn’t be running doomsday scenarios through my head, trying to work out various hypotheticals, and mathing out who I could save, and who had to die.

I’d planted mango trees before I left. How were they doing?

Then there was classing up, and I was almost salivating with anticipation. I knew I had a class similar to [Mother of Modern Medicine] waiting for me, and I suspected I had to have a few more black-quality [Healer] classes waiting. What else would there be? What flavor would they have?

What options would they give me for the future?

Best of all - what surprise did Iona want to spring on me once I woke up? I had a pretty good idea, but I didn’t want to build my hopes up too high.

I entertained myself with thoughts of all the things I’d do once I was back in Sanguino, building up quite the list and making sure it was all written down.

Katerina walked in through the tent door.

“Bunny. I heard you had a few questions for me?” She said with no preamble.

The Legata was insanely busy, and I was grateful for her stopping by to satiate my curiosity. I cut straight to the heart of the matter.

“Yes. Why did you issue the order to attack the Han forces? We were super outnumbered at the time, and being second in command, I’d like to know the reasoning if you happen to meet Black Crow early.”

Katerina snorted her amusement at the idea of meeting Black Crow ‘early’, given her grey hairs.

“I don’t know how much you know about Guardians, but from what I understand, they can ‘see’ guilt in a way. Maybe culpability? Either way, when a disaster strikes, they know exactly who caused it, and tend to react accordingly. The Sixth having made the lanterns and supporting the Wei would make us ‘guilty’, but if we were trying to fight those truly responsible for the atrocity, it ‘absolved’ us in a sense. Hence only two harpoons sent our way, instead of the entire command structure marked for death.”

I tilted my head, not wanting to push my luck - Katerina had come all the way out to personally visit while I was looking after Auri’s class up - but eternally curious.

“The two attacks we took?” I asked. She got the rest of the question.

“Centurion Hans had run a competition for who could make the most lanterns. His group tripled the number of lanterns anyone else made, and it was all because of him. Legionnaire Jason had gotten into the lanterns a little more than most, and made 24 in a single day. His line hadn’t gotten to battle yet, and we figure he hadn’t managed to ‘purge’ himself of more than normal amount of guilt in time.”

I nodded.

“Thank you, Legata.” I told the woman.

She briskly nodded, did an about-face, and was out of the tent a moment later, off to the next task.

The sparkling lights around Auri faded away, the phoenix returning to reality.

“Brrpt! BRPT!” She almost immediately ditched her ‘gothic black’ flame scheme, returning once again to the vibrant and bright bird I knew and loved. “Brrpt brpt brpt!”

Auri chattered on and on, telling me all about the world of her soul, and all the things she’d seen in there, all the things she’d thought about.

“The class?” I asked her.

Her eyes opened wide, and she smacked her forehead with a wing.

“BRPT!” She admonished herself.

Her eyes focused on words I couldn’t see as she scrolled through notifications and offered skills.

“Brrpt, brrrpt, brrrpt…” She muttered under her breath as she worked out the puzzle of skills, selecting which ones to take and which ones to ditch. “BRPT!”

She gave me the breakdown of skills and the class details.

“Lava? Wow!” I patted my shoulder, offering Auri her favorite perch. “Tell me more!”

While I attentively listened to Auri dishing the details, my mind leapt and made a connection to an old flame of mine, Serondes.

Hadn’t thought about him in ages.

He had helped keep Auri’s egg warm, encasing it in his Lava. I had to wonder if that had any impact on Auri’s decision? If being wrapped in molten rock as an egg had subtly influenced her in that direction? It didn’t seem insane… but she’d spent a lot more time being bathed in Radiance.

Humph. I hoped that wasn’t the case, because I’d be a little peeved if she’d taken it because of that. It was stupid and a little jealous, but hey, I was only human-ish.

I remembered another part of my life. When I was classing up [Pyromancer], and I was selecting which element I wanted [Ranger-Mage] to be. In the end, I had narrowed it down to Radiance and Lava, and only narrowly had decided to take Radiance over Lava. In a strange way, it made me think Auri and I were on similar wavelengths, having both flown close to the eruption.

My shoulder suddenly started to burn, and I jumped with a small scream of discomfort and surprise.

“AH! FUCK!” I yelled, Auri jumping up with a start.

“Brrrpt!?” She asked with concern as I patted my shoulder, dousing the harmless flames before they could eat my shirt. I liked my shirt.

“Very nice skill being able to turn part of your body to Lava.” I praised her. “It turns out I am not immune to Lava like I am to Fire.”

“Brrpt! Brrrrppttt…” Auri cackled evilly, then did a double-take at herself. “BRPT! BRPT BRPT BRPT!” She yelled at herself, shaking her head. She didn’t mean it, but some of her bad jokes were well-ingrained pathways, and she didn’t want to make them anymore. Not with her new thinking and realizations. “Brrrpt…?”

I smiled.

“Yes, I’m fine. Now! You’ve got Lava, which is great for what I want to do next.”

I told Auri the plan, who perked right up at the idea.

“Brrrpt!!” She enthusiastically agreed. “Brrrpt?”

I eyed the Tears of Vulcan in the distance, running mental calculations, figuring the ratio of the impact of the situation, versus the chances of getting in trouble.

We’d get in some trouble, sure, but I was also getting the fuck out of here.

“Alright, let’s do it there.” I agreed with her.

I shot over to Katerina and saluted.

“Legata. Auri and I are leaving now. Quick errand, then I’m going to drop Auri back off here and head onwards to Lyon.”

Katerina crisply nodded and returned my salute.

“Excellent.” She dropped her salute and took a deep breath.

“Sentinel Dawn. I’m going to recommend you for the Crimson Fangs Medal, but that’s up to the Senate. I wanted to give you my personal thanks and accolades. Your actions here have been above and beyond any call of duty, and I know what expected casualty rates are. You’ve saved the life of every member of the Legion twice over, and I am forever in your debt. You are a true friend, and if ever you should need help, ask any member of my house or my descendants. They’ll do what they can.”

I grinned crookedly back at Katerina.

“Why Legata! You speak as if you’re going to die of old age. Don’t you know that’s not possible with me around?”

I shot off a cheeky wink, Auri trailing a raspberry in the direction of a wide-eyed Katerina.



It had taken time to clean up Shuixi and for Auri to class up, and by the time we arrived at the Tears proper, it was nighttime.

The Tears of Vulcan had been the backdrop to the entire campaign, the ever-flowing volcanoes that were constantly in the horizon, non-stop eruptions somehow both physical, ‘real’ material, and yet not expanding the range or the world at all, no matter how much metal and other goods were harvested from the founts. A true mystery, and yet, somehow not considered one of the Oddities of the world.

In another great mystery that made the Tears viable, the usual outpouring of caustic gasses that came from an eruption were almost entirely absent. They did occur now and then, but as long as people could handle the heat, they could stand right up to the ever-boiling rocks and breathe normally.

They were both well harnessed and utterly neglected at the same time. I was sure that in peace, there’d be dullahans lining the entire rim of every volcano, and each forge built over the Lava for heat would be filled with the sounds of ringing hammers as metal was forged into nails and plowshares, horseshoes and candleholders, fireplace equipment and butcher’s hooks.

Now half the forges were either cold and dead, no [Smith] available to work them, or filled with people making swords and shields, spears and helmets, and all other manner of war implements. It was the reason the Tears were so hotly contested.

Auri and I picked a smaller one with no visible signs of life, and dove down. I’d originally planned on forging the blade at the edge of the cauldron, but now I could do it right in the middle. Hey, why not? I wanted to go to the nines for this.

“Can you make a platform?” I asked Auri, wanting to give the newly minted [Molten Mythwing] something to practice.

“Brrpt!” She affirmed, firming up and cooling down a platform on the Lava where I could stand without burning my feet off.

Fun thing about Lava - in nearly every case, it was still rock. It didn’t suddenly become superfluid and suck people in, it didn’t magically take on the properties of water. It was rock. It was as dense as rock. I was as likely to sink into lava as I was to sink into the mountain.

“Great job!” I told her, then teleported back into my [Vault of Ages].

I’d carefully set aside a box of Remus coins when moving Night’s prank back to Sanguino to sell, the seeds of the idea having already started percolating back then when I read up about Lithos marriage traditions. I wanted the metal to be special, and I didn’t have anything else super fancy or special. Why not coins that were kinda-sorta from my home?

In all our years together, I hadn’t come up with a better idea, and I popped back out with a crate full of them.

“Alright! Divine flames, let’s go!” I encouraged Auri into the next step of the forging.

Divine flames. Arguably stolen from the Moon Goddesses, Iona’s patron divinities. A charitable interpretation would be ‘inspired by’ or ‘learned from’, but one way or another, there was no better flame to melt the coins down with.

As the Dragoneye Moons watched down over us, I carefully placed each coin in the mold.

It was weird.

Inferno was solid fire. Auri had made the mold of the sword out of solid divine flames. My immunity to fire did funky stuff at times. With each coin, I could easily pass my hand and the coin through the flames like they didn’t exist, but the moment I placed the coin where it belonged, it was being ‘lifted up’ by the flames. It was like reaching through a table to place a glass of water down on it. My hand and coin went through, but nothing came back on the other end.

Magic was so damn cool.

I carefully arranged all the coins, trusting Auri to have the right shape for the sword. I knew it wasn’t going to be a good sword - it was missing way too much technical stuff that I literally didn’t even know the names of, let alone how to do it. Like, I was basically going straight from raw metal to sword, none of the ingot, hammering, sticking it in water or any other steps in between. I had no idea which ones were important, and which ones would cause any [Blacksmith] to stroke out in agony if they saw what I was doing. But that wasn’t the point. I wasn’t trying to give Iona a weapon to defend herself with, it was ceremonial.

“Okay! Turn up the heat!” I asked Auri as the last coin slotted into place.

“Brrrpt!”

With a roar, the flames leapt high into the sky, but I could still see the metal perfectly. It melted and flowed, then Auri ‘compressed’ the mold before cooling the flames down. The flames went from azure blue to an icy blue as she switched out from ‘divine’ flames to ‘icy’ flames, rapidly cooling the blade and probably fucking up all sorts of things on the inside. Or maybe fixing them? I had no idea, I wasn’t a [Blacksmith]. I resolved to find a couple of books on the subject and read them when I got back to Sanguino. Too many magic and fiction books, not enough dry instruction manuals.

Actually, thinking about it… outside of the School, I hadn’t seen too many profession-related books. [Artisans] usually passed their secrets down master to apprentice style, jealously guarding their knowledge against thieves. Maybe I’d need to visit the School again to check out a few books.

Focus.

I sent a prayer up to the Moon Goddesses.

Heya!

Mind throwing a blessing my way for the sword? It’s for Iona you know!

Also, speaking of, can you pretty please not tell her? It’s a surprise!

Cheers!

Elaine

“Brpt!” Auri puffed herself up as she released the flames, ‘revealing’ the glorious creation inside. It didn’t have a pommel, just a tang, and it still needed more work - I wanted to etch little scenes with Radiance into the blade, but…

“It’s beautiful.” I told her. “I can’t wait.”



I dropped Auri off with Katerina and the rest of the Sixth - the Legata wanted Auri around, she wanted to be near Fenrir, and bringing a flaming phoenix into another nation’s capital was not how to stay discreet - then headed off to Lyon.

I was coming from an entirely different direction, with nobody else with me, but the trip was nostalgic in quite a few ways. It was what we’d done when we’d all first found ourselves here after the Fae realm, the first landmark we’d consciously worked towards.

I tried to mix subtlety with speed, running at a speed that would make most [Runners] envious when nobody was around, and slowing down to a more normal walk when passing others on the road. It wasn’t perfect - there was no good reason for me to decline the offers of traveling along with caravans, and for all I knew there were eagle-eyed [Watchmen] on top of towers miles away seeing me run down the road at absurd speeds - but I had no plans to stick around, and more importantly, I had protection.

Back then I’d been scared and nervous, unwilling to brave the city. Unsure of myself.

Now I smiled as I saw the walls and barriers of Lyon, comfortable in my skin and position, and slightly giggling to myself.

I’d lost the Deception Ring tanking the blow from Teruo, but I knew my backup amulet was good enough for most guards. I wouldn’t want to try to sneak past the [Royal Guards] in the palace - and it was possible that some were patrolling near the area where the [Ambassadors] had their residence - but broadly, I wasn’t concerned.

I waited in line at the gates, my happy feelings around being able to finally enter the city that had been locked away from me slowly being replaced by a sense of whiplash and dissonance.

Just 36 hours ago or so the lanterns around Shuixi had gone up, and the city had burned. Tens, if not hundreds of thousands of people had burned alive, screaming the whole way. Guardian Teruo had needed to intervene, the kun-peng’s judgment falling on all of us.

And now… I was waiting in line. Surrounded by people happily chatting away about their lives. The price of bread at market, a recent scandal in the nobility, who was sleeping with whom, complaints about the weather… it was all just so mundane. I felt disconnected from it all, apart from it all. Like I was in a bubble, a world apart.

A few people tried to engage me in conversation, asking about my ‘fancy’ outfit - really just a normal Han empire everyday set of clothes - but I ignored them. I just… wasn’t ready for the world to be quite so normal yet.

I recognized what I was thinking and feeling wasn’t quite right, and chalked it up to the abrupt shift between warzone and civilian life. I should talk with Linnet or some other [Mind Healer] about it before it became a problem. See what the other War Sentinels did.

I made it to the front of the line, and put on my best charming smile, doing my best to look like a harmless healer.

I’d grown up with guards. I knew how to charm them, if no one else, and get through most checkpoints.

“Name?” She asked.

“Bunny! Here to work for a day! No goods to declare! Here’s 15 arcs for the toll!” I beamed as I held out exact change, doing my best to make their lives easy. It’d been trivial to hear what questions were asked and what the toll was while waiting in line.

I’d also used the Creation word for Bunny, the name completely different from the language used here, so there wasn’t going to be any concern about ‘you’re named what?’ from them.

The woman grunted, and seeing how easy I was making everything, decided not to make trouble for herself. Clean, well-dressed, a human like most everyone else in Rolland, and clearly looking like I was on a mission, I briskly walked through the streets of Lyon, taking in the sights.

It was like everything I ever thought a medieval-age city would look like. Crowded cobble streets, vendors hawking their wares with flashing magical signs, knights occasionally riding by on tall white horses, the place was wonderful. Not nearly as nice as Sanguino - they could really work on their sewage and roads - but it was like a dream.

I did get some looks when I asked for directions to the Exterreri Embassy, but hefty bribes - uhhh, unexpected additional compensation - turned questioning [Innkeepers] and [Courier Receptionists] into very helpful sources of information.

Which brought me to the estates of the Exterreri Ambassador. A grand mansion in the middle of Lyon, with the jarring, yet relieving image of several Exterreri heavy soldiers in full armor outside the gates.

I walked up, noting how many other guards were around - most of the embassies being near each other - and how many patrols were on the road. Random hooligans causing trouble for diplomats could be a diplomatic disaster, and the [Queen] clearly didn’t want any issues.

That, or it was the wealthy part of the city, and the usual ‘guards existed to protect the rich and powerful’ kicked in. I liked guards more than most people, buuuuut it didn’t stop me from recognizing some unfortunate realities around their position in various cultures.

One of the Exterreri guards had scowl lines that were slightly less deep than his neighbor’s, and I walked up to him. His eyes narrowed at my approach, but he didn’t say anything.

“Hi! I’d like to meet with the [Ambassador] if at all possible?” I asked in High Elvish, not really knowing protocol.

He sighed, and his fellow guard rolled her eyes. The fact I was speaking High Elvish seemed to go over their heads, the implications missed.

“You can’t just walk up and ask to meet the [Ambassador].” He patiently explained. “Would you walk up to a mansion or castle and ask to meet the [Baron] or [Count]? An [Ambassador’s] position is similar. Now, if you’d like to know more about Exterreri, we do have regular events showcasing some of the delights of the country.”

I was nodding along with a vacant expression, trying my damndest not to escalate. I wanted to grab and twist his ear and hiss words inside it, but instead I had to settle for a pitched whisper.

“I’m the fucking Dawn Sentinel, and I need to fucking talk with the bloody [Ambassador] now.” I hissed at him. “I’ll be happy to show you my credentials inside but I shouldn’t need to explain to you the levels of shit that will rain down on all of us if they catch one of our fucking War Sentinels in the fucking capital.”

Message received, a signal was fired across several neurons, and the guard practically tripped over himself opening the gate. A dozen eyes watched me enter, but it was fine. I was on Exterreri ground now.

“How important is this? Do I need to barge in and interrupt the [Ambassador’s] meeting? Do I need to call all the guards to present? Give me something to work with.” The guard asked me as we entered the estate.

I shook my head.

“We’re fine. No big rush. I’ll take a room and meet with him when he’s got a minute, but I won’t deny I’m throwing a massive headache into his lap. Critically, it’s his headache, not any of ours.”

The guard relaxed and grinned at that.

“He’s a decent bloke, but I can’t say I wouldn’t mind him getting a few more headaches and less time, ah, ‘socializing’.”

I chuckled at the image. I was sure going to parties and rubbing elbows with all the other bigwigs was important, perfectly setting himself up to know all the right people and the proper things to say for situations like these, but from my practical, ‘just do it’ point of view I didn’t mind him getting more work.

“Right, give me a moment.” I asked the guard. “Let me change into something a little better.”

Without waiting for confirmation I teleported into [Vault of Ages], idly noting that it was an amazing place to class up. No need to have anyone protect me! Just so long as it wasn’t my Spatial class I was improving. No idea what would happen if I tried, getting flung into the endless void was one of the better options.

I rubbed the sword I was working on with a smile, then darted over to the armory. Fortunately, dust didn’t accumulate or settle here, because my poor Sentinel gear hadn’t seen a lick of action the entire time I’d been in the Han Empire. I’d barely worn it since I got it, and Harper had to be crying at all the lost cool moments.

It wasn’t combat, so the ceremonial gear went on. Black scales with crimson rivulets running between them, gauntlets and greaves. No helmet - it was for show - and a pair of badges pinned to my chest completed my outfit. I shrugged and twisted, getting it to all feel just right before teleporting back out of my [Vault].

“Sentinel!” The guard instantly snapped to attention, instinctively throwing a salute my way. “It is an honor to have you here!”

I snorted my amusement, once again mentally praising the works of prior generations of Sentinels and whoever designed the armor. It was one thing to hear I was a Sentinel, and quite another to see it.

“At ease. Let the [Ambassador] know I want to see him when he’s got a few minutes… better make it an hour, actually.” I corrected myself, thinking of the scale of the problem I was about to drop in his lap.

“Of course! Can I get you anything? Refreshments? Also, if I can ask, you’re not a vampire?” He asked the last bit as a question. “I thought all Sentinels were vampires.”

“I could use some food.” I admitted as my stomach eagerly leapt at the thought of nibbles. “And only most of us are vampires. I know there’s a troll, a few elves, and one demon…”

I wove a tale to the guard, liberally mixing in agreed-upon lies with the truth. Sentinel Invincible was far too high-profile to keep hidden, but there was only one elf Sentinel, not three. The truth and the lies mixed together made it nearly impossible for anyone to properly take aim at the organization, and it wasn’t like they could figure out that our stories were rehearsed. We all had a narrow range of numbers and lies to mix in, even to our own citizens.

Smoke and mirrors.



The door to the opulent parlor burst open, the vampiric [Ambassador] impeccably well-dressed to the nines in a toga.

“Sentinel Dawn! A pleasure, a pleasure!” He greeted me with open arms and a bared smile, his fangs just barely touching his lips. “I do wish I could entertain you for a week, but alas, I hear you need to speak with me urgently. What terrible concerns bring a Sentinel to my doorstep?”

