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    Prologue




    Anniversary of chaos
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    An odd stillness hung over the crowd, a silence only broken by the calm waves of the icy sea and the river flowing through the heart of the city. A fresh breeze brought frost from the north, penetrating the coats of those present. Even so, the people gathered in such great numbers that Iviabruck’s famous royal plaza was overflowing. Even in the streets feeding it, people stood packed together, jostling for position. However, even though they were cold and uncomfortable, they waited in the grip of silence. Then the Chief of the military Staff took the stage prepared in front of the palace for a long-awaited commemoration. Many among the crowd cheered him on, but a vocal minority had never wanted it to occur, and they had spent weeks protesting the fact.




    “Dear citizens, I thank you all for coming on this cold winter day. For today, we need to come together. Ten years have passed since our world changed before us and our suffering began. For on this day, ten years ago, magic came into the world and sparked the worst war our planet has ever seen. With a death toll of at least one-hundred-and-sixty-million Humans alone, ten per cent of the Human population worldwide, no other conflict can compare with it. However, that war has ended, has been over for five years. I, Sir Drake Kohler, promise you, such an event will never again come to pass.”




    Some among the crowd gave a mighty cheer at the Chief of Staff’s words, but they were in the minority. Most just stood there, watching. He continued with his lengthy speech, but the crowd was more focused on those who were gathered behind him. Among them were several officers of high rank, the Crown Prince, and two carriers with a wreath of roses on either side. However, it was the short, masked officer next to the prince that had attracted the attention of those close to the stage. The officer was almost half a metre shorter than the prince and looked like a teenager. However, it was her faceless mask that betrayed her identity before the Chief of Staff ever got the chance to introduce her; a white cloth mask with large grey goggles. The name of she who wore it was common knowledge to the public, but spoken only by the most patriotic of Malacians, and only when it suited them. On any other moment, they called her Scope.




    “Devil spawn!” One man shouted when the fact became known to all.




    “Demon!”




    “Killer!” others screamed over the rowdy crowd.




    “Calm down people, we are a fair nation so the Major will get a fair chance to speak like all of us.”




    “Death to the unholy!” Another shouted despite the Chief of Staff’s attempts to calm the crowd, but few listened to his words, and with every passing second the mood got worse. He tried to calm them once more, but then the small officer pushed him aside.




    “Would you shut up already, I heard you the first time,” she said while standing on a box they had provided so she could reach the microphone. Her voice was as loud as a drill- sergeant’s