I stood up at his entrance, and not quite knowing how to treat the man, defaulted to a respectful nod of my head. Couldn’t hurt.

“As you may or may not know, the Sixth Legion went on a bit of an expedition to the Han Empire…” I started off my tale, rapidly giving him all the details. The mercenary mission, the desire to level, the sort-of-but-not-quite clandestine nature of the event. The [Ambassador’s] face was a perfect poker mask, flawlessly transitioning from emotion to emotion without a single twitch or inner thought revealed.

He had known about the Sixth’s deployment, but the recent events were news to him. In the end he got up and clapped his hands.

“Excellent! Thank you Sentinel, for bringing this to my attention before it’s a disaster. I will have to send your Legata a pint of lion’s blood or a recommendation to become a vampire simply for having the foresight to send you over. A rare trait in Legati to be sure.” He bemoaned. “As for you. Excellent work, but please, please, do this old man a favor and leave for Exterreri. Just thinking about trying to hide you and what the consequences would be if you’re found is giving me an ulcer.”

I didn’t love the idea, but I could see where he was coming from. My presence here was breaking more rules, laws, norms, and conventions than I knew, and while my quick ‘slip in and out’ disguise was pretty good, there’d be questions if I started staying at the embassy full time, let alone interacting with the army. I was pretty sure I could manage it - I’d successfully done it for years - but I wasn’t adverse to going home, not after letting the rest of the Eventide Eclipse know what was going on.

“As you wish, [Ambassador].”


Chapter 52 - Interlude - Pieces Falling into Place

Swish swish swish.

Qing Jie’s bones ached. Qing Jie’s joints ached. Qing Jie’s knees told him when a storm was coming.

Swish swish swish.

Qing Jie was an old man, a [Sweeper] in the imperial palace. He’d been one ever since he was a young boy, and he’d spent his entire life holding a broom, keeping the hallways of the palace clean.

Swish swish swish.

He cast his skill, a pile of dust vanishing. He wasn’t disappointed anymore. Eight decades of sweeping every day, of using his skill at every moment had hammered it out of him.

A number of court officials came down the hallway, and Qing Jie held back a hiss of pain as he pressed himself into the wall, his joints protesting at the sudden movement.

His old friend, his once-sworn brother Jing Li was in the middle of the crowd, looking two decades younger than Qing Jie. The two had promised revenge together after the Chu had slaughtered their entire village, entered the palace together. Found whatever position would take them.

To Qing Jie’s eternal shame, he hadn’t made the cut to even be a eunuch, only the lowest, most humiliating position available. Jing Li had joined him, and the two hotblooded men had plotted the downfall of the Chu, sure that the two of them could topple the vast empire together.

How young! How naive!

Jing Li had quit after only two years, too afraid to keep going. The two had argued bitterly over it, and the bonds of their brotherhood had broken.

Qing Jie had always kept an ear out for Jing Li’s activities, and stared at their retreating backs as he got back to sweeping.

Swish swish swish.

He was a low level court official, an embarrassment at such an old age if one didn’t factor in his lowly, humble origins. He’d gotten married. He’d had kids and had welcomed in his third grandchild recently. He… looked happy and content with life, laughing at a joke, a number of younger officials looking up to him for guidance and mentorship. Jing Li probably had an invitation to one of the minor feasts attached to the side of the [Emperor’s] grand event.

For Qing Jie, it simply meant more sweeping.

Qing Jie had learned eons ago to school his expression, to not show any trace of what he was thinking. He didn’t curl his lips and sneer like he would as a young man - and had barely avoided being executed when he’d done it to the wrong person.

The [Sweeper] still carried those scars.

He used his skill for the 1,937th time that day, the medley of sweepings vanishing once again. Qing Jie didn’t need to think about counting, his skill did it for him.

Swish swish swish.

All the stories said what he was trying to do wouldn’t work. That it was doomed to fail.

As a young man, Qing Jie hadn’t seen any other way. Poison was too slow, too guarded against. Miasma he didn’t know enough about, and Spore was right out of the question. The two brothers would enter together, and with all the forethought and patience of youth, would have their revenge by the end of the week.

The end of the month, if they were unlucky.

The stories all said it never worked. Qing Jie and Jing Li had always reasoned that of course they’d say it didn’t work - nobody survived when it did work.

Swish swish swish.

Qing Jie was convinced that there were legions like him. Tens of thousands of others who’d been wronged by the Chu - or maybe one of the other factions - and would do anything, anything, to enact revenge.

Swish swish -

BOOM.



Katerina stared at the map on the wagon, moving back and forth with practiced ease as the nodosauruses slowly pulled it along. Her skill was ready at her fingertips, the words at the tip of her tongue. She was ready.

The trap was set. The bait was out. All that was needed was for the prey to take advantage.

Katerina couldn’t look out and confirm everything herself. That would defeat the point.

One of Optio Petra’s line members wasn’t just an [Enchanter]. They had subtle, but potentially devastating Mirage skills. Nothing big. Nothing major. Nothing that would change the course of a battle, not with all the anti-illusion abilities being thrown around.

That, and after it was used properly for the first time, the card was revealed. It was spent. Anyone falling for the same trick twice deserved it.

Large illusions were usually seen through, one way or another. An Earth Classer could tell the footfalls didn’t match the weight. A Wind Classer could tell the breeze didn’t blow right. Metal could sense that there wasn’t as much metal to manipulate as they could see. Anyone with two brain cells could count and realize that an army hadn’t suddenly doubled in number, or that the huge stretch of emptiness with dust being kicked up was a bunch of invisible soldiers.

No, to Katerina’s mind, the best Mirages and illusions were subtle and quiet. Barely known, barely seen, even by their own army.

The Sixth Legion - Ironside Brigade no more - was going home. Katerina had deliberately relaxed the standards. Had told everyone what was going on. Had the column arranged in a high speed formation to Rolland, one that was vulnerable to ambushes and attacks. Shut herself away in a wagon, and had ‘minimal’ oversight over what was going on.

Then sent a quiet order to Tribune Hazel, to pass down the chain of command to the relevant soldier. One that just so happened to be marching near Nike and the other [Batteries].

Make us look tired.

Shadows under eyes were slightly enlarged. Shoulders were drooped just a little extra. Wounds were showing, the result of Katerina declaring an extra-large party right after announcing they were going home.

“Because we don’t want to carry it all that way!” She’d joked and laughed, only a few of her [Tribunes] aware of the machinations behind her eyes.

The bait was set. The entire Sixth, in a poor position, tired, no longer mercenaries attached to a larger army.

Katerina knew she’d drive herself insane waiting for the trap to be sprung, and studied the map, marked with the position of various known armies and relative strengths once again.

Teruo, the Pure, had neutered the Wei. Two full armies going into the field and being utterly annihilated with no other troops killed should put them so far behind the other factions that they couldn’t recover. The Han civil war had started with many more factions and warlords running around, only the largest ones of rough parity able to keep fighting. Katerina predicted that most of the [Great Generals] would defect to another power, but which one, she wasn’t entirely sure.

It wouldn’t be the Chu. A Void mage had seen to that, carving out the beating heart of the Chu and destroying the capital. The [Emperor] of the Chu had been present, along with most of the top officials, and they were done as a force and a faction.

The Qin had been decimated by assassins, the [Emperor] slain and most of the heirs dead. The news was fresh and hot, the [Courier] shouting it with great gusto as he sprinted around.

Katerina doubted that everyone knew, and just because most of the Qin [Heirs to the Throne] were dead didn’t mean they were out as a force. Still, it was a factor.

Five had abruptly become three, and with fewer wolves to nip on their flanks, most of the armies were going to converge on the Tears of Vulcan, where whoever managed to gain control over the forges going into the winter after decimating their enemies would likely emerge victorious.

She could see the end of the war now - if the Qin lost the rest of their figureheads, if more troops defected to the Zhao than the Yan, there could be peace in the Han come springtime. It would be a slow, tentative peace, but it would be the start of stability in the region.

Katerina frowned at the map, weighing options against each other, putting thousands of considerations against one another. Could she tell the Sixth “hey, oops, sorry, we’re sticking around another year to be on the winning team?”

The political benefits were weighed against the military costs, and found wanting.

Screams and shouts were a happy interruption for Katerina, as the wolf had finally taken the bait she’d so carefully laid out. Katerina grinned like a fox.

“Gotcha!”



A full line of soldiers, headed by Wren, dragged a struggling Yang Duan He before Katerina. She was bound in layers after layers of chains that it was almost comical, if her reputation wasn’t considered.

Katerina was taking no chances here. She would’ve liked to do a public execution, but that would take more time than it was worth.

The Legata took a single ring off her desk, a constant reminder of what Yang Duan He had done.

“You know,” The Legata said, idly playing with the ring. “I’ve dreamed about this day. This moment. I’ve thought about all the things I could say. The lives you’ve ruined. The soldiers you’ve killed. How your very existence is offensive to me and everything I stand for.”

Katerina tossed the ring back into the pile, and knelt down to the Lady of Death’s level.

“But you know? I’ve decided I don’t care about you enough to tell you.”

Yang Duan He took the chance and Katerina’s proximity to spit in her face. The Legata managed to close her eyes in time, and calmly stood up, wiping the spit off with her arm. Then she viciously backhanded Yang Duan He with such power that her neck would’ve snapped if that mattered to dullahans. The Lady fell back laughing as the chains rattled, and a dozen spears were leveled her way.

“You think you’ve got me? I’m just getting started!” She raged against her bonds. “I’ll-”

A sharp gesture from Katerina had Reed work some of his magic and shut her up.

Just then a few more soldiers marched into the room, huffing and puffing as they carried several heavy crates, and the [Cook’s] soup bowl. The crates were broken open, revealing dozens of gold bars. Bars that had been packed away, because every time Katerina saw them, she was filled with an almost uncontrollable rage at Yang Duan He.

Now? Now she could sate some of that rage.

“Auri. If you would do the honors, please.” Katerina asked, gesturing.

The Legata had a brief moment of concern as the phoenix hesitated, clearly thinking things over for once instead of impulsively doing what was needed. The moment passed, and flames erupted, melting down the gold bars once again.

“Pull her up.” Katerina ordered, and smiled without reserve at the face Yang Duan He pulled as she realized what was going to happen.

“Let her speak.” She ordered Reed, and gestured to some of the soldiers. They forced her to her knees, grabbing her head and pulling it back.

“No!” She begged. “No no NO NOOOOOOOooooo”

Many said revenge was best served cold.

Katerina liked it hot.



The Han Empire was ancient. It had risen and fallen like many others, the crowned emperor claiming the Mandate of Heaven from many different dynasties, but through it all the dullahans persisted, claiming a single unified heritage and tradition.

As empires waned and waxed, different rules, laws, and traditions came to be, and the successor normally took up a number of those as they inherited the empire in one form or another.

During the late Ming era, instability and turmoil in the army had [Generals] attempting to subtly knock each other off, jockeying for position in the coming war. A common underhanded tactic was to simply show up late to a critical battle, hoping the enemy’s overwhelming forces would kill a rival general. Their hands, after all, would be clean of any blood. They would bemoan the tragedy, quickly enact vengeance on the weakened foe, and come home coated in glory, with one fewer rival present.

The [Emperor] at the time was blind in some ways, but was no fool. He decreed that being late to a battle was treason, punishable by death. The incentive worked well, and the law was kept as the Ming dynasty crumbled and the Qin dynasty was ascendent.

Forward a few hundred years, and [Great General] Teng and [Great General] Kyou were riding side by side, rushing to the Tears of Vulcan, where everyone believed the final, pivotal battle of the endless civil war was going to occur.

“Tell me.” Kyou said conversationally, eyeing the position of the sun in the sky. “What is the penalty for being late to the battle?” She asked Teng.

“Execution by stampeding horses.” Teng grimly answered.

“What is the penalty for treason and rebellion?” Kyou asked.

“Execution by stake and fire.” He answered.

“We,” Kyou sagely observed. “Are late.”

The two of them twisted to see the Qin banners flapping in the breeze behind them, considering how much nicer the Zhao pennants were.



The words of power echoed out, Nina staring up at the moons, silently begging the staring lidded eyes for an answer. For the System to respond to her heart and her pleas.

All too conscious that both Iona and Sigrun, the Order’s [Grandmaster], were staring at her. Watching her.

The kitsune had tried many [Oaths], [Vows], and [Promises] over the years. [Knightly Protector]. [Justicar]. [Light Against the Darkness]. She’d tried building her own, but they’d always felt… flat. Stale. Like they didn’t quite fit.

Nina had just tried the [Wrathful Avenger], and it hadn’t stuck either.

The kitsune thought she knew the problem, but she’d never, ever share it with Iona or, worse, Sigrun. They’d judge her so harshly for it.

She had some idea of what she wanted. What words resonated with her in the way Iona had described her [Vow]. They were not the ideals that she’d been taught the Order Valkyrie espoused though. Not the noble and high-minded way of thinking Iona believed to her core.

What was she doing as a [Squire] if she couldn’t live up to the ideals of the Valkyries?

What was she doing if she couldn’t even take the most aggressive [Oath] that existed?

Iona and Sigrun must’ve noticed her reaction. The drooping ears, the wilting tails. Sigrun clasped a hand on Nina’s shoulder.

“It comes in time.” She told her. “We each find our own path. You are, without a doubt, one of the bravest [Squires] I’ve ever seen, leaping into battle again and again. You are more than qualified to become a full Valkyrie the moment you’d like, your acts of bravery apparent 1024 times over. Not many girls would willingly sign up for the Valkyries after we were kneecapped, and yet you did. Not many would survive a warzone, willing to fight every enemy, and yet Iona’s told me you’ve done just that. You’re willing to fight up, even without a skill boosting you, and I am nothing but impressed. You are a true Valkyrie, through and through. I’m just sticking around to figure out the best title I can give you.”

Sigrun smiled encouragingly at Nina and patted her shoulders again. Nina’s heart was elevated by the old woman’s words, the shame she felt at the words that resonated with her redoubled.

She could never tell them.

One thing confused the kitsune though, her eyebrows scrunched up at one detail.

Why did Iona look so pained when Sigrun mentioned figuring out a title for Nina? Wasn’t that a good thing?



Prince Feng Taizi reminded himself that he needed to sit up straight. That he needed to look brave for everyone. That he wasn’t allowed to cry.

The life of a [Prince]-to be was a lonely one. There were no friends. Family either ignored him or tried to kill him. The politics and machinations at the highest level forced children to grow up far too quickly, even before their System unlocked. At only 6, Crown Prince Feng Taizi was too old.

Too young.

And-

And he had to remember, he wasn’t [Prince] anymore.

He’d skipped [Crown Prince] entirely.

The Mandate of Heaven had fallen onto his shoulders.

He was [Emperor of the Qin]. Only without the class, because he was too young.

His father had died to assassins, his older brothers and sisters falling as well. The assassins had come for him too, but there were only so many talented killers for hire who were willing and able to target royalty, and the strength and awareness of his [Bodyguards] had been a surprise. Most had died protecting the boy, but in a miracle of protection, the Systemless boy had survived.

Feng tilted his head back and squared his shoulders, biting his tongue so the pain of riding a horse this fast, this furious through the Tears of Vulcan wouldn’t show. Wouldn’t make his few remaining protectors think he was weak and undeserving.

They would be richly rewarded when Feng returned to the true capital of the Han Empire, and he ascended the throne.

“There!” Liu shouted and pointed to galloping horses trying to flank them. Pursuers, intent on finishing the job. “We turn here!”

The four of them thundered into a small valley, a little tabernacle at the center.

“Go go go! Inside!” Liu urged, pressing the horses to go even faster.

Liu looked scared. Feng would be brave for Liu, as he had to be brave for everyone in the Qin - no.

As he had to be brave for everyone in the Han.

Liu scooped Feng under one arm as the horses thundered towards the door, jumping off and skidding to a halt inside the tabernacle. The loyal retainer dropped Feng like a sack of grain - Feng understood the need for urgency and protecting his life occasionally overrode the rules of decorum - and skidded to a halt in front of the small, sad altar, the symbol of the five gods prominently displayed overhead.

“Sanctuary!” Liu begged the gods. “I ask for sanctuary!”



The divine message went around, an offering of power to protect the faithful requesting sanctuary.

The gods bickered and argued about many things, but five things they’d all agreed on were sacred to them as a whole. That they’d all do their best to keep sacred.

“Not desecrating places of worship” was one of them, and it was a little… looser than the rest. Places of worship went up all the time, and they were taken down all the time. The gods couldn’t throw a fit every single time a temple was turned into construction material, or every time a chapel was lost to the ages and slowly deteriorated.

Liu had been faithful his whole life, and the divine barter of power offered for his protection was acceptable. Not enough for a full fledged large-scale miracle - else Seria might’ve simply performed her own and solved the issue - but not a piddling amount that would be ignored.

Two goddesses pricked their ears up when the offer went around. They had a [Paladin] practically next door, with extreme mobility, and best of all, this was the sort of thing she’d die for.

“Iona, something’s come up.” Selene said.


Chapter 53 - Interlude - Iona and Nina - Sanctuary

Nina was familiar with Iona’s eyes unfocusing as the [Paladin] talked with her moon goddesses. Even in the middle of dinner the two were always dropping in on her! It was like they were a merry band of five, not three. With [Grandmaster] Sigrun visiting and her supersized spinosaurus, Serratrix, they were a whole busy group! Nina loved the companionship, the comradery, the sisterhood. Family, like she’d never had before. Iona snapped back to reality a moment later.

“Emergency. Let’s go.” Iona dropped her plate and fork, bending her knees and leaping onto Fenrir’s back in a single motion.

Nina stuffed one last huge bite of food into her mouth - no telling when the next meal would be - and scrambled after Iona, grabbing one of the ropes leading up Fenrir’s side.

“Hold on!” Iona ordered, and Fenrir took off, Nina dangling off the rope like a worm on a hook, baited to catch… well, practically nothing in the world wanted to tangle with a wyvern.

Iona’s armor flowed around her, encasing the Valkyrie in its protective embrace. A little smaller, a little thinner ever since she’d donated a portion for Nina’s weapon.

Nina had spent some time meditating on a companion or steed like Iona had Fenrir, and Sigrun had Serratrix. Supersized was not her jam, not after all the hours she’d spent tending Fenrir, then later on had been roped into helping with Serratrix. Something small… if she even continued the tradition.

It wasn’t required that Valkyries have a partner or steed.

Nina, unfortunately, was missing a critical piece of the puzzle. Namely, with Iona and Fenrir around, and needing to rapidly respond all over the Han empire to various issues, she’d never had to walk the length of an entire country, one of the main reasons the Valkyries and most other knightly orders took on steeds. She wasn’t a speedster, nor had any particular long-range mobility skills.

Sigrun watched Iona and Nina fly off in a hurry, shrugged, and finished her meal before hopping onto Serratrix’s back. She patted the large carnivore fondly.

“Look, you greedy lug, you’ll get too fat and won’t want to move if you finish everything of Fenrir’s, and you probably don’t want to piss the wyvern off. That’s one big sucker.”

The dinosaur roared at Sigrun’s impeccable logic, and she pulled on the reins.

“Come on. With a divine message for help, it’s got to be something big. Let’s see if we can give them a hand.”

The sail-backed steed roared again, oriented himself in the direction they flew off in, and began to plod after them.

Fenrir quickly flew to where the small tabernacle was, located inside a quiet valley. Soldiers were already beginning to slowly march in, but they were in no rush, focused more on making a long screen and slowly advancing such that nobody could slip out and escape their net. Iona narrowed her eyes at them but didn’t attack, unsure of the specifics of the situation.

All she knew was the goddesses had transmitted a cry for sanctuary to her, and that she was to protect whoever wanted the shelter of the tabernacle.

“Be on your toes.” Iona advised Nina. “We don’t know the situation. Anyone could be an enemy, anyone could be a friend. Keep your head on a swivel.”

Nina nodded, reflexively playing with her mallium, shaping it into a knife, then a mace, a claw then a sword.

The three of them landed heavily in front of the tabernacle, the single entrance guarded by a dullahan pointing a spear at them. Fenrir roared at the man, who flinched and held steady.

Iona and the man quickly talked, the Valkyrie pointing to her winged helmet at one point. They didn’t talk fast enough. A bolt flew through the air and fortunately clattered off Fenrir’s armor, but the wyvern was a marked beast. A sitting duck on the ground.

Iona jumped off Fenrir’s back, and Nina slid to the ground, thankful that her skills and abilities had held out, and she’d been able to stay holding on the entire time. The one time she hadn’t…

She shook her head to clear it, hyper aware once again that she was outfitted as a [Squire], and didn’t have the centimeters of thick metal between herself and a hostile world. Fenrir took off into the sky.

Iona and the man finished their conversation, and the man bowed deeply, then gritted his teeth and dashed off towards the side of the valley, aiming for one of the less guarded cliffs.

“This is a big one.” Iona said without preamble, striding towards the entrance of the tabernacle. Nina hurried to keep up with her mentor. “They’ve got the Qin [Emperor] inside, and the Zhao know it. Now, normally the sanctity of religious sites is enough to stop people from deliberately demolishing places, but the chance to get the last [Emperor] and to win this war is enough that all the norms are going out the window. Selene and Lunaris are going to be personally protecting and reinforcing the tabernacle though, so there’s exactly one entrance that we know of that we need to protect.”

The tabernacle was relatively tiny. Maybe seven paces from wall to wall, with two benches, a small altar, and a scared boy kneeling before it. Nina lifted an eyebrow in disbelief.

“He’s the [Emperor] of the Qin?” There was no way. He was what, five, maybe six? And [Emperor]? Nina supposed he was coated in adamantium, the legendary material marking the royal family.

How every claimant to the throne all managed to have adamantium and claim the rest were imposters boggled her mind, but it wasn’t her concern.

Nina couldn’t see Iona’s face from under the helmet, but she could imagine it.

“It doesn’t matter if he is or isn’t.” Iona said. “He’s requested sanctuary and protection, and we’re honorbound to provide it. With just one entrance, the Zhao are going to be funneled hard, and we can hold them here.”

“For how long?” Nina asked, knowing the answer, dreading the answer. Iona shrugged.

“Until they’re all dead or we are. I need you directly protecting Feng Taizi. Attacks and moves are going to slip by me, and he’s vulnerable. Nothing big should get by, but small seekers? Shrapnel? You know what to do.”

The first soldier ran in through the door, screaming something. Iona threw an armored elbow behind her, caving in the dullahan’s face entirely, the body dropping like a sack of bricks.

“Go.” She ordered, and the Valkyrie left Nina and Feng Taizi together.

“Are you alright?” She asked the little boy in halting Hakka. He drew himself together and tilted his head back, ruining the look with a sniff. He rapid-fire shot off a dozen words that Nina missed, mostly due to her inexperience with the language, but the high accent and complex words, far beyond the vocabulary of most six year olds, was the final nail in obfuscating communication.

Nina frowned, then stumbled forward as a stray shot hit her in the back. Nothing too lethal, nothing too dangerous, not with her skills and weak armor, but it was a reminder that they just didn’t have the time for this.

“Move!” She shouted, backing up her words with actions. Grabbing one of the [Emperor’s] arms, she dragged him behind the altar, the solid stone block an extra layer of protection. She dragged the benches over, using them to offer some shielding to the flank.

She then turned around, reshaping her morphic mallium into her favorite weapon - a mace.

The kitsune had seen Iona at work before. She still shuddered at the deadly violence going on right outside the door.



This was her moment. This was where Iona shone brightest. This was where her [Vow] beat strongest.

Iona stabbed her glaive forward, impaling two [Soldiers] at once. The invisible head of the weapon meant they hadn’t seen it coming at all. She twisted her weapon and pulled it forward, both struggling bodies coming with the glaive. She put her foot on the first one’s chest and heaved, ripping her glaive free and killing the two of them. Four more soldiers, two from either side, charged at her, and the Valkyrie swept her glaive in a long motion, slicing all of them in half in a single powerful motion. Rocks pinged off her seamless [Star-Forged] armor as ‘low level’ Metal [Mages] fired shots at her, attacks strong enough to pierce through dullahans entirely simply bouncing off the first layer of her armor.

Another dullahan tried to speed past her, and Iona’s left hand shot out, grabbing him by the jaw. She twisted and pulled, knowing exactly how the man’s anatomy would break, and ripped his lower face off, tongue and all. A quick stab backwards half-crippled him as he fell through the door. In a flash, Iona judged him weak enough for Nina to finish off without any trouble, and flicked her wrist out. The jaw, tongue still wagging, whistled through the air before sinking itself into the eyesocket of the [Mage] harassing her.

Another dullahan tried to tackle Iona around the waist, hoping that getting inside the range of her glaive would be good enough. Iona sharply cracked her shield down at the same time she brought her knee up, utterly crushing the man’s head. With a flick of her foot and [Weaknesses] spotting the ideal location, she threw the body into another three soldiers, tripping them up and slowing them down.

A sniper’s arrow screamed past her, and she reflexively brought her hand up, catching the piercing shot with her bare hand. It snapped as she grabbed it, the tip going wild inside the tabernacle, but no longer so aimed or empowered by skills. More [Archers] took up position along the edges of the valley, peppering her with arrows. Now and then a shot was poorly aimed, hitting one of their own troops instead of breaking against Iona’s armor. [Harmony of the Spheres] worked overtime, bending and nudging the arrows slightly out of the way. It wasn’t perfect, but glancing blows missed entirely, and almost-direct hits turned into glancing blows.

Bones snapped like twigs and blood ran like rivers. A [Swordsman] slashed out at Iona, his blade supremely fast with the distinct look of Gale surrounding it, providing speed and sharpness to his attack. The Valkyrie responded by bringing her glaive down on his head full-force. With a perfectly serene look on his face, the [Swordsman] traded blows, accepting the end of his life for a single hit on Iona. The tips of her right pinky and ring fingers went flying as she caved in his head, the wound squirting blood for a moment before scabbing over.

It was only a nick in the grand scheme of things, but Elaine wasn’t around. There was no healing from a blow like that. She shifted her grip slightly, aware that she wasn’t quite as capable of holding her glaive or axe as before, knowing it was only a matter of time before she was worn down.

It was the Wobby Pass all over again.

Iona’s heart was calm, her mind pure. She accepted her fate, knowing deep in her bones that she was doing the right thing.

Someone tried to fuck with the ground, turn it into mud to make her sink in or foul a step. [As Steady as the Stars] kept her footing perfect, supernaturally keeping her on top of the goop that should by all rights suck her and her extra-heavy body into the ground.

Ooze slipped into the tabernacle and ignited, the Classer controlling it hoping to burn, cook, draw out enough air, or kill the boy via smoke inhalation. There was little Iona could do about the existing blaze, but she did find and kill the Classer in question, trusting to Nina to handle it.

She’d been around Auri often enough.

A powerful [Mage] blasted her with Acid and Inferno, the first practically harmless against her but the second heating her up to the point where blisters popped all up and down her arms and legs. Iona gritted her teeth through the pain, throwing her glaive in a desperate move, impaling the [Mage] and continuing on, slaying four more soldiers before coming to a quivering stop in a tree trunk. Another soldier closed in with a spear, jabbing at Iona from just outside of her now-shortened range. She grabbed the shaft and yanked, bringing the soldier in close. With a twist, she disarmed the soldier, threw the spear like a javelin at the [Sniper-Archer] along the ridge of the valley, the weapon moving with such speed that he wasn’t able to dodge it.

In close with the now disarmed soldier, Iona slammed her hands down on his metal shoulders, her fingers digging deep into his body. With a snarl, she pulled the man apart down the middle, using the momentum of the blow with [New Moon’s Dance] to punch through two more troops who were trying to flank her.

Fenrir descended down, Lightning and Ice crossing the valley in a mighty roar, the flow of soldiers slowing slightly. The two had lived and fought together for years, and the great wyvern knew exactly how close he could get to Iona, how much she could take.

The pillar of descending Lightning landed a mere meter away from her, while an oversized greatsword of Ice killed yet another soldier. Iona dashed forwards, grabbing the weapon Fenrir provided, then dashed back to the entrance of the tabernacle. She did a sliding kick at the last portion, breaking the legs of a soldier trying to rush in, then with a thought, caused a dozen needle-sharp spikes to emerge from her gauntlet. She grabbed the soldier’s neck with her spiked hand and twisted, dropping the soldier with a wet gurgle as he choked on his own blood. Then she swept her Icy greatsword up, deflecting a thrust spear and perfectly countering.

A shot of metal twice the size of Iona’s head impacted the side of the tabernacle at hypersonic speeds, multiple [Mages] having worked in tandem to accelerate the shot to unreal velocities. The very ground shook at the force of the impact, but the walls of the tabernacle held, divine providence preventing the violation of the holy site.

To Iona’s minor dismay, no divine retribution came down from the skies into the mages, and in the brief gap in the fighting, the goddesses explained why.

Too much power required. Selene gasped.

This is rapidly becoming not worth it. Lunaris agreed.

The two goddesses could split the heavens and smite the blasphemers, but the expenditure of power, and this not being their temple, calling, or domain, simply made it too expensive for the goddesses.

The brief reprieve let Iona rearm herself, drawing out [Frost Wyvern’s Fang] and snapping off dozens of arrows, piling up more bodies before they could get close to her.

A blinding slash of blazing energy came out of the woods, cutting through trees like they were butter. Iona had only a fraction of a second to cross her arms, putting her shield in front of her body before the attack hit her. Her armor helped, her subdermal anklyosaurus scales took the brunt of the blow, but she was still left with a long, bloody gash going from her left shoulder down to her right hip, freely bleeding.

With a thought, she reformed her now-thinner mallium over the wound, cinching it down. Iona was trading flexibility for not bleeding out.

The wound was bad. She staggered as her body unexpectedly betrayed her, stepping forward and letting [As Steady as the Stars] guide her footwork to rebalance herself.

Sigrun and Serratrix arrived at that moment, the [Grandmaster] using [Flash Step] all along the rim of the valley, her blade freely drinking the blood of the people firing arrows down. Iona took advantage of the moment to retrieve her glaive, [Telekinesis] coming in handy once again.

Two moments later, the [Great General] pushed his way forward.

Iona took a deep breath, and settled into a stance, warily eyeing the soldiers emerging from the torn up underbrush, aware that they’d tried to slip past into the temple while she was distracted.

Not while I still draw breath. Iona swore to herself.


Chapter 54 - Interlude - Nina - To Cut Off the Head of the Snake

A crippled body fell into the chapel, his spine broken. He looked young, a fresh recruit from the farm off to join the glorious Zhao armies.

He had a home. Friends, family, a fiancee waiting with bitten nails for him to come back home. To settle down and grow rice.

Nina took three quick steps forward, and with a sharp downward blow, caved his head in. Bronze and brain went flying as she got the kill notification.

Nina skipped backwards, returning her mace and round shield to the standard guard position, on the balls of her feet waiting for the next blow, the next attacker, the next thing she had to protect against.

Her eyes were locked on Iona’s broad back, marveling at the tempest of destruction occurring right outside the door. How, no matter the blow, no matter the attack, Iona was there, seamlessly transitioning from stance to stance, move to move, flawlessly slaying all those who would come. Stacking bodies up like firewood.

Nina hesitated, and seeing a minor lull in the battle, rushed forward again. She ignored the gore as she pushed and pulled the body into position at the doorway, making a minor speedbump that anyone trying to break in would need to step over.

Why were we here? Nina wondered, but no, that wasn’t the right question. She knew why they were there. The simplest answer was “because Iona said so” or “Because the goddesses had asked”, but it was deeper than that. More fundamental. They were protecting a life.

A searing pain cut through her ear and she jumped back, snout bared into a snarl.

Then the pain hit, and the snarl redoubled in volume as Nina refused to whimper, turning the pain into anger. A quick look around revealed the culprit, a broken arrowhead with a tuft of her fur sunk deep into the stone altar.

Nina paled.

That was almost Feng. If she hadn’t insisted he hide behind the altar, that would’ve killed him, and that would’ve been that.

The [Squire] shot her shield up, intercepting a pair of slower arrows that Iona let through, then jumped forward and stomped on a small metal skill-bug. She didn’t know what skills were attached to it or what it could do, but either way she wasn’t going to let it get to the tiny [Emperor] and find out.

Another soldier - no, boy, the rusty-faced teenager looked younger than Nina - made it in. Iona had clearly chosen to let him through for Nina to handle, choosing to deal with other issues instead.

He stabbed poorly at her, but Nina was used to it now. It was no trap, no trick, no deception. She angled her shield, redirecting the force of the blow as she stepped in close. An underhand shot with her mace to the groin disabled the teenager, then a swift mace to the head made him collapse in a heap at the floor.

No notification though. The boy had a hard head.

Nina gritted her fanged teeth and smashed down, one, twice, thrice, before finally getting the notification that it was over. She stepped back into the guard position, a habit long drilled into her by Iona, and was rewarded when several razor-sharp leaves came spinning into the room. She intercepted one with her mace, a second with her shield, but the entire room shook with the force of an angry god as something hit them hard. Nina tripped and fell onto the leaf, impossibly cutting her leg down to the bone.

She hissed in pain. The kitsune limped over to the most recent body, tore a strip of cloth off, and wrapped it around her leg, trying to stem the flow of blood.

Why are we killing them? That wasn’t the right question either. They were attacking, Iona and Nina were defending. They were trying to kill the two of them, defending themselves was only natural.

A grease fire erupted by the door, and Nina jumped back coughing, pulling her shirt up over her mouth. She’d already pulled the wood away from the door, and there wasn’t much she could do about a magical, skill-empowered fire. Her Fire element was a [Warrior] one, it didn’t include [Flame Manipulation] or [Fire Resistance].

Lightning and Ice roared down cataclysmically outside the door, removing all questions about how to handle the fire. After a few minutes of Fenrir’s displeasure raining down on the Zhao, there was sudden silence, broken only by the falling of trees and some soft tears behind the altar.

Nina poked her head back, only to see Feng wiping away his tears. He sniffed, looked at her, and drew himself up to his full height. He blabbed something to her that she missed. Nina put her hand on his head and pushed him back down, ignoring the spluttered complaints.

“Stay down!” She hissed at him, wary of another stray attack killing the boy.

A blinding light blazed past the door, and Nina gasped in horror as Iona took the blow head-on. Blood dripped freely, and corpses littered the area, almost making a hill of bodies.

Nina tried to quickly count how many bodies there were, but utterly failed. A quick eyeballing with unfortunately experienced eyes told her over a thousand bodies were littered around the ground, and those were just the ones she could tell, who still had intact corpses.

Why is his life worth more? Nina asked herself.

That, at last, was the right question. Part of Nina wondered about it, while the rest of her marveled at an injured Iona fighting not one, but two [Great Generals] to a standstill, all while preventing anyone else from getting close to the door.

Why was the young [Emperor’s] life worth more than anyone else’s? Oh, sure, on an individual basis it was easy to proclaim a protection for children. The royalty aspect didn’t matter in the slightest to Nina.

But a dozen people? Were a dozen lives worth the young boy’s?

A hundred lives? All full and rich, many of the [Soldiers] involuntarily conscripted from their farms and villages? They didn’t want to be here much more than Feng did. They arguably had far fewer options than the young [Emperor] did regarding their presence on the battlefield, them being forced into the blender of whirling metal and violence called Iona.

A thousand lives? How could one person be worth more than a thousand lives? If they were all old and with millions of heinous crimes under their belt, sure, a single innocent soul was worth more. But the souls outside, with a few exceptions of the leadership, were just as innocent as the boy’s. A different fate, different circumstances of their birth, but they were being harvested like rice.

Why were their lives worth less than a tiny fraction of the [Emperor’s]? How were the scales balanced there?

Nina knew she hadn’t grown up with the most… intact ethical compass. Her morals could most generously be described as ‘loose’, and she tried to put herself in various shoes, see what everyone thought.

The boy, of course, wanted to live. He was innocent.

The soldiers, too, wanted to live, to no longer be in the war. To go home, and live a peaceful life.

The generals were too far away, too esoteric for Nina to figure out. If anyone should die, they should. Them, and their own nobility and leaders, the ones pushing them to this cause of action.

Nina’s thoughts drifted back to the [Emperor], arguably, possibly one of the ones driving the entire conflict. If not his orders now and today, then his simple presence and existence was causing the fighting. He was the head of the snake. Perhaps the jewel on the tip of the snake’s nose.

With his death, the battle would be over.

Nina thought about what everyone else had been saying, what she’d been told and seen.

No.

With his death, the entire war might be over. There were tens of millions of souls in the Han empire, suffering under the civil war.

How could the scales possibly balance?

What justification did Nina have to extend the battle, the war, when the safety and comfort of so many relied on a single thin thread?

The fact that the two of them would die for the prince did admittedly enter into Nina’s thoughts. The survival instinct was engraved deep into the former street rat’s psyche, the fundamental underpinning to everything else built on top of her mind. To her great credit, she examined the idea, recognized its validity, and dismissed it, doing her level best to not factor it into her thinking and decision making. A near-impossible bias to avoid, but Nina did her best to put herself in Feng Tiazi’s shoes, and go over her thoughts once more.

She took a deep, shuddering breath.

The move would damn her. If the gods and goddesses didn’t smite her, Iona would, and she’d undoubtedly be thrown out of the Valkyries. Her future would be ruined, if she had one at all, and everyone would hate her.

She’d never go back home. Never see Elaine again. Never hear Auri’s bright chirps. Never get told to run laps, haul water, get scolded for a bad stance or warmly praised and hugged when she got something right. Her path terminated here.

Nina mentally added her life on the grand scales in her mind next to the prince’s, seeing if they’d tip at all. Praying, with tears in her eyes, that she could justify another route, another path.

The scales remained firmly tipped, and with a shuddering breath, Nina knew what she had to do.

The kitsune walked to the back of the tabernacle, and placed a hand on the altar, sending a quick prayer of forgiveness up. The gods could mess with the cycle of reincarnation, and in her last hours, Nina didn’t want to piss them off more than she had to.

Sorry about this. She prayed, then leaned over to the [Emperor].

No, not Emperor. Think of him as he is, and don’t cloak what I’m doing in pretty words.

Her tear-filled eyes locked with Feng Tiazi’s, and she smiled sadly.

“I’m so sorry.” She apologized, and the mace came down.



Iona twirled her glaive like a quarterstaff, the two [Great Generals] wary enough of the invisible blade at the end. A quarterstaff was the perfect weapon for fighting off multiple powerful attackers, and the constant threat of a lethal blow coming from any direction was enough to keep them cautious and wary, working on wearing her down one hit at a time, instead of committing to finishing the fight.

A tearful Nina stepped out, gently cradling a body. Iona didn’t let herself get distracted as Nina started shouting.

“It’s over! He’s dead!” She yelled, the two generals backing off from the deadly Valkyrie. Softer, quietly, Nina spoke again.

“He’s dead.” She sobbed.

Iona’s mind turned as she tried to work out what had happened. The goddesses had kept the building preserved. Nina was barely injured. She hadn’t seen anyone slip in.

What had happened?

A few soldiers stepped forward to take the body, but Iona spun her glaive and pointed it at them. They backed off with a terse word from the [Great General], giving them space.

Nina stepped forward, gently putting the body in the middle of the clearing. Iona was coming to a horrified realization as the impossible pieces of the puzzle came together.

Caved-in skull. Fresh blood dripping from the mace. Nobody else had gone in.

Iona’s vision started to go crimson in fury, but she barely, just barely, held herself together.

Not in front of hostiles. Not in front of outsiders. Investigate, discipline in private. Present a united front.

She didn’t even remember the words she spoke, [Social Lubricant] doing all the heavy lifting for her. Iona trembled in barely-suppressed rage, impossible visions of treachery and backstabbing, cowardice and blasphemy dancing across her vision.

No. Not Nina. It’s impossible.

The Zhao troops clearly sensed that there were about to be issues. They collected the poor boy’s body and vanished with barely a word, making sure to never turn their back on Iona. Serratrix and Sigrun from up high on the valley edge noticed what was going on, the massive spinosaurus taking a break from killing soldiers, and picking a few of the tastier morsels to start chowing down on.

“Explain.” Iona tersely ordered in a word, her knuckles going white as she gripped her glaive.

With halting, stumbling words, Nina did.

“I did it.” She sobbed. “I killed him.”

Iona went apoplectic. Her vision went entirely red, and with a flash of ozone Sigrun was in front of her, grabbing the fist she hadn’t even realized she’d pulled back.

The two fully fledged Valkyries stared at each other a moment before Iona wrenched her arm free.

“Do not raise a hand against a fellow Valkyrie.” Sigrun whispered softly, like an adder hissing. Iona stiffly nodded.

“You.” Sigrun whirled on the kitsune, dry-eyed only because she was cried out. “Explain. Now.”

Nina did. Her thinking, her thought process. The ‘scales’ the lives were weighed on. The decision she’d made.

“You can’t just do that!” Iona exploded in rage the moment Nina’s explanation was over. “Our ideals have to mean something! You can’t simply take the expedient route!”

Nina sniffed, but the spark of anger was quick to spread. She’d spent time agonizing over her decision, and was prepared to defend it.

“Really? REALLY? You’d slaughter a nation for one boy because the circumstances were right? You pick and choose almost as much as I did! Where’s ‘defend the meek’ when you’re cutting down people you’ve got 500 levels and an entire third class on, huh?!”

“He requested sanctuary! Protection! Is nothing sacred? Should nothing be protected? ‘Well, it’s a few more lives if I let the raiders go’ is no way to live, let alone executing scared systemless children!” Iona shot back.

She paused a moment, waiting, dreading the divine message. The signal from the goddesses to cut down one who’d defiled a temple.

No such message came from Selene or Lunaris. They weren’t saying a peep.

Iona was secretly relieved. She couldn’t do that, and the request would tear her apart. Perhaps the goddesses knew, and didn’t want to lose their [Paladin] and the investment made over the issue.

Back and forth the two violently argued, neither giving an inch. All the while Sigrun stood with her arms crossed, silently refereeing the argument.

Fenrir landed behind Iona with a roar, sensing his bonded companion’s distress. The sheer presence and fear the wyvern exuded, the violence Nina had seen Fenrir commit now pointed in her direction, made her step back. Serratrix growled deep and low at the wyvern, and the two creatures stared at each other, sail flaring and haunches going up as the two postured.

“Enough.” Sigrun cut Iona off. “Nina, there’s no question that you utterly failed in your duties as a [Squire], regardless of your beliefs.”

The kitsune finally dropped her defiant gaze, hands balled in a fist, as she stared at the ground.

This was it. This was the end. They’re not going to execute me, no, worse, they’re going to leave me here. Abandon me, alone, on the wrong half of the world.

“Dusk, you’re too rigid.” Sigrun’s next words had Nina’s head snapping up, her mouth dropping open in shock. Iona blinked like she couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

“Excuse me?” She asked, incredulously.

“You heard me.” Sigrun said. “You’re an amazing Valkyrie. Your heart is as pure as any gem. You are the best of us in many ways, the ideal that we all strive towards, but you are too rigid. Have you ever wondered why I never told you where you were in the succession? Push come to shove, you’d lead us right off a cliff to uphold your ideals.” Sigrun didn’t hold back any verbal punches. “Don’t get me wrong. Socially, you have no peer. In combat, I’d be hard-pressed to leave a mark. You follow your heart, and you do more good than a dozen of us put together. I’d hoped Nina would be following in your footsteps. I’d take a thousand of you if I could. That’s not the case, and let’s not pretend it is. It sounds like your squire takes a more pragmatic, outcome-oriented approach to things.”

Sigrun punctuated each of her next words with a poke to Iona’s chest.

“That. Is. Not. Wrong.” She said. “It is different. Both of you have your own ideals and desires, how to best see things through. Nina’s way is admittedly rare within the Order Valkyrie, but not unheard of. You all got along! You didn’t have a problem with Voracious, who had a similar outlook. You hung onto her every word when she told you how she got rid of the Nime [Lord]! Same. Thing. Nina is brave and powerful enough to be her own woman, her own Valkyrie, and I think I know why none of the [Vows] she’s tried have taken. They’re wrong for her. She doesn’t believe them in her heart. Nina, tell me true. What are the words that resonate with you? What lies in your heart?”

Nina had thought long and hard on it, and thought she had the answer. The one Iona would hate, but apparently wasn’t so incredibly wrong.

Iona’s gaze was complicated. Sorrow and pain mixed with rage and betrayal.

“You were my daughter.” She whispered.

Nina took a minute to collect her thoughts, all while everyone watched. This wasn’t the carefully planned [Vow] she’d tried, it wasn’t wordsmithed and checked over a dozen times to make sure it was done perfectly.

It came from the heart, as all [Vows] should.

With a thought, her morphic weapon turned into a longsword, the classic weapon for a [Knight]. Nina knelt to Iona, sticking the tip of the sword in the ground. Sigrun moved next to Iona, lending her weight to the moment.

Nina wet her lips, hesitated a moment, then began to speak.

“This is my creed.

I will do what must be done.

I will cut off the head of the snake.

I will balance the scales.

I will never conflate the symptoms of injustice with its source.

I will never turn a blind eye.

I will strike the hands that wield people like knives.

I will not put loyalty before that which is right.

Though blood will stain my hands and fur, it will always be for the greater good.

I will gaze at the greys beyond the black and white.

I will remember that rules and laws do not make right, nor does might.

I will smite the wicked.”

Nina hesitated at the very end.

She’d grown up with Iona. Been formed and molded by Iona’s ideals, both stated and lived. She’d seen how life was, and Iona wasn’t entirely wrong. The endless search, the endless belief towards the greater good was potentially a trap. A road to devastation, paved with good intentions. Moderation, to an extent, was required.

The atrocities she’d commit couldn’t be forgotten either, not unless she wanted to become a monster herself. One that would pit her against her very sisters-in-arms.

"Whenever possible, I will act in such ways to protect the weak, with temperance, valor, and integrity.

I will remember what was sacrificed and atone for what I can."

It was Iona’s turn to cry at the end, her squire’s thoughts and ideals diverging so far from what Iona had tried to teach her.

At last, after years of trying and dozens of failed attempts, Nina got the notification she’d been waiting for, hoping for, dying for.

[*ding!* You have sworn [Nina’s Creed]. Would you like to accept this General Skill? WARNING: Creeds are binding.]

Without hesitation Nina accepted the skill, then she read what it did.

Nina’s Creed: A solemn creed from Nina, in remembrance of Feng Tiazi. +2.5% speed, strength, dexterity, vitality, magic power, magic control, illusion strength, illusion durability, and illusion detail per level when striking at the root of the problem.

Her heart fell early on at the low bonus number displayed. 2.5%? Only 2.5%?

But the more Nina read, the more excited she got. It wasn’t a large percentage over a few stats - the percentage applied to a frankly stunning array of abilities. Somehow, the System knew she was hellbent on taking Mirage for her second element.

Missing her illusions was like missing a limb for Nina, and she was more than ready to class up and regain her mastery.

Her delight at getting the [Creed] at last was clear. Sigrun had a weird look on her face, and cleared her throat.

“In my capacity as the [Grandmaster] of the Order Valkyrie, I would like to formally acknowledge that Nina, squire of Iona, the Dusk, has successfully completed all elements required to be properly acknowledged as a full Valkyrie, one of us. Her acts of bravery are as endless as the stars in the sky, as unbound as the roiling stormcloud up above. One, before all others, is worth noting. In defiance of her Valkyrie and orders, in spite of deadly danger to her life, she navigated a treacherous situation with clear eyes and a calm heart, believing she was sacrificing everything she had for her beliefs. Such an act shows conviction and bravery of the likes rarely seen. Nina, you are a Valkyrie, through and through, and I name you, the Fox. Rise, and join us.”

Nina rose in disbelief. Sigrun grinned at her.

“Sorry I don’t have a pair of wings handy.”

Iona was still upset though. She knew the betrayal wasn’t casual or directed at her, but Nina had violated her fundamental principles. She wanted to scream and rage at her, and was still confused why Sigrun seemed to be taking it all so casually. However, she had enough presence of mind and social graces not to say anything that couldn’t be taken back. Not to say anything that would shatter the now-fragile bond between the two of them.

Sigrun was canny. The leader of the Valkyries, like any organization lasting beyond a single warlord-like leader, had to have a good head on her shoulders. Needed to know organizations, and more importantly, people. She knew what sort of blow her beloved Dusk Valkyrie had just taken, and that they’d all need time to heal and try to reform relations.

“Now, I know this is all a bit sudden. Dusk, I believe sending you off to the School of Sorcery and Spellcraft was one of the best things that could happen to you, and I’d like to continue the ‘tradition’, so to speak, with Fox, first of the newest generation of Valkyries.”

Nina’s ears went up then down.

Even if by some miracle Sigrun got her admittance to the School, she knew her formal schooling and education was so poor she couldn’t even start an education there. She could read and write no problem, and knew her basic numbers. However, a true, formal education was both past her ability to learn, and Iona’s ability to teach. It saddened the kitsune a bit, the door to wizardry like Elaine could perform forever closed to her, but it was what it was. There was no sense in crying over the impossible.

“Now, I believe the School would be all wrong for you, but what do you say about going to Nippon-Koku for a spell? I have some friends in the Eventide Establishment, and I think your talents would grow by leaps and bounds there, on top of being close to home. What do you say?”

Nina looked at Sigrun in confusion.

“Wait. The Eventide Establishment exists!?”



Nina woke up in the world of her soul, her head still spinning with how fast everything had happened. 24 hours ago she’d been campaigning in the Han, learning from the fabled [Grandmaster] of the Order, prepared for however much longer they’d be staying in the war-torn country, grappling with her own [Oath].

How things had changed!

Nina gazed along the streets of an unknown Exterreri city, the population hustling around. Everyone had a pouch on their hips in various colors, and each ‘person’ in the world of her soul was indicative of a potential outcome she could choose - if she could properly choose.

A [Baker] was right next to where Nina had stepped into her world, the woman humming merrily as she used phoenix flames to cook. A pair of foxfires hanging over her shoulders indicated a Fire or Inferno elemental choice. Her pouch was dark green, promising fantastical abilities as a [Baker] simply if Nina was able to rob her. The kitsune’s short time with Auri baking had offered great things - if she wanted it.

A [Guard] with a solid sphere of Earth over one shoulder had a light green pouch, but they tended to move in patrols of multiples, just like in real life.

“Why does my world have to be so annoying.” Nina grumbled to herself. “Why can’t I just pray at an altar or pick a book or something easy?”

Finding a mark was only half the challenge in Nina’s world. The other part was actually managing to obtain the class. The bigger, richer, and more important a class she wanted was, the more guarded they were, the more effort Nina would have to put into getting it.

Grumbling to herself, Nina decided to stroll along for a few minutes, seeing what there was to see, before deciding on her class. A [Senator] in royal purple robes was bustled along on a palanquin, each of her guards with a subtly different [Bodyguard] class. In a twist Nina found hilarious, the [Senator’s] pouch was pink, while the [Bodyguards] were orange to green.

Nina’s entire world fuzzed, the bustling streets replaced by a great feasting hall, dozens of Valkyries cheering and toasting with servants rustling around, an entire castle full of life and classes to pick. Almost immediately, her world fuzzed back to the cityscape.

Nina jumped and held a hand over her beating heart.

“What was that!?” She said.

Her guide popped out of a dark alley and shrugged.

“We’re changin’.” She said. “On a deep level. Not quite all the way there yet, but we’re changin’ so hard the System’s recognizin’ it.”

Nina was disturbed at the idea. She didn’t mind the new soulscape, but the thought that something might go wrong in her soul while she was in it…

“Let’s go to the Valkyries.” She said, not needing to say anything more.

Her guide, herself, her other half grabbed her hand, and the two girls sprinted through the city streets, laughing at life, shouting obscenities at the guards, and making their way to a place only her guide knew.

Nina stared at the options, licking her lips in envy at the power of one of the options, a blue class with roiling thunderclouds over the shoulder and across the armor. A class inspired by Teruo, a powerful warrior without compare.

But no, that wasn’t what she wanted. The two of them eyed a powerful Valkyrie, winged helmet and all, a gale trapped in a sphere over one shoulder, a dark green pouch on her belt. Storms rumbled across her shining plate armor, inspired by the Guardian, the phoenix, and the wyvern. Phoenix flames and foxfire occasionally danced around a well-used and loved mace.

She eyed up the place they were at, the seeds of an idea coming together.

Nina knew what she wanted. Now she had to earn it.

“Alright, here’s the plan…” She whispered to her guide.

Nina awoke as [The Fox Valkyrie - Storm] - [Sly Trickster - Mirage].


Chapter 55 - Returning Home and Classing Up.

After the [Diplomat] politely told me to get lost, I wasted no time at all getting back home to Exterreri.

It was a little frightening how easy it was for me to cross over vast swathes of mortal territory. I flew high up in the sky, a bit under the clouds, dipping down occasionally when I needed more air. The major roads and cities occasionally led me astray, but it wasn’t anything simply going west for a while wouldn’t fix. At my height and speed, I was untouchable by mortals. By the time one of the few rare Classers who happened to be looking my way could spot me, then raise any sort of alarm, I was already gone, traveling faster than most news.

I wasn’t the only one who crossed the skies at high speeds. Every now and then I’d encounter someone else off in the distance, the two of us maybe occasionally trading a wave before going about our respective business.

Sky’s ancient warning, and a lifetime of fear growing up around the fearsome pterodactyls and ornithocheirus that ruled the sky did leave a bit of caution in my bones. That, and the knowledge that the Wardens would take a dim view to my presence if they discovered me kept me alert, and before long I recognized the architectural style change to that of Nippon-Koku, and later the same day reached the shores of the Sea of Stars.

I took a quick break before crossing it, hitting the Exterreri coast, then turning north before finding myself at Sanguino.

How small the world was! With my speed and skills, with my flight and ability to ignore most danger, I could just move, traveling across the world in days. The world felt a little smaller, a little less glorious with how easy and accessible it all was.

At the same time, I’d deliberately taken the slightly longer western route specifically to avoid most Immortal territories, where I couldn’t travel as easily, and there was still the entire northern continent.

I’d debated saying hi to Arachne and Night before heading home, but decided against it. I wanted to go home. I was well aware that Arachne was the leader of the Sentinels before she was somewhat a friend of mine, and while Night was off-rotation and firmly a friend, with Arachne’s threads, she’d immediately know and I’d be off reporting about my adventures, spending hours recounting it to her and whoever else needed to know.

No.

I needed some peace and quiet. I wanted to see Artemis and Julius again. I had vague hopes that Amber might be around, implausible in any other situation if her thrice-charmed lucky coin wasn’t considered.

I landed at my house, my ears suggesting nobody was around but my nose telling me there’d been a few people recently, including what was possibly the scents of Julius and Artemis. Of course they wouldn’t be hanging around at home all day every day, they were probably out and about, living their best lives.

The other smells I wasn’t so sure about, but I was confident that there was a good explanation. Friends invited over for dinner, or something similar.

One of the things I’d set up back in the day, and was finally ready for me, was a bath. A deep, glorious, luxurious bath, always full of water.

I passed by the kitchen on the way to the bath, and quickly raided it for a snack. Oranges, bananas, and the Exterreri special, cherries and blackberries. A pot of cream and a second of honey topped it off, and I sent a silent prayer of thanks to Artemis and Julius for keeping the place so beautifully maintained, perfectly ready for my return.

In the central garden, miracle of miracles, joy of joys, the mango trees I’d planted were doing beautifully. Still young, still small, scrawny little things, they had the first hint of mangos growing on their branches. Most had none, a few had one, and the largest one had two whole mangos growing. Impressive, given that the trees usually took five years or more to start producing fruit!

My discipline and good sense managed to wrestle my greed into submission. I should wait, let the fruits grow and mature, then reap the bountiful harvest.

I dove into the bath with my snacks on the edge.

Cold! Well, lukewarm.

With a frown, I carefully applied [Nova Lance] to the water, my mana dropping as I got the bath to a near-boil. Happy, I leaned back, letting myself float in the water, my hair splayed out behind me.

I floated blissfully in the warm water, occasionally heating it up a little more with a skill. I let the heat soak into my muscles, loosening them up, relieving tension in spots I didn’t know I had. Literal years of grime and muck came off me, the Legion only able to quickly bathe in the occasional river, nothing like the luxurious soak I was currently enjoying. I occasionally ate a berry dipped in cream or honey, letting my worries float away on the soft currents, trying to enjoy the peace that I abruptly found myself at.

No war. No violence. No blood and screams.

Just… contentment and warmth. Floating in the soft current, my aches melting away like soft traces of morning dew.

All good things eventually came to an end, and I heard the footsteps far before anyone came to the bath room.

My bowls were empty, and I cracked an eye open at the approaching [Servant]. She didn’t bat an eye at me, but the excessive amount of steam did give her a bit of a hard time.

Well, good. No hassle, no fuss, just a half-raised eyebrow when she saw me before she wordlessly collected my empty snack bowls and bustled them off. I suppose she survived - literally - working under Artemis, so a layer of gumption and brains were mandatory.

It did mark the end of my bath, and with some reluctance, I hauled myself out, drying myself off with a beautifully placed towel and donning a neatly folded tunic.

It was official. I was in love, and had to figure out how to keep her around when Artemis and Julius inevitably left.

I wrapped up and took a tour of my own home, trying to figure out what was new and different, and what was the same. Going from a tent to a villa in the span of a week was surreal, and I was still trying to adjust.

Adjust I did as I made it to the master bedroom, the gloriously large bed still there. I remembered one of my prior promises, and having spent more time in a sack than a mattress over the last three years, I gleefully jumped onto it, canceled my tour, and was promptly as lazy as I could be.

Home.



The only issue with my early laziness is I forgot to grab a gigantic pile of books to read in bed. Maybe Julius would be nice enough to help me out? Either way, while I was working on not moving at all, I decided I should do some prep work. I didn’t know when Iona was going to be back.

I teleported into [Vault of Ages] without moving, and still not twitching a muscle, used a combination of [Blink] and [Rapid Reshelving] to get my proposal sword out of storage, and back into the real world. More [Rapid Reshelving] hid the sword under the bed.

I figured if Iona was planning on proposing to me while I classed up, being able to say ‘look under the bed’ as a response was pretty good.

At last, I heard the wonderful sounds of Julius and Artemis coming back.

“Hey! Artemis! Back here!” I shouted through the villa, intent on being as lazy as I could be.

There was a far-off shout of excitement, followed by running sandals on the marble floors. A few shouts confirming my location were bounced back and forth, with Julius muttering something rude. The door burst open, and Artemis and Julius were there, beaming at me. Artemis slowed down, suddenly playing it cool, cracking a grin.

“Heya, Healy-bug. We missed ya.”

And all was right with the world.



I’d learned the servant’s name was Titania, and she was a gem. Silent, efficient, able to anticipate what was needed and do it before I’d even formulated the thought. She was well-paid, and I increased it by 50% within a few days of meeting her.

Didn’t want Julius poaching her when they left.

Iona showed up a while later, thunderclouds across her face. I instantly ditched my self-imposed laziness and jumped up to greet her.

“What’s wrong? Is everything okay? Where’s Nina?” I asked, suddenly dreading the answer.

Iona took in a deep breath.

“Nina is fine.” She practically spat, clearly a story there. “She’s officially the Fox Valkyrie, and is off to train with the Eventide Establishment.”

Hey. No fair. We were the Eventide Eclipse. No stealing our name!

“So what’s wrong?” I coaxed my lover.

Iona sat down heavily, and gave me the full story of what happened with Nina. She was crying at the end.

“Why?” She sniffed. “Why… she was like a daughter to me.”

“To us.” I gently added. “Everyone has to leave the nest at some point. She’ll come back. I know it.” I believed every word I was saying. “Should I wait on the classup?”

The thought had been with me for ages. I could barely wait. I’d been tempted to start the process a dozen times, trying to justify it to myself that Iona would show up by the time I was done.

Iona shook her head.

“No, no, I know how much you’ve wanted to do this. Go.”

I hesitated, torn, but years upon years of anticipation finally won out.

I jumped into bed, snuggled in, made myself comfortable, then entered the world of my soul.



I was greeted with the blaring noise of a party horn going off inches from my face, confetti falling from the ceiling.

“You made it!” Librarian shouted, jumping up and down. “You’re here!”

I grinned at myself, looking at what she was wearing. A tunic dyed bright red, with a simple cut but elegant golden embroidery along the edges. She was wearing a goofy party hat, jumping up and down in her enthusiasm.

The place had stabilized from the last time I’d been here. No longer was Librarian running around from disaster to disaster, trying to keep things barely together. I could see some deep cracks in the foundation, but they were already healing, coming back together.

How I could tell the stone was healing, I had no idea. Part of the mystery of the Library. I imagined it was because of the Han civil war, and the effects on my mind from that.

“I did!” I rubbed my hands with glee and anticipation, finally able to see what my options were. “Let’s go see what I’ve got!”

Librarian held up a hand.

“Trust me, let’s do this the slow way. I’ve still got some offers coming in.”

Intrigued by what Librarian was saying, interested in knowing more but trusting her judgment, we took the slow way up the stairs. We started on the first level, where I’d taken my level 8 class, then moved up to the 32 floor, before another set of stairs to the 128 level. The book display where I’d taken [Constellation of the Healer] remained empty, and I fondly patted it as I climbed another flight of stairs. The mysterious doorway I’d gone through to build [The Dawn Sentinel] was still on the fourth floor, and the two of us passed through it, briefly floating in the impossible void where I’d custom-built the class. A staircase was floating in the void, and the two of us climbed it to get to the next level.

It was more mundane than I expected. A classy room in a castle or fancy mansion, with deep chairs and a single large bookcase against the wall. A fireplace was keeping the room warm, and to my surprise, there was a pair of double doors leading to a balcony. A crisp spring day with a light breeze was going on, and I started to move towards it, curious what was going on out there.

In the world of my soul, the levels indicated the level of the class I was taking. I couldn’t go up any further - I was upgrading a 768 class, not a 1024 one - but anything on the same level was fair game.

What was through the balcony? There shouldn’t be any books there, and I’d never seen exits to the great library that housed my classes before, nor had I heard about anything like it from the School of Sorcery and Spellcraft, or anyone else.

I took a step towards it, but Librarian gently steered me to the chair in front of the grand bookcase. They were big, leatherbound affairs, without a single trace of dust on them all. Somehow, through the power of magic, the earthy, musty smell of old books permeated the air.

I took in a deep breath, enjoying the blessed perfection that was only possible in a space like this.

“Let’s leave the most interesting for last, shall we?” She suggested with a wink.

I shrugged. Sure, why not?

Nearly all the spines of the books were in black, with scattered stars across it mimicking a starfield. Only a few classes weren’t Celestial-element, and I had serious doubts that I’d take anything non-Celestial.

Hilariously, many of the titles were also in black, showing the quality of the classes, practically blending in with the cover. I was reminded of the classup with [Pyromancer] where I had a bunch of red-text titles against red covers.

Black on black was far better. I didn’t want to filter my choices too hard too early on. The bookcase wasn’t that big, and I wasn’t exactly on a massive time crunch. I was still vaguely on Operation: How Lazy Can I Be?, and spending serious time in the library of my soul was an excellent way to pass the time.

Somewhat. I still had Iona waiting for me, and a surprise I was giddy for.

I wasn’t going to read every book, only some of them. I’d read everything purple and black though, choosing to skim a few of the lower quality offerings. The first one that jumped out at me made me laugh.

[The Lusty Exterreri Maid - Celestial] the title proclaimed in orange. I was intrigued enough to open it up and flip through it, seeing what it had to say.

[The Lusty Exterreri Maid - Celestial]: The princess and the knight. The rogue and the high priestess. The captain and the mermaid. The bard and… well, frankly anyone. The [The Lusty Exterreri Maid] is familiar with all manner of roles and playing, and is an expert at all sorts of tools and arts. Their knowledge of ropes and knots is unparalleled, along with their dress and attire. Not only is a [Maid] an expert at cleaning, they are well versed in other disciplines. A [Maid] is an expert gardener, whose fields bloom with unrivaled beauty and fragrance, drawing admiration from all who stroll by. Their expertise in handling delicate ‘petals’ and ‘stems’ is unrivaled. Yet, they are not good at only gardening! Their culinary prowess is unmatched, both in creating and eating. They have ways of whipping cream and kneading dough that can leave the observer flushed and hungry for more. +50 Dexterity, +50 vitality per level.

I was blushing furiously at the end of the description, and flipped through the book, seeing what potential and futures the class could hold for me. I obviously wasn’t going to take the book, but it had some ideas for Iona and I to explore in the future…

[The Biggest Bounty - Celestial] was the next book to catch my attention. I flipped it open, curious.

[The Biggest Bounty - Celestial]From Suen to the Han Empire, from Urwa to The School of Spellcraft and Sorcery, all across the world there are bounties on your head. Dead or alive, you’re a wanted woman in large parts of the world, everyone from law enforcement to bounty hunters, adventurers to lords and the ruling nobility want to see you come to justice for your many crimes. T-

I threw the book down in disgust. The class was worthless. Yes, please, take a class that has nothing to do with healing, and… become a tastier target? Make it harder for people to catch me? I didn’t care, but I was genuinely offended that so many people put a price on my head to the point where the System was offering me a class about it.

It was extremely interesting that I was offered it though. I hadn’t known I had so many bounties on my head. Like, yeah, I knew I’d pissed off a huge number of people in the Han, some in Suen, there was the Gladiator Gauntlet, it wouldn’t surprise me if someone took offense to me there.

I was a member of the Exterreri military. I had an army at my back that I could point to if anyone tried funny business.

Most interesting was the mention of Urwa and The School. The School I was generously going to assume some of the faculty members wanted to talk with me, and had put out a bounty for delivering a letter to me so we could have various discussions. I had kinda shaken things up a bit with my announcement that I was the original author of the Medical Manuscripts, and I hadn’t been great about leaving a forwarding address or additional information.

Urwa was scarier. It was the domain of elves, the place I knew Amber sold my Immortality gems to. Bounty hunters from there could even be higher level than Night… if the price on my head was high enough to tempt someone of that level to move, and potentially cause a serious fuss.

Exterreri wouldn’t take the capture or murder of one of their Sentinels lightly. In that way, I was protected.

MOVING ON!

There was a [Witch of the Galaxy] book that briefly caught my eye, and the predicted [Legionnaire Bunny] was offered, but I was more interested in the high powered classes. The healing ones.

“Can you show me the healing related ones?” I asked Librarian. She waved, and the bookcase was replaced by nine books in a neat row. I decided to go broad, then investigate each one in-depth.

My options were potent, to say the least.

[The Arbiter of Life and Death]. [The Elaine]. [Saintess of the Dawn]. [Savior From The Stars]. [Medic of the Dread Sixth Legion]. [The First Oathbound Healer]. [The Last Sentinel of Remus]. [Healer of the Stygian Dragon, Rainbow Phoenix]. [Crow’s Acquaintance, Dove’s Nemesis].

“By the way.” Librarian mentioned with a tone that was far too casual. I knew that tone. I used it myself. Whatever Librarian was going to ‘casually’ mention was far too important, and had her all in a tizzy. “While you’re glancing at your major options, it might be worth taking a look at the balcony.”

Burning with curiosity, I got up, and made my way over to the balcony. I opened the door and stepped out, a realization hitting me.

I laughed.

“It’s a wizard’s tower!” I exclaimed, pointing up at the rest of the great library. “All the floors are stacked on each other like a wizard’s tower!”

Librarian rolled her eyes at me.

“Duh! Anyway, here’s the last serious option, but it’s not complete yet. Still getting a few offers.”

The balcony wasn’t fully enclosed, a small opening in the railing offering an exit, a way out.

It was a long way down, but the plaque and the pile of letters next to it explained everything.

It was a different offering, not quite a class, yet part of the System nonetheless. My eyes were glued to the name offered, and all the implications it had. There was no element listed, and the text was in shining gold, not one of the standard qualities offered at all. The pile of letters addressed to me had names on them, the top letter having two familiar names written on the cover.

Selene.

Lunaris.

I was entranced by the name, unable to stop staring at it.

[Angel of Mercy]


Chapter 56 - Angel of Mercy

“I think I’m going to need a minute, a chair, and an explanation.” I said to Librarian, sitting down heavily on the balcony.

Within the pure magic that was the world of my soul, with the manipulations Librarian could pull off, the deep, comfortable chair appeared before I could hit the ground, cradling me in its soft embrace. Librarian’s clothes swirled around her, and she took on the image of a strict [Schoolteacher], garbed in the purple robes from the School of Sorcery and Spellcraft.

“It all boils down to a fairly simple explanation.” As Librarian spoke, the pile of letters got bigger, a fat envelope added to the bottom of the pile, and a half-dozen postcards sprinkling down on top. No matter how many letters were added, the pile mysteriously was able to stay balanced on the table. Not even the faux-wind blowing around my wizard’s tower could grab them and make them fly away.

“As we know, hitting the level cap grants divinity.” She said, and I nodded along.

“Basically all the gods are ascended former ‘mortals’ of Pallos.” I agreed, using the mortal term like divinity, not in terms of Immortality-mortal. I was willing to bet large sums of money that most gods had either been born Immortal, or had seized it on their journey.

“Right. Now, we’ve managed to hit enough accomplishments, do enough things, to be offered a sort of… early exit, for lack of a better word. We’ve handled angels and been near gods, we’ve granted blessings and been a venerated figure. No class description for this one, since it’s not a class, it’s minor ascension. We’re not at the cap though, we can’t become a goddess. We can become an [Angel of Mercy], and ascend to a smaller level, so to speak. The letters,” Librarian gestured to the pile that was slowing down its growth rate. “Are offers from various gods and goddesses for us to join their domain. I’d like to imagine we’re getting an unusually high volume of offers, but eh, for all I know everyone with angelic offerings gets this much attention. I will say, I don’t have knowledge of what’s inside the letters, but I can easily know who sent what.”

I nodded and refocused on the pile.

“Is there a reason we haven’t gotten this before? Like when I classed up my third class?”

“Yes. We didn’t qualify then. No qualifications to become an angel, no offers to join a god. Independent angels do technically exist, but there’s a reason virtually all angels are with a god or goddess. Frankly, I think there’s only a few goddesses that we’d be interested in. Want me to filter the letters? Just for the big names we’re interested in? I doubt we’re terribly interested in a tier three god we’ve never heard of.”

I stared at the pile, thinking.

Did I want to read a dozen different offers from gods for a class that I might or might not take? When she said there were only a few interesting ones, I believed her.

Then again, how often would I get a chance to read divine words? I wasn’t as obsessed with reading every book in my library - the stories existed in the outside world now - but letters, addressed to me, from the gods?

“Okay. I’ll read the really interesting ones to start with, loop back to the classes, figure out which one I want to take, then come back and read letters until I get bored with them. How often do we get personalized letters from a god? They’ve never written to me before.” I said. “Is there a description for the class, and do I take it like normal?”

Librarian shook her head.

“No to both. There’s no description, it’s becoming an angel. It does mention what Aspects we’d get. The angelic powers. Heal, Purify, and Know. We’d basically be divinely powered to run all three Aspects. Similarly, you take it by stepping off the balcony, a literal leap of faith. You grow your wings, get your halo, and ascend up into the sky.”

I hesitated. If nothing else, the way of getting the class was pretty cool.

“Let’s see the letters. Which ones are the interesting ones?” I asked. Librarian waved her hand - pure theatrics - and five letters were left, including the extra-thick one. I opened the one from Selene and Lunaris first, having a close connection to them thanks to Iona.

Hey Elaine!

We know you’re super busy and overwhelmed with options, so we’ll keep it short. Iona’s going to become one of our angels someday. We all know this for a fact. Join us, and be able to be with your lover eternally!

We can also arrange things to let you stick around the mortal realms for most of Iona’s lifespan as well, and if you want more, we can talk about it!

Warmly,

Selene and Lunaris, Twin Goddesses of the Sacred Moons

PS: Yes, she’s waiting for you right now!

It was only the first letter, but it was a strong contender right out the gates. Eternity with Iona sounded pretty good. I doubted too many of the other gods could offer something nearly as nice.

The second letter made my blood freeze at the name.

Aion, Goddess of Life.

One of THE Big Five. The Goddess of Life herself was extending me an offer.

To Elaine, the Dawn Sentinel, creator of the Medical Manuscripts and Mother of Modern Medicine;

I am thoroughly impressed with your work and efforts to preserve life in all its forms. You hold ideals close to mine, and I believe we are of similar mindsets.

Life must be preserved above all.

Yet, we also acknowledge the circle of life.

Few mortals in all of history can claim a small fraction of the number of lives you have indirectly saved, and you have a notable number of lives directly preserved by your actions. You match my domain perfectly, and would count myself fortunate to have you as a member of my cohort, fighting against the boundless realms and pantheons that exist outside of Pallos.

Come. Join me. Help me fight against the encroaching darkness that threatens all life on Pallos.

Aion, Goddess of Life.

My blood pressure - not that I really had it here - steadily dropped as I read the letter, my eyes going wide as I stared at Librarian. I would’ve fallen over if I wasn’t already comfortably seated.

“What?” I whispered, slowly regaining my sanity and strength. “What is this?”

Librarian paled as she read over my shoulder.

“Something I don’t know anything about.” She said. “I know what you know, and how to guide you through the class up. I’ve got no knowledge about boundless realms and other pantheons.”

I shuddered.

“If anyone knows, Night and Arachne do.” I said. “If we don’t take her offer, we must talk with them.”

Librarian nodded in furious agreement. It completely overshadowed any small potato bounty nonsense. An idea sparked.

“Wait. Iona could also ask Selene and Lunaris. They’re pretty major goddesses, they should know something.”

Librarian nodded in agreement.

“Next letter, or classes?” She asked. I wasn’t sure if I was ready for additional bombshells, but I wasn’t sure if anyone could top Aion’s. She was indisputably one of the biggest, baddest goddesses in existence. She had nobody stronger than her, just a few peers.

“Next letter.”

The title was nearly as grand, but the letter was more like a postcard.

Papilion, God/dess of Change.

I remembered Papilion vividly. How could I not? Their touch had started my entire adventure. With no small degree of trepidation, I read his letter, his offer.

Nevermind.

I changed my mind.

Papilion.

I stared at the letter, then at Librarian, who had an equally befuddled look on her face.

“What the fuck?” I asked, snapping her out of her trance.

“I have no idea, but let’s not take that… is it even still an offer?” She asked.

We moved onto the next letter, ditching Papilion’s letter.

Lumornor, God of Beastkin.

Lumornor, Lumornor… [Astral Archives] didn’t function here. Where had I heard that name before?

I opened the letter and felt like an idiot. RIGHT. I knew that name! I knew that name twice over.

Elaine,

I’ve only recently become aware of your renewed presence and activity on Pallos. I must give you credit for my ascension. My friend, Aegion, gifted me what I understand to be an original copy of your Medical Manuscripts, and the ideas and insights inside saved me centuries, if not more, of experimentation and learning.

While a little outside of your primary domain and area of interest, I have been proud to learn that you ended up briefly taking up my art of biomancy, using it to improve yourself and others.

Come join! I’m willing to provide almost anything you’d like or want.

Lumornor.

Well, that confirmed quite a few things, and gave me a million more questions. Questions I suspected I’d only know the answer to by accepting an offer. I was curious, but not that curious.

I was also a little suspicious. Only Aion’s letter so far had mentioned encroaching darkness. Were the other gods in the know? Was there some trick? Was I being recruited into a divine army to battle those I’d only find out about later?

Or were there divine tiers? Was Aion one of the only ones fighting? Was I being offered a comfortable ‘home’ berth while others fought? So many questions, and the communication was one-way.

Also, maybe I should pray to Lumornor, and see if he could let me know what had happened to Aegion, and the rest of the elves I’d traveled with. Normally, I could assume they were all dead, but they were Immortal elves. A small measure of closure and confirmation would be nice.

Oof, this offering was harsh. I grabbed the last one Librarian thought I might be interested in. The gigantic package.

Ciriel, Goddess of Healing

I hope this letter finds you in good health and high spirits. Congratulations on the classup! I know you’ve got thousands of options, and even more letters waiting for you. I even heard a rumor that Aion was making you an offer! Wow!

I’m well acquainted with your legendary work, as might be clear from my title and domain. It’s truly tragic that the fae interfered with you, and you were unable to claim the title and domain of healing yourself. When I discovered you were still alive, and hadn’t died, I felt shame at taking the domain. Not that I can give it up or anything. It’s why I’d like to extend to you an offer to join me as one of my angels. I can think of no other mortal more worthy of the opportunity.

I must make it clear that it was your work that led me down the path I’ve taken, and led me to ascending into the heavens in the first place. I won’t bore you right now with my full story. I do want to gush! The insights you crafted on the art of healing, the methods you developed for curing ailments, the rational and systematic approach to it all are just astonishing! That, and the PHILOSOPHY at the heart of it all! The marriage of knowledge and heart! Simply brilliant!

As I watch over my domain, I can’t help but think of you, and…

The letter was fucking long. No wonder it had taken so long for Ciriel to add it to the pile!

It was basically fanmail.

From a goddess.

The idea made my head spin, and I finally made it to the end of the letter.

… would love nothing more than your ascension and joining with my domain. Most of your healing abilities will turn into aspects, and you will be able to continue your work, simply in a slightly different manner. In here or in the heavens, you will be able to heal people.

If you should choose to keep to your mortal coil, know that I am watching over you with great interest, and am more than willing to shield you from the wrath and ire of other gods should they ever become displeased with you.

Your biggest admirer,

Ciriel.

Every letter Librarian had filtered out for [Angel of Mercy] hit like a bombshell.

All that, for one class, one offering.

I had nine more to go through.


Chapter 57 - Nine Options

With the major rock in my class options analyzed, I went back to the more ‘normal’ offerings.

If five strong black quality classes could be called normal.

I decided to slow roll it a bit. Take it from blue to black.

One thing I quickly noticed was that each of the books talked extensively about my healing accomplishments, and they all overlapped. Some focused a little more on different parts than others, but all of them mentioned all my achievements. I had filtered for Celestial healing classes, and the bulk of my accomplishments was in the field of medicine, so it was no surprise.

The top number, the biggest one, was also one I sort of felt I cheated on.

Healing has touched more than a million lives.

A million was a lot of people, but every time I’d walked in a city, [Cosmic Presence] had been active. The Han Empire’s population was so dense that it only took a little bit of time to qualify, let alone all the traveling I’d done and cities I’d visited.

Directly saved more than 500,000 people from imminent death.

That one I was crazy proud about. That accomplishment was worth bragging about.

Wrote the Medical Manuscripts.

That, and the tens of thousands of knock-off effects were mentioned throughout my accomplishments.

Healed a dragon. Healed/bonded a phoenix. Healed an angel. Healed…

I had a long list of creatures my healing was just barely able to heal, and I’d helped with.

Huge battle numbers. My willingness to heal both sides - including, to my surprise, someone who’d been actively firing shots at me just minutes before. That was one highlighted hard in [The First Oathbound Healer].

Survived attacks from a Guardian. Survived dragonfire. Survived phoenix flames. Survived the wrath of a God. Survived…

I was an [Undying Cockroach] through and through, and my achievements reflected it.

I had achievements from the start. From doing every little bit I could in Aquiliea, to healing the bandits who’d captured me, to my desperate run for Kallisto. Perinthus and the plague, Ranger Academy and injuries. My work as a Sentinel, the last stand against the Formorians. The angel, the dwarves, and the dragon. Elves and centaurs, phoenixes and wyverns. Healing when it was illegal, when it put my life at risk. Healing when it was safe and easy. Biomancy, and how I tried to improve lives with it in my own little way.

Wars and plagues. Mass casualty events, all the way down to casually healing scratches on individuals. My offerings listed them all.

It was worth mentioning that many of the skills were upgraded in similar manners. Every class, for example, had [Wheel of Sun and Moon] merging with [Dance with the Heavens], opening up a new skill slot for me to use. Additionally, the restrictions for the healing at range aspect of Wheel vanished entirely. I no longer needed to be under moonlight or sunlight, seeing the stars, caressed by the sky, or anything like that. Simple distance was the only criteria, although the penalty and range were different class to class. All of them boosted the potency of my already-existing healing skills, but to different degrees. Apart from the subtle differences between existing skills, each class had their own range of entirely new skills offered, and arenas of operation.

I remembered the old angel constellation from when I was making [The Dawn Sentinel], and it was clear that even the ‘worst’ healing skills on offer had basically the entire constellation filled out. Petrification was an excellent example of something I could easily handle now. The only thing missing was medium and strong cursebreaking. Even strong cursebreaking tended to no longer be a healing skill, but a dedicated [Cursebreaker] skill in different elements. Like how Water healing couldn’t restore limbs.

Another major aspect was nearly every class had minor ‘biomancy’ included in it. It wasn’t true biomancy, not by any stretch of the imagination, but the ability to fix a number of genetic defects and flaws were included. Things like sickle cell anemia, immune diseases, certain types of diabetes, etc. Changes to the base template that were otherwise not allowed. The type of fixes that were occasionally offered in [Midwife]-type classes.

My study of biomancy helped and informed the upgrade though, permitting me to do everything I knew was possible, healing all sorts of defects.

Suffocation was another one I would no longer need to worry about, although food and water were an eternal requirement.

Each offering was naturally different from the rest, focused on an aspect that the others didn’t. They also each had a slightly different offering of additional skills.

With a polite request, I got some paper and a quill to start writing down notes on each class, building a grid to best compare apples to apples when I could. Writing down which classes offered [Celestial Authority] and which ones gave [Mastery], for example, along with technical notes on each upgrade. Given how similar the classes were to each other, the devil very well could be in the details.

[Saintess of the Dawn] In the pantheon of sacred callings, the Saintess stands as a paragon of light and protection, a blazing beacon in the darkest hours. This hallowed class is revered not merely for its profound healing abilities, but its ability to protect, shield, buff, and more! The Saintess is the avatar of the first light that scatters the shadows of despair, bringing hope and renewal to all in need. Her presence is a sanctuary, a shield against malice and corruption. The Saintess embodies the very essence of divinity and benevolence. The powers vested in a Saintess transcend conventional healing. Her touch mends the most grievous of wounds, her prayers shield the weak from harm, and her calling upon the stars purges corruption. She is a wellspring of divine energy, channeling the very gods and goddesses themselves. She is filled with divine wisdom and guidance, able to soothe all those who come to consult with her. The path of a Saintess is one of selflessness and sacrifice. Her journey is filled with trials that test her spirit and resolve, yet her conviction never falters. She is a radiant force, the glowing sunrise that drives away the darkness! +100 Magic Power, +100 Magic Control, +800 Mana, +800 Mana Regeneration per level!

I had to admit, it was a little more off-base and interesting than some of my other healing classes. It was strongly healing-centric, but not only did it have fantastical healing, but my barriers and shields were promised to be greatly empowered, and I’d have access to a wide variety of buffs that I could bestow on people. What was nice was not only was I offered strong single-stat buffs, but also amazing omni-improvements that helped with everything. [Untarnished Icon], [Lady of Life], [Bastion of Hope], [Hand of Ciriel], [Answer the Whispered Prayers], [Sworn Ally], [Unblemished Apex], [Avatar of Rebirth], [Faith in her Protector]... the skills just went on and on and on!

If that was all, it’d be amazing.

It wasn’t. The class also made it clear that it would be much easier for me to request miracles from the gods and goddesses. I knew there were quite a few divine entities interested in me, and I could possibly request help from several of them, not just one.

The class ran screaming headfirst into the ‘8 skill slot problem’. Dozens and dozens of powerful skills, but only room for 8. If I took [Invoke Miracle] I might not have room for [Sunrise]. I didn’t want to give up [The Stars Never Fade] for [Fated Intervention] or [Your Destiny is Life], but I only had so many slots, and unlimited options on my skills.

It was a good problem to have. Sort of like ‘Oh no I have 40 thoroughbred unicorns but my stables can only hold 8 of them, what ever shall I do!?’

If [Saintess of the Dawn] appealed to me, I’d need to dig hard and deep to figure out my exact build. Unlike [The Dawn Sentinel], where I’d massacred a huge amount of potential to make it work exactly the way I wanted to, with [Saintess of the Dawn] I’d be able to keep tinkering with the skills until I had the exact configuration I wanted.

It was clearly a religious class, all of which were ‘hamstrung’ at ‘only’ blue quality. Generally far higher than anyone could hope to achieve, but I wasn’t exactly normal.

Activity wise, it was a wild departure from [The Dawn Sentinel] in many ways. The core healing aspects remained, but it would reward me far more for staying in a temple, handing out blessings, buffs, and healing, than it would for attending meetings and marching on the road.

I… might’ve screwed up a little. Right now, that was super tempting. I’d just spent three and a half years in a warzone, witnessing the worst humanity had to offer. A class that went ‘nope, sorry, we’d like you doing the cleanup but not watching your brothers and sisters in arms die horribly next to you’ was super appealing.

Heck, it looked like I could still function as the Sixth’s War Sentinel. My healing range would increase massively. I just wouldn’t be getting as much experience for it.

Right. One class down. [Saintess of the Dawn] was a strong option, and the biggest mark against it was the quality. Blue was good.

It wasn’t black.

[Crow’s Acquaintance, Dove’s Nemesis] was up next.

[Crow’s Acquaintance, Dove’s Nemesis] The loom turns, and the threads of fate are spun out in ten thousand glorious colors. Black Crow//White Dove are the cutters, the snippers of the threads of destiny, cruelly pruning the tapestry of life. Crow’s Acquaintance, Dove’s Nemesis is one who would grab the shears of death and wrench them again, allowing the threads to continue spinning and weaving out in beautiful harmony. It is a class for one who has seen the divine manifestation of both Crow and Dove, who has defied them to their face. They refuse the finality, the end, the great death and the cycle of samsara. They help the defiant throw off Black Crow, and challenge the peace White Dove offers to all souls. The Nemesis is more complex than a mere battle against death. It is steeped in the moral quandaries of eternal life, carefully navigating the ethics behind Immortality. How much is too much? Will preserving too many lives here and now simply cause further, more violent bloodshed in the future? By preserving the parents, are you robbing the children of their future, one in which no elders make way for the younger generation? Conflict is at the heart of the Nemesis, from conflicts of the body, to conflicts of the mind and soul. +1313 Free Stats per level.

The title was interesting, and a dive into the story of what my life would be like with the class was revealing.

In short, it was the Immortality class. With [The Dawn Sentinel], I’d taken the bare minimum on the Ouroboros of Immortality, and this class maximized it. There’d be no cooldown on the skill. No limitations on the types of creatures I could make Immortal. It would be permanent Immortality, and I’d gain much finer control over ages.

Interestingly, I could also make someone older. I could be 8 years old one minute, and 98 the next, then bounce back to 18.

My funds would be unlimited. I could spend a day charging thousands of Immortality gems, and while flooding the market that way would cause the price to crash, there was still a lot of money to be made doing it.

The direct healing abilities naturally upgraded and improved, but the shields and barriers stayed the same, as did [Sunrise]. It was a fascinating option, but I didn’t quite feel like it was right for me. I was fine with my current pace of being able to hand out Immortality, although stretching the skill a bit and making it permanent was very appealing.

Not critical though, not in the way I’d needed the skill before.

If my life had been even a fraction less strange, I would still be level 500 and change, bouncing around in Remus. I felt a pang of loss at the sentiment, all the people I’d known who were gone, but boxed the emotion up. Put it in a pile with the rest.

The philosophy hinted at was interesting, but more interesting if I was taking the class, versus having the Immortality skill with a cooldown and restrictions. It might be worth having some long discussions with Night about the nature of being able to endlessly produce Immortals, and the ethics involved. He’d naturally done a ton of thinking on the topic.

I was classing up here.

[Medic of the Dread Sixth Legion] - You are the lifeline of the Sixth Legion, the glowing savior that negates death and brings life. You’ve healed…

Take this class, and may your brothers and sisters in arms never fall! +888 Strength, +888 Dexterity, +888 Speed, +888 Vitality, +888 Magic Power, +888 Magic Control, +888 Mana, +888 Mana Regeneration per level!

Uhhh no. I had a few regrets even going through the class. It was basically a hyper specialized [Medic] class, but I’d lose so much, namely in what I got experience for. A simple upgrade of [The Dawn Sentinel] would have everything [Medic of the Dread Sixth Legion] had, without the drastic narrowing in scope.

It was one of the only classes without the minor biomancy, which made sense. By the time someone joined a Legion, they were already fit and healthy.

The only interesting part was a side-path that was available. [Repair] was a class skill, the basic one simply helping me repair armor and gear a little better. As I gained experience - both with the skill, and physically repairing thousands of armor sets in all the different ways they could break - the skill could slowly evolve into letting me repair things magically, into a ranged repair, into a massive area of effect ‘repair’ skill. Of course, I’d run into the ‘only 8 skill slots’ problem again, and it’d take decades of semi-normal operations to level the skill that far, but it did exist.

It was academically interesting as a fun skill, but didn’t appeal to me as something I wanted to have.

To the bottom of the pile! The stat distribution was nice. One level and I’d have strength again!

[The Last Sentinel of Remus] You were crowned in glory and laurel wreaths, the first woman Sentinel of Remus. Now, in this day and age, you are the last one who can claim the title ‘Sentinel of Remus’.

My heart practically stopped at the line, and I skipped the rest of the introduction, speed reading through the book at top speed. I relaxed with a sigh.

Night was still alive. He hadn’t died, although I strongly suspected I would’ve been told before I even landed that something had happened.

No, from the tone and the sense I got, Night had simply been around too long. He had done too much, been in too many places, held the title of Sentinel in too many countries and iterations of Exterreri. He just didn’t qualify as a Reman Sentinel anymore, he was far, far more than that.

I suspected as time went on, as my identity was married to Exterreri, that the option would fade away to dust. That one class up, I wouldn’t get the option to become [The Last Sentinel of Remus].

It… wasn’t thrilling me. It was more about being the final Sentinel of Remus, carrying that torch, rather than being a Sentinel. It was a legacy class, a historic class, not a modern day Sentinel class. Oh, sure, it still had healing at its core… but fundamentally, it probably should’ve been filtered out if I was a little more careful with my words.

Four classes, and I was fairly confident I wasn’t taking three of them. [Saintess of the Dawn] was still on the list.

Onto the good stuff! Onto the goodies! Onto the black classes!

I started with the one that was my name. Because I could.

[The Elaine] - The Healer. The Elaine. +100 Strength, +100 Dexterity, +400 Speed, +400 Vitality, +500 Magic Power, +500 Magic Control, +6666 Mana, +6666 Mana Regeneration per level.

I was nodding along on the offered stats until I got to the mana and regeneration portion, where I felt like doing a double take.

HOW MUCH mana and regeneration!? By all the goddesses that sent me invitation letters…

I knew my current issues were primarily around mana and regeneration these days. [Oath] was boosting my magic power and control to absurd levels, to the point where I couldn’t keep up with my mana. I needed more mana, and the class delivered.

The class description was great! I loved the short nature of it, the weight and impact it offered. It sadly told me very little about the details of the class, and for that I needed to go digging.

I delved deep into the class, feeling an innate affinity for anything named after me. I wasn’t just a healer, I’d be the healer.

The class was fame-focused. It didn’t have me resting on my laurels, but doing things that spread the knowledge of medicine and the Medical Manuscripts were strongly rewarded. Also, to a certain extent, being myself. Could I level simply from eating mangos? What a life!

The fame focus meant I’d passively gain good amounts of experience. My leveling rate would be extremely quick, possibly dragging Auri along with me. I hadn’t had time to check the rest of the classes, but I’d be surprised if any of the other ones could level faster. On top of that, it had a broad mandate, and I suspected that basically everything I did would result in good experience.

It was hard to be sure. The School of Sorcery and Spellcraft didn’t exactly have a lecture titled ‘When your accomplishments are epic enough to rename a profession and tag after you and there’s a class offered with your name on it’. I’d be carving new territory in that respect, venturing into parts of the System that maybe only the eldest dragons and Night himself had tread.

Even then - given the low profile Night tended to keep, hard to tell.

I’d gain experience going around and meeting other healers. A little for me, a lot for them, and the more I interacted with healers, the better it was for everyone. It dovetailed nicely with what [Loremaster] and [Butterfly Mystic] wanted to do.

It had a fun skill - [Sing My Name]. Anyone calling my name - well, to be fair, or for a healer - inside a generous range would get automatically healed. A less fun, but more important skill revolved around my presence. [Cosmic Presence] would get an upgrade that not only would it passively heal people, but it’d boost everyone else using healing skills in the area. A little like Auri’s [Domain of Fire], and I suspected there were more depths to the skill that I’d find out when - if - I took the class.

It was a strong contender, but didn’t make my heart beat wildly with anticipation. Then again… I’d known it was coming. It was the most direct ‘upgrade’ or version of [Mother of Modern Medicine] from my third class offerings. I’d had my expectations met, I knew the class was waiting. There was no denying that a class named after me fit just right.

I had more options to look through!

[Healer of the Stygian Dragon, Rainbow Phoenix] The healer is a caregiver of all creatures in life, from the smallest plants, all the way up to the greatest creatures in existence. They understand the deep interconnectedness of all living things, from the tiny ant to the leaping antelope. They see the intrinsic value in all life. From nurturing the smallest seedling from the humble mustard plant, all the way to the ancient dragons and massive titans, the [Healer of the Stygian Dragon, Rainbow Phoenix] loves them all. The healer is also extremely capable, able to use System magic, all the way down to simple herbal remedies, a broad spectrum of cures are available. They are as comfortable concocting a potion for dragon scale rot as they are in prescribing a delicate balm for a phoenix’s feathers. Their practice is an art form, requiring an intuitive touch and deep resonance with the natural world. From the tops of the highest clouds, down to the abyssal bottom of the oceans, the healer is comfortable moving around, able to survive and thrive in all environments. In their journeys, the healer also finds themselves the guardian of sanctuaries, places where creatures both rare and mundane can find rest and respite. From the Stygian Dragon to the Rainbow Phoenix, from the crawling insects to the newly blossoming flower, from the titanosaurus to the microraptor, the healer is knowledgeable and able to care for all life under the vast sky and bountiful sun. +512 Strength, +512 Dexterity, +512 Speed, +512 Vitality, +1024 Magic Power, +1024 Magic Control, +2048 Mana, +2048 Mana Regeneration per level.

Seeing both Lun’Kat and Auri named in the same title was intimidating. I cracked the book open, and got reading.

The class was basically as described. My current classes and most of the offerings I’d seen so far were heavily focused on elvenoids, although I was able to heal most other creatures at a steep penalty. [Healer of the Stygian Dragon, Rainbow Phoenix] completely removed that penalty, and let me branch out into plants, fungi, and basically anything and everything living.

Speaking of branching out, the light potion-making and environmental travel were nice, but I was failing to immediately see easy use cases. My healing combined with my biomancy and stats made me extremely tough, although I suppose being able to swim easily at the bottom of the ocean was nice. Not that I had any plans of going that deep.

“I’m a healer and I’m here to help.” would sound like “glub glub glub” to a hungry kraken or leviathan, who might lack the intelligence to understand what a healer even was. My Radiance was practically useless in the oceans, and yeah. I wasn’t going down there anytime soon, nifty underwater travel skill or not.

That wasn’t to say I disliked the class! Just that I found the particular element less than impressive.

All in all I liked it. My focus had been hard on elvenoids, but I welcomed the option to expand my abilities to all living things, great and small. Fenrir would be the biggest winner of me getting the class. His massive bulk combined with the penalty I needed to eat healing someone so far outside what [The Dawn Sentinel] was built for was painful.

Auri, thankfully, was a little stupid in how she handled damage. That, and our companion bond already gave me perfectly efficient healing; my increased healing abilities didn’t matter for her.

[Where She Treads, Life Springs Anew] looked like so much fun.

I wasn’t axing the class. I kinda liked the idea that I could heal everyone, everything. I knew I was having a bit of a bleeding heart after the Han empire and everything I’d seen there, but there was something so… aesthetically pleasing about being able to walk through a field of grass, and the grass and plants I stepped on came back stronger and better than before in my wake. My mango grove would be the healthiest one around.

Next class!

[The Arbiter of Life and Death] - The Arbiter is revered and feared in equal measure, a figure of awe-inspiring authority and power. The class is the embodiment of decisive judgment and unwavering resolve, both on and off the battlefield. With a mere glance against the chaotic tapestry of battlefields, both mundane and medical, the Arbiter decrees who will live, and who will die. In their hands lies the balance of life and death, a responsibility carried with a solemn sense of duty and an unshakeable moral compass. Their decisions are not marred by doubt; each choice is made with a clarity that cuts through the fog of war like the first light of Dawn.

The mantle of the Arbiter is one of immense power and responsibility. Every decision made carries the heavy weight of lives and the looming specter of death. Unwavering moral strength is a requirement, for the power and burden to decide the fate of others is a heavy one, laden with both salvation and sorrow.

[The Arbiter of Life and Death] has no room for hesitation or dithering. Their decision is final, their judgment absolute. They decree who lives, and who dies.

That is it.

+400 Strength, +400 Dexterity, +800 Speed, +800 Vitality, +1600 Magic Power, +1600 Magic Control, +1000 Mana, +9000 Mana Regeneration per level.

The description was ominous, and I went reading.

To my surprise, the class was the natural upgrade of [The Dawn Sentinel]. It leaned on my snap decision making in battles, where I quickly evaluated who I could save, and who I had to sadly let go. It also took in and referred to my combat prowess and my extreme lethality when I did need to fight, including the ‘duel’ I had with Meng Ao.

Wonder of wonders, it included an armor skill! I’d be able to reinforce my gear with vitality, no longer chewing through armor sets like hotcakes. My gear could actually survive an encounter, and be useful. I was starting to lean towards ‘why bother’ on account of armor being like tissue paper in the face of attacks that could hurt me. Along with improved armor were improved shields, the two concepts going together hand-in-hand. An evolution looking at protection.

A number of the classes included minor cursebreaking, but [Arbiter] had a smidge more. I’d still be vulnerable to some of the most famous curses in the world, like the werewolf’s curse, but I’d be able to shake off a few more things. Not that I had particular experience with curses - I’d been lucky to dodge them most of my life.

It was also worth noting that I’d explicitly picked out and built [The Dawn Sentinel] for me, and I resonated closely with it.

I didn’t want to make decisions about who lived and who died, but I recognized reality for what it was. I did make the decision, and no amount of reluctance made me any slower to do it. The class cut to the mean heart of triage and limited resources, but it wasn’t wrong in doing so.

Another interesting skill was [The Dawn Has Arrived]. In short, a large-scale healing that didn’t require an image, with an utterly absurd range and long cooldown. The intention seemed to be that I’d rush from place to place, and the moment I arrived, I could trigger the skill to immediately restore everyone in the range. I could’ve used it in Shuixi, and healed the entire city in a single go.

Interesting - I wondered if I could replicate the effect with clever use of my other skills. Naturally, I couldn’t do anything about the cost, but the effect? Maybe.

The class included a brief note that it could restore the runes I’d carved into my bones, confirming that my current healing and images couldn’t handle it. Good to know! I was being careful with those runes, and had only used them a few times, hoping to get a skill to handle them before they degraded too far. I was using them less than anticipated, and it wasn’t critical that I get the upgrade now, but it was something to note. Another tickmark in favor of the class.

An aspect I hated was [Cosmic Presence] could now be used to deny healing.

That was not me. That would never be me, and I believed it would violate my [Oath] if I used it that way. It wasn’t a killer on the class - I could always take it and not use it - but I disliked that it was even possible.

What about the hydra? A little insidious voice whispered to me. What if stopping his regeneration saved lives?

I put the ethical conundrums around preventing others from healing into the ‘future Elaine’s problem if she even takes this class’.

Next!

[Savior From the Stars] From the sprawling tapestry of the cosmos, where countless worlds spin in the dance of existence, there emerges a special type of person. A special type of healer. The [Savior From the Stars]. This rare and prestigious class is bestowed upon those whose profound knowledge of the healing arts transcend Pallosian boundaries and conventional wisdom. The savior is not merely a healer, but a beacon of hope, a bringer of life, and a guardian against the shadow of death.

A savior is the pinnacle of medical mastery. With unparalleled skills, advanced interstellar knowledge, and a deep, intuitive understanding of life’s fragile balance, the savior brings her own practices. Any tool can be bent to her whim and will, and her simple presence soothes tortured minds. Her knowledge unlocks the mysteries of maladies unknown. Her compassion and love for life is boundless, healing all with no regard to race, status, species, or creed. She is the tireless guardian of health and wellness, the harbinger of healing.

She is the promise to end suffering.

+64 Magic Control, +64 Magic Power, +7777 Mana, +7777 Mana Regeneration per level.

The class was interesting. There were strong references to my otherworldly origins, and it was the closest to a ‘pure healer’ upgrade/class that I could see. The stats reflected the pure healer nature as well - a little bit of magical power and control, a huge amount in regeneration and mana.

[Savior] also included a note about the runes on my bones, giving me more options.

What was fun was [Celestial Spirit] was offered directly. No work to upgrade it, no epic journey to make it happen. I’d get the top affinity skill off the bat, which had a subtle influence over the cost of all my skills and abilities. It would stack well with the other bonuses in the class.

A careful reading of the class sadly indicated that I was unlikely to gain a transformation skill. I couldn’t turn myself into a moonbeam and zip around the world, as cool as that would be.

Nothing was super flashy in [Savior], and as far as I could tell, it was the best ‘pure healer’ class on offer. What it lacked in flashiness it made up for in all my current skills being upgraded harder than any other class. [Celestial Spirit], for example, over [Celestial Mastery] that most of the others had.

With that said, it did have a few skills available for my last skill slot. [Chosen by the Stars Above], [Star-Crossed], [Guiding Light], [Constellation of the Crown], [Galactic Laurel], [Stellar Blessing], and [Cosmic Champion]. Fantastic names, so-so abilities. If the tiebreakers came down to the last abilities though, they were decent.

The last class was also the easiest one to figure out what was going on by its cover.

[The First Oathbound Healer] First, do no harm. These sacred words are the beating heart of the Elaine’s Oath, the creed that healers devoted to their craft take. Your words, first spoken over the funeral pyre of your first friend, have set into motion a legacy that would span millennia. [The First Oathbound Healer] represents not just a commitment to the art of healing and medicine, but embodies a profound spiritual bond between the healer and those whose lives they save. It is not just the medicine and knowledge that makes the healer, but the philosophy and heart.

With deep respect for the sanctity of life, [The First Oathbound Healer] has triggered endless generations of healers to follow in her footsteps, lighting a torch that has been passed down for eons. The Oath is so powerful, so ingrained into the cultural psyche throughout dozens of cultures, that it has withstood attempted eradication, efforts to supplant it, and most insidious of all, the deadly test of time.

[The First Oathbound Healer] is a bulwark against despair, a beacon of hope when the sun doesn’t shine, and a reminder that as long as there is life, there is unlimited potential. The healer’s mastery of the medical arts is such that she’s turned the tide of battles, not by sword or spell, but by saving lives and maintaining the fighting spirit of her allies.

The legacy of the [The First Oathbound Healer] has thus become a symbol for the highest ideals of medicine, serving as a sacred covenant which binds all those who would take the title of healer. In a world where the line between life and death is blurred by strife and suffering, she has taken the noble high road, the principled stand.

You are [The First Oathbound Healer]. Once again take up the torch, and carry it into the darkness.

+64 Magic Control, +64 Magic Power, +12000 Mana, +3000 Mana Regeneration per level.

My [Oath] would move up and become a class skill, without the major obligation and forced behavior modifications that I was threatened with the last time I’d been offered an [Oathbound] class. It would also upgrade, moving up to 8% change per level, and that was before [Sentinel’s Superiority] kicked in and did stupid things. It also came with a flat 50% discount on healing efficiency, which was insane. I ran some quick numbers and was disappointed to find out that even a .1% reduction per level would’ve been stronger than a flat 50% discount. Ah well, can’t have it all. The reduction in and of itself effectively doubled my stats when it came to healing, and that was before the skills themselves upgraded with additional efficiency.

The healing efficiency would stack with a change to [Celestial Mastery] and a buff to [Dance] reducing the cost. The triple cost reduction would make healing cheap to the point of absurdity.

The scope of the class was relatively narrow. It would be hard to find things that exactly fit what the class wanted to do, although my experience and leveling rate should be alright. The class had a minor fame aspect to it, granting a trickle of experience from other [Oathbound Healers]. It wouldn’t be massive and epic the way [Oath] jumped to the cap and stayed there - it would only be experience moving forward, not historical experience - but it would be enough to keep the class on track and moving forward, as long as the institution of [Oathbound Healers] didn’t get eradicated.

Even if that did happen, it would be naturally mitigated by Auri and our companion bond. She’d gotten on the right side of the leveling curve, although hopefully her newfound resolutions would slow her down a bit.

Frankly, if neither of us gained a level in the next decade, I’d be fine with it. I didn’t need to level now, today. I didn’t need to gain power as fast as I could.

I had a long, long time. This was a marathon, not a sprint.

The mana to regeneration ratio was interesting as well. It lent itself to huge bursts of healing all at once, then a slightly longer time to fully regenerate my pool. It was a different take than some of the other more regeneration-focused distributions, but with enough discounts on my healing, I would be fine. It wouldn’t be a game of ‘can my regeneration keep up?’ so much as mana management.

With only three out of my ten options eliminated, and all seven classes looking good, I looked over my notes and which classes had survived so far.

[Angel of Mercy]. [Saintess of the Dawn]. [The Elaine]. [Healer of the Stygian Dragon, Rainbow Phoenix]. [The Arbiter of Life and Death]. [Savior From The Stars]. [The First Oathbound Healer].

It wasn’t terribly easy to compare everything to each other, but there were some similarities between the different classes. For example, [Celestial Affinity] was upgrading in each class, but to a different extent. My notetaking had proven fruitful.

	Class Name	Saintess of the Dawn 	The Elaine 	Dragon/Phoenix	Arbiter	Savior 	Oathbound 
	Affinity Skill	Authority 	Mastery 	Mastery	Mastery	Spirit 	Mastery 
	Healing Efficiency Boost	Medium 	Medium 	None - Scope increase	Low	High 	Medium 
	Healing Range Increase	Huge 	Large 	Small	Medium	Large 	Medium 
	Healing Efficiency at range	Poor	Medium 	Poor	Medium	Good 	Medium 
	New Cosmic Presence Range	Huge	Huge 	Small	Medium	Large 	Medium 
	New Cosmic Presence Effectiveness	Medium	Medium	Low	Medium	High 	Medium 
	Sunlight Changes	Passive Aura	Active Aura	Downgrade - Self only	No Change	Active Aura 	No Change 
	Mantle Upgrade	Dramatically better	Medium	Poor	Good	Poor 	Poor 
	Immortality	Small cooldown reduction	Modest cooldown reduction	Expands to all creatures	No change	Modest cooldown reduction 	No change 
	Buffs	Extensive buffs offered	Medium buffs	No buffs	Minor buffs	Large buffs 	Minor buffs 
	Ranked Leveling Speed	5	1	6	3	2 	4 



Chapter 58 - Yes, Yes, a Thousand Times YES!

I decided to tackle the angel in the room first - [Angel of Mercy]. It represented such a large departure from everything else that it was worth evaluating first. If I was going to take it, great, that killed the rest of the discussion. If I wasn’t going to take it, that neatly eliminated a single class from contention.

I’d earned [Angel of Mercy]. I had no issues taking it in that respect, and the idea of flying around with wings and a halo was appealing. My understanding was mana and resources weren’t as much of a concern, but time was always a problem.

It’d also mean leaving life on Pallos. I didn’t regularly see angels flying around smiting evil. I didn’t personally know about any angel guardians, although stories were filled with them. My time on Pallos would basically be at an end, moving onto the next level of existence.

I’d love to be an angel. I’d love to fly around like one. But I wasn’t ready to leave Pallos. I wasn’t ready to leave Iona. I wanted to see what stupid trouble Artemis got into next. I had long walks with Night to go on. I had dinners with Susan to attend. I had drinks with Julius. I needed to make Katerina Immortal, and I wasn’t ready to leave my brothers and sisters of the Sixth Legion behind.

I had mangos to eat, books to read, and magic to learn. I just wasn’t ready. It was too sudden, too much of a surprise.

If I’d known ahead of time, if I’d gotten the warning or had a few decades preparing my ‘final approach’ so to speak, I’d be more willing to take the class and ascend. Out of the blue like this, as a complete surprise?

The timing was super unfortunate.

My Radiance class was approaching its own 768 upgrade, and I loved flight. Hopefully I could get an angelic theme going there, and get 95% of the benefits, with none of the downsides.

With a heavy heart I leaned back in the plush chair.

“Alright, bring me back in, I’m not taking [Angel of Mercy].” I told Librarian. She flicked a hand at me.

“Bring yourself back in, I’m not your chauffeur!” She complained. I stuck my tongue out at her, but she was just as entitled to being lazy as I wanted to be. I mentally flexed, and floated the chair inside with me still sitting in it. I mentally summoned the six books, spreading them out in front of me.

[Saintess of the Dawn] was next up. It was a fantastic class. I could see myself taking it, handing out peace, protection, and healing to everyone who came to me. It had a dizzying array of spells and skills I could take, a thousand and one options for me to use. It scratched so many itches I never knew I had until I saw the class.

It was also far too weak, and I couldn’t believe I was saying that about a blue class. The Dawn Sentinel was ‘only’ dark green, and just barely dark green at that. [Saintess of the Dawn] was unquestionably a large qualitative upgrade.

It just wasn’t good enough. I knew what I wanted to do primarily - heal people. I could heal more people, better, with every other class I was offered. For the remaining aspects, the buffs, the protection, I could lean on my wizardry for most of it.

The only thing I was truly saying goodbye to were proper, strong shields and barriers. Preventing people from getting hurt in the first place was admittedly superior to patching them up after from the harm reduction perspective, and it wasn’t like I was sitting in the backlines waiting for patients to be brought to me.

No.

I was usually in the thick of things, perfectly positioned to throw shields into the way of approaching harm.

I reluctantly put [Saintess of the Dawn] at the bottom of the pile, with a little mental note that if I decided to take up the path of shields and protection, to revisit the class.

That left the five healing classes.

[The Elaine] was a fame-based class, one with amazing leveling speed and pretty decent improvements across the board.

[Healer of the Stygian Dragon, Rainbow Phoenix] was the expansion class, one that let me heal far more than any of the other options. The ‘going wide’ aspect naturally lent itself to ‘going up’ next time I classed up power-wise.

[Arbiter of Life and Death] was the Sentinel option. In many ways, its identity was clearest, and the questions posed the easiest.

[Savior From the Stars] was the pure healer upgrade. It won across the board in numbers and boosting my healing abilities, but lacked any of the charming ‘extras’ from the other classes.

[The First Oathbound Healer] was the [Oathbound Healer] upgrade. It was like a mix of [Savior] and [The Elaine], a little bit of a halfway mark between the two.

The first question I asked myself was simple, and sort of useless.

Were there any classes I would be unhappy taking?

I rapidly arrived at the answer of no. I would be perfectly content with any of the offered classes. Even [Saintess of the Dawn] was an acceptable result!

Okay, great! I couldn’t make a wrong decision here. I wouldn’t be tormented by my decision. Unlike [Firebug], which looking back on what an idiot I’d been as a kid still made me wince, I doubted any of these choices would cause me regret.

The question was, which one was me? Which one did I most resonate with?

Or did I want to do some min-maxing, and select a class that best boosted my powers?

In that respect, [Healer of the Stygian Dragon, Rainbow Phoenix] was the clear loser. With minimal buffs to my abilities, and the lowest stats, what it had going for it most was sheer diversity. The other classes all had strong points in their favor.

Which one let me be the most powerful healer?

From a healing perspective, [Arbiter of Life and Death] was in fourth. It was the class to take if I believed myself to be Sentinel Dawn deep in my heart, but it wasn’t as cleanly focused on healing as the other three. It did include more personal protection and protection for others, along with a suite of interesting abilities, but the pure number crunching had it a little weaker.

Where it shone was active experience gain, and that led me on a wild tangent down that path. Everything was interconnected. Experience led to levels, levels led to stats, stats led to healing abilities.

I’d ranked [The Elaine] as the fastest leveling class, but that was assuming a long measure of peace. [Arbiter] leveled from far more activities than [The Elaine] did, and when push came to shove and I was screaming in battle with the rest of the Sixth Legion, it would level faster than any of my other classes.

That was if shit hit the fan…

[Healer of the Stygian Dragon, Rainbow Phoenix] once again was bottom of the ranking in terms of leveling speed, and was slowly making its way to the ‘do not consider’ pile. With enough power and mana at my fingertips, it didn’t matter if I was eating a modest to large penalty healing Fenrir and other dinosaurs - I could simply brute force it. Not being able to heal plants hurt a little delicate part of my heart, the one that liked blooming flowers and lush fields to run through, but if it came down to one old man or a hundred million stalks of grass, I’d be picking the man every time.

Four classes left.

[The Arbiter of Life and Death] was the one sticking out the most, and I figured I’d give it the [Angel of Mercy] treatment, and ask myself if that was what I wanted to do, if that was what I wanted to be.

The answer was a swift yes.

I’d spent most of my life working as a Ranger or a Sentinel. Yes, the fae had utterly fucked me over, but I was proud of myself, of my accomplishments. Of what I’d done as one, of what I could do. Of my training and abilities. I was fucking good at my job, and took deep pride in it.

It was a home for me. Fertile ground for me to plant roots in. A rock throughout the ages that I’d been able to tether myself on. Night was living proof that being a Sentinel could be a satisfying eternal commitment, out to help others and push back the forces that would destroy civilization and lives.

Acceptance of my role as a Sentinel, of the class itself, didn’t automatically mean I was going to take it though. Was it the best class to act as a Sentinel as? If yes, was there more to me and my goals than simply being the best Sentinel possible?

It went to the top of the pile, but just barely. It didn’t knock away the competition in a way that made it a clear winner, but it certainly didn’t lose.

Who was I? What was the beating heart of Elaine? Which class reflected that the best?

[The Elaine] was an obvious contender for that question, the class literally named after me.

Medicine was at my core, and at the core of my first class slot. From lowly [Apprentice Control Healer] to [Light of Hope], going to [Constellation of the Healer] and [The Dawn Sentinel], I was all about fixing people up.

Which one of my classes did that best?

That wasn’t an easy question to answer at all. [The Elaine], [Savior from the Stars], and [The First Oathbound Healer] all had different strengths and weaknesses in that respect, and the math was complicated. It hurt that I had nobody to double-check it, and Librarian was me - she couldn’t do it any more than I could.

[Oathbound] had the ‘obvious’ aspect of [Oath] moving into a Class skill slot and gaining a healing cost reduction. Except [Savior] was getting [Celestial Spirit] instead of [Celestial Mastery], letting each point of mana and control gain more oomph, and it stacked on top of a larger healing efficiency gain than [Oathbound] was getting. The two greater efficiencies combined might be more potent than the skill moving up… for now. Future upgrades might change that.

[The Elaine] had similar efficiency gains as [Oathbound], but could boast a higher leveling speed. With how potent each level was at a black-quality class, ‘only’ a dozen levels more was a world of difference.

Except then [Oathbound] countered that by having more bang for its buck per level thanks to the improved and capped [Oath], and…

The math was a fucking mess.

In the end, [Oath] was simply too strong, the singular core of my entire life. Yes, [Savior] had better buffs to my healing on an individual skill basis, but three skills improving things was better than two.

After the math came the application, and it became a goddess-damned mess again. [Savior] and [The Elaine] both had the best increase in range for the new and improved [Wheel of Sun and Moon], but [Oathbound] shot back hard with sheer numbers. 8% was dramatically more than 5%, and that was before [Sentinel's Superiority] came into play.

My head hurt.

Slowly, piece by piece, possible questionable calculation after possible questionable calculation, a picture was made clear. [The First Oathbound Healer] was my strongest pure healer class, thanks to the weight of my [Oath]. Which was no surprise.

When it came to my utility skills, [Oathbound] lost out hard. [Sunrise] was buffed in both [Elaine] and [Savior] to a great degree, but not [Oathbound]. Similarly, those two classes got upgrades to [The Stars Never Fade], while [Oathbound] was left in the dust. [Arbiter] had an armor skill, and both it and [The Elaine] enjoyed decent upgrading to my shielding capabilities, although nothing as potent as [Saintess of the Dawn]... skill-wise. When it came to power behind the skills though, [Saintess of the Dawn] would lose out after a hundred levels or so.

[The First Oathbound Healer] was the pure power class when all the numbers were crunched, with decent peacetime experience if a narrow scope. I was forced to mentally readjust various leveling ranks - it leveled about as well as [Savior] did, with extra experience from the minor fame aspect.

If healing was all I cared about, the class was a winner. Now my big question was - did any of the utility from any of the other classes outweigh the power of [The First]?

I was getting a no. Sure, there were lots of fun skills everywhere, but nothing that stood up and screamed YOU HAVE TO TAKE ME! While [The First Oathbound Healer] had its own few useful skills, the biggest win skill-wise was opening up a new General skill slot. Nothing super impressive, no fantastical magics that would change anything, but it gave me a lot of options on another axis. Some of my most powerful and useful skills were general skills, each and every one of them a cornerstone of how I lived my life. The School had helpfully given me a massive list of all of the best general skills and how to get them, and I’d get to play ‘what to take’ once again.

[The Elaine] had fallen by the wayside, the various utility interesting but nothing standing out. It was also losing in the power department. The biggest thing it had going for it was I wanted to have a class called [The Elaine]. Shame I couldn’t just cut the cover off and move it onto another book.

I circled back around to [Arbiter of Life and Death].

I enjoyed being a Sentinel, I wanted to be a Sentinel, and I would keep being a Sentinel.

What did that mean? Did I want an armor skill to stand boldly in the vanguard, telling our enemies to try their best? Or did I want to sit back, less obvious, less flashy, but getting the job done better?

At the same time, if I was alive, it was easier to keep everyone else alive. If I died, that would mean a lot of other people died. It was fairly basic resource allocation. If I failed one person, that was one life out of the equation. If I failed myself, that was ten thousand lives out of the equation. An armor skill helped with that… but with how cheap my healing was going to become in some of the classes, was the loss of regeneration really worth it? Or would I simply be burning a skill slot and regeneration for no good reason?

The math… the math suggested my own body and healing was far better armor than a skill at this point. Which was weird, and super counterintuitive to my entire life and training.

[Arbiter] felt like it was out, and I was down to two.

[Savior From the Stars], with its expanded scope of abilities and utility? With its better application of healing to people?

Or [The First Oathbound Healer], with its slightly improved power?

I went back to my math, and tried to calculate how many people I could heal in a single day after gaining 150 levels.

The results were shocking.

I’d calculated percentages and relative ratios in all my previous calculations, but when running the numbers on ‘how many people can I heal in a day’, my jaw dropped. I triple-checked my numbers, absolutely certain that I must’ve misplaced a 0 or multiplied a number wrong.

It couldn’t be right.

It undeniably was.

The difference between the two classes was ‘do I want to heal 9,000,000 people in a day, or 8,000,000 people in a day?’

In a 16 hour day. Not even a full 24 hours!

It was stupid. It was absurd.

It was right.

The added power for [The First Oathbound Healer] was getting completely wasted, vanishing into the void. Who cared if I could heal a million more people in a single day when finding that many hurt people in the first place was impossible?

I did a similar calculation for [The Elaine] and [The Arbiter of Life and Death], and the numbers told a similar story. [The Elaine] could heal quite a lot more than [Arbiter] could, but I was looking at degrees of stupid numbers no matter how I sliced it.

Fine.

The utility discussion, which I had axed earlier as ‘nothing is drawing me as much as the raw power’, was back on the table. Annoying that I had to loop back to it, but this was my main class, my core. It was worth spending the time and doing it properly.

[The First Oathbound Healer] didn’t have any true utility. I was getting a general upgrade across the board, and admittedly, a free general skill slot wasn’t nothing. My general skills were some of my most-used skills in day-to-day life, and I could do amazing things with another open slot. Still a contender, but for a completely different reason.

[The Elaine] was a little weaker. Most of its added utility was in being the healer’s healer. Boosting other healers, leveling quickly, having some interesting skills with [Sing My Name] and the like.

[Savior] was chomping at the bit with a half-dozen extremely powerful buffs, each one packaging a number of different abilities and improvements. A few of my skills I wouldn’t drop under any circumstances, but between the open slot from [Wheel] and [Dance] merging, [Sunrise] and [Mantle of the Stars] being optional skills, I could potentially grab three powerful auras or buffs to help others.

[Arbiter of Life and Death] came roaring back onto the stage when it came to utility. It was the battlefield Sentinel class, and it packed a number of goodies. There were the significantly stronger shields - not quite [Saintess of the Dawn] level, but good enough. There was the armor skill, and there was the battlefield awareness. I was unsure how good the battlefield awareness truly was - [The World Around Me] was busted as hell, and I doubted anything could top it - but it existed.

The sheer strength and quality of the offerings in [Savior] and [Arbiter] quickly outstripped both [The Elaine] and [The First Oathbound Healer], narrowing down my options to those two.

More analysis time! At least I’d cut down my offerings down to two, and I wouldn’t be upset at either one winning.

Buffs were arguably better for an army and supporting high-level Classers - like Iona and Fenrir, a little less so with Auri - while shields were better for weaker people and individuals. My shields would be good, they weren’t going to be ‘shield an army’ good like War Sentinel Legion’s could be.

The tiebreaker ended up being a fairly simple idea.

I couldn’t heal everything. Things like the rock smashing Spec’s head in, the elf being executed by the Wardens. Overwhelming damage that was immediately lethal, even with the instantaneous nature of my healing.

A shield could stop things like that. With the increased shield, I could’ve snapped it above his head and blocked the killshot. Improved stats and buffs galore wouldn’t have helped him in the moment, not with a rock that large going that fast.

Even with [Savior From the Stars] generally having better skills healing-wise than [Arbiter of Life and Death], they both ran into the ‘healing = yes’ issue, where the improved skills didn’t matter that much for my healing, it was already at ‘utterly fucking stupid’ levels.

It wasn’t what I had expected to take at all. I was so close to taking [The First Oathbound Healer]. If I hadn’t triple-checked the math in every way, shape, or form, I would’ve taken it and possibly been left feeling dissatisfied when I realized how much it wasn’t working.

I quietly closed the books, and reshelved them for Librarian. I wasn’t going to be rude and just leave unchecked-out books lying around! Especially not when Librarian also wanted to be lazy.

I tucked the ancient leather bound tome under my arm, and turned to face Librarian.

“I would like to take [Arbiter of Life and Death], please.”



I woke up from the world of my soul, dozens of notifications ringing in my ears. My awareness briefly flickered as [The World Around Me] turned back on, Iona kneeling by my bed.

Her smile lit up her entire face as she saw me waking up, and she held out her hands as she asked me the question I’d been waiting for years to hear.

“Elaine, love of my life, star of my world, will you marry me?” She asked.

My carefully laid plans around the sword I’d secretly forged and stashed under the bed went right out the window. My heart raced with joy as I leapt out of bed, into her arms. My lips met hers.

“Yes, yes, a thousand times yes!” I cried out.

Then my brain caught up with the rest of me, and I realized what Iona was holding.

“Wait, what’s that?”


Chapter 59 - Bloopers/Interlude - Shenanigans of the Sixth

The men and women of the Sixth Legion were just that - men and women. Predominantly human, at that. They were good. Well-trained, well-equipped, drilled and practiced.

But they were only human. And like all people, they made mistakes, little ones that skills didn’t always catch. There were errors. Pranks. And the occasional malicious compliance with stupid orders.

During the war seasons, a good amount of the bullshit was put to the side in favor of staying alive, of presenting a united front and fighting well.

During the winter, when people were bored?

That’s when the shenanigans happened.



“Detail! I want my wagon shining clean!” [Centurion] Astenies roared. His wagon - his personal wagon, the one he’d always rode in - had been an unfortunate victim of the morning’s drills, having been splattered from top to bottom with mud. Nothing too unfortunate, but it would stick out like a sore thumb. Not only that, but the soldiers had nothing to do. Keeping them busy with something was better than letting a dozen idle hands figure out mischief.

All in all, something of a win for the [Centurion]. He adjusted his cloak against the bitingly cold wind.

“But-” One of the hapless soldiers started to say something. Astenies turned and roared at him.

“But nothing! Are the Han descending upon us? Are dinosaurs attacking? Has the alarm been sounded? What was that? No? That’s what I thought! Now get to it!”

Perhaps if the line leader had said something Astenies would’ve been more inclined to listen, but the woman in question was standing ramrod straight, saluting her understanding of the orders.

“You heard the [Centurion]!” She barked out, Astenies missing the glimmer of mischief entirely. “We’re going to make this wagon shine!”

“Very good.” Astenies said, huddling a little deeper into his cloak and wishing for the warmth of his tent and the small brazier he had going there. He turned and left, visions of hot food and warm furs dancing through his mind.

A malicious gleam entered the line leader’s eyes.

“Right then! He wanted his wagon to shine. Septimus, Octavius, start working on the mud. The rest of you, start hauling buckets of water. Need to make it nice and clean after all.”

Octavius furrowed his eyebrows.

“But it’s freezing out.” He protested.

“Exactly.”

[Centurion] Astenies emerged from his tent the next morning to find his beloved wagon shining and gleaming in the early morning sun, the attention of half the Legion on it as sparkling light caught the block of ice freezing it solid.



“I know [Camp Prefect] Robin has a duty roster, but this is stupid.” Legionnaire Bunny complained to Specs. Rain was pouring around them in great sheets of water. The clever location and design of the Legion’s winter fortress meant it wasn’t too much of a concern, the water captured and funneled away before it could do too much harm.

Specs pushed some water around with his broom, giving Bunny a strange look.

“This your first time in the army or something?” He asked.

Bunny shut up, and continued sweeping the dirt roads.

In the pouring rain.

Why?

Because the duty roster said so.



“I am an [Alchemist]! Not some two-bit jar-headed grunt that doesn’t know the difference between a reagent and a solvent!” Orhun protested.

Tribune Hazel shook her head. Optio Maxlin was on a well-earned temporary leave, and Hazel had taken command of the alchemist lines in his absence.

“Everyone rotates through. Would you rather have this duty during the summer?” Hazel was a big believer in ‘convince people you’re right’ when she had the opportunity to. She knew she could pull out the ‘I’m your commanding officer and I’m ordering you to do this’, but that didn’t work long-term for herding the collection of egos and specialized skills that was the Specialist Cohort.

“No.” Orhun defeatedly admitted. “I wouldn’t. Alright, hand over the manual. It’s just one night duty right?”

Hazel glared at the alchemist-soldier.

“You will be getting the manual yourself from the [Scribes], and I didn’t hear how you’re unfamiliar with some of our standard operating procedures.”

Orhun felt a shiver run down his back.

Right.

[Tribune] Hazel, not [Optio] Maxlin. He had to watch his words.

With a groan and complaint, Orhun went to the scribes to pick up a copy of the manual, detailing how, exactly, one was expected to perform guard duty in the Sixth.

Warfare was a constant around the world, and every country had its own militaries and procedures. The more tribal, less centralized militaries, where everyone knew everyone else, had no concept of bureaucracy. Of a single, standardized operating procedure. Of a manual detailing how things had to be done. Of course they knew how things were done! They’d hunted and fought together from a young age. They had a sort of wordless communication, where they could know exactly what everyone else was doing, what their skills were, the whole nine miles, just from pure experience and familiarity.

As militaries grew more centralized, they gained in some aspects and lost in others. The Exterreri Empire had the most centralized military. The Han Empire was able to contest that claim when they weren’t fractured by a great civil war, but at the moment they were a little busy.

One major way centralized militaries benefited was in the size and scope of the armies they were able to field. A [Baron] of Rolland could field a few dozen knights each and maybe a hundred men-at-arms - ignoring peasant levies for a minute - but they couldn’t get much larger than that. Tribal hunting packs were a few dozen strong warriors, but try to mash several tribes together and it all went to hell in a handbasket.

One major way they lost out though was the sheer amount of bureaucracy and paperwork required to keep everything moving and running properly. Hence the deployed Sixth having multiple lines of [Scribes] frantically trying to keep on top of everything.

They were busy. They had lots to do. They were only human, and everything was done on paper and ink. Occasionally, a word was missed in a copy, and copies of those copies would have the missed word. Sometimes they were harmless, and obvious that something was wrong. Other times, the new sentence made perfect sense. An infamous example that was taught to most aspiring young [Scribes] was ‘a camel’s hair going through the eye of a needle’ got turned into ‘a camel going through the eye of a needle’ to describe a particularly difficult task… and nobody noticed, because the analogy still made sense. A similarly devastating type was ‘the clergy should go celebrate’ turning into ‘the clergy should go celibate’, ending with the slow downfall of the religious order in question.

Missing the words ‘or higher’ happened in a copy, and was distributed in the Sixth. Nobody ever read the operating manuals - people were usually taught how things were done.

Nobody read them except the nerdiest of [Alchemists].

Orhun was deeply unhappy to be on guard duty. He was cold. He was tired. He huddled a little closer to the torch that was somehow defying the winter winds, trying to page through the manual one page at a time and get caught up before anyone important came through.

One line in particular caught his eye.

“... only permit the rank of Centurion through…”

It seemed strange that the restriction was locked to a single rank, and not higher or lower, but who was Orhun to complain? He didn’t want to be here, but orders were orders, and he’d dutifully, maliciously, follow the orders.

Naturally, that morning was when a 5000-man commander of the Wei came through for his scheduled meeting with Katerina.

That afternoon, Orhun discovered that a single piece of paper was a far more powerful shield against wrathful officers than the thickest Legion-issued iron.



It was a fine line to walk between readiness and relaxation in the winter. A few of the more inventive [Centurions] took to running impromptu drills on the soldiers, testing for alertness.

The black ops group also had their fun.

One of the tasks soldiers were supposed to do, but often fell to the wayside, was securing their armor and weapons at night. Armor was impractical, but the spears were possible and important. The all-powerful manual stated that soldiers were supposed to sleep on their spears, putting it sideways under the small of their back while they slept facing up.

Only the harshest sticklers for rules did it, and even they recognized it was a losing battle to try and insist other members of their line do it. The Legata herself had done her very best to get the rule removed, but they were not as all-powerful as the manual suggested.

It was also a neat rule for the readiness-minded people to abuse, along with the black ops squad.

Boot’s eyes flew open in the middle of the night.

Someone was in the tent!

It could’ve been one of the fellow members of the line returning from a late-night excursion, or it could be one of The Lady of Death’s minions. The odds were heavily, heavily stacked in favor of the first one, and Boots didn’t yell or raise the alarm.

She just did the first thing she thought of - she kicked the dark shape that was crawling around on the ground.

“Owe.” The figure said, clutching his face. “Muh noze.”

Boot’s hands flew up to her mouth in horror as she realized who she kicked, two whole level up notifications ringing in her ears.

“Wren!?” She hissed at the Primus Pilus, the first spear, the best soldier in the Legion. He shuffled into a sitting pose, still holding his nose.

“Good job. You got me. Go back to sleep.” His voice was muffled by blood and hand.

Boots looked around, figured there was no reason to be awake, and was back asleep seconds later.



“No way.” [Legionnaire] Nesmus stared at what [Legionnaire] Mogna had cooked up.

“Way.” Mogna refuted, patting the side of the keg. “Look, it says right here in the manual.”

She waved a single sheet she’d brought with her, convinced it’d be the answer to all her problems. Nesmus leaned over, put it on the bar, and read, sipping his beer the entire time.

“...soldiers entitled to bring three (3) beers back with them from leave…”

“It doesn’t say anything about size!” Mogna jumped with glee. “Just amount!”

“There’s no way.” Nesmus refuted. “They’ll never let us through.”

“But imagine if they do! We’ll drink like emperors!” Mogna encouraged.

It took four beers for Nesmus’s good judgment to be impaired enough to go along with his friend’s hare-brained scheme. One very large purchase and Mogna retrieving their line’s wagon later, and they were heading back to the Legion’s fortress.

Bunny was on guard duty, and even drunk, even not part of her cohort, Bunny scared Nesmus. She looked friendly and happy enough.

He’d met a few strong people over the course of his life, and Bunny reminded him of them. It wasn’t anything obvious, it was simply the way she could perfectly control her presence. He’d missed her entirely passing through the gates one too many times, only noticing her lurking in the shadows when he was only two steps away from the woman. He’d also seen how, in spite of her tiny size, she could tower like a titan and yell down a dozen people, each with a foot and a hundred levels on her.

That sort of presence control and complete unflappability in the face of power was not normal. The only reason she could possibly be unscared of so many large warriors looming over her tiny self was, Nesmus reasoned, if they were weak compared to her.

His mouth dried up as they approached the gate, and the guards naturally barred their entry. An entire keg was too much, let alone six. Mogna flourished the paper like it was a sword.

“As you can see! Regulations permit us to bring six whole drinks in with us! One, two, three, four, five, SIX!” Mogna weaved unsteadily on top of the barrels as the guards looked at the paperwork with furrowed eyebrows.

“Well, she is technically correct.” One of the guards mentioned. The senior one sighed, but Nesmus only had eyes on Bunny. He was sure she was the real boss here.

She wasn’t moving, which was an encouraging sign in his books.

“Alright, you lot, get through. Don’t do it again, and you better invite us to the party!” The senior guard waved them through, and Nesmus couldn’t believe his luck.

They were going to drink like emperors indeed.

At least, until the regulations were amended.



A few years after the conclusion of the Han Civil War.

Silver-clad Li Wenxian stared at the numbers in front of him, trying to work out who he could reasonably make take the fall for this disaster.

It wasn’t his fault. It wasn’t his responsibility.

But he had been tasked with finding out, and the results were terrible. Heads were going to roll, and he needed to figure out a way to make sure it wasn’t his.

The [Scholar] went back to the old records, hoping to find an error there, one that would demonstrate that he was in the clear.

Census Records: Year 711 of the Han Dynasty

Households: 10,677,960

Population: 56,486,856

It was only 60 years ago. Were the [Scholars] then corrupt? Did the [Court Officials] change their numbers to make themselves look better?

It was impossible. Li Wenxian’s report had radically different numbers. Things had settled down enough that he couldn’t even try to claim disharmony from the rebuilding!

Census Records: Year 3 of the Zhao Dynasty

Households: 2,459,840

Population: 16,163,863



Communication on Pallos was difficult. It took a long time for word to spread from one nation to another, and that was in the great ‘civilized’ south.

In the north, things were even harder.

It had taken Reinhard the kirin a good deal of time to get home from the School of Sorcery and Spellcraft. Time to reintegrate back home. Time to do the thousand and one ‘welcome home!’ tasks and activities. Time to refind her place among her people, to settle back down.

Only when everything was set and settled did one of her lowest-priority tasks finally bubble up towards the surface. A little note from one of her roommates that she was to pass on. That they were going in a direction, and might settle down there.

Reinhard dutifully passed it along, and it took time for the right kirin with the message to meet one of the reclusive and elusive phoenixes, and let them know that a long-lost sister of theirs was traveling through the southern continent. A burning needle in a gigantic haystack.

The message had been garbled as it was passed along from one place to another, and the myriad of languages it went through didn’t help. The phoenixes got the general idea.

One of their own was being held by a human in the Exterreri Empire.


Thank you all! Please read!

Hello everyone!

After months of blood, toil, tears, and sweat, I'm pleased to deliver this installment of Beneath the Dragoneye Moons to you! Hurray! I am so grateful to you - yes, you - for making the investments needed to make this story happen.

Thank you!

It's your support that makes it possible for me to write Beneath the Dragoneye Moons, and your involvement just means so much to me.

On that note, if you need your fix, there is more Beneath the Dragoneye Moons available now! I'm unsure when, exactly, you are reading this, but the story is continuing on both Royal Road, and on my Patreon!

Do note that shortly after release there's nothing immediately extra on Patreon, but soon enough more chapters will follow! 

Amazon strongly rewards books that get rated and reviewed. Please consider leaving a review if you've enjoyed the story!

There is a rapidly growing community on Discord if any of you would like to connect with and communicate with anyone else in the BTDEM community.

Regardless if you choose to review or not, if you want to continue reading or not, or if you want to support me in other ways or not, thank you again for taking the time to read Beneath the Dragoneye Moons, and I'll see you all in the sequel!

Cheers,

Selkie Myth
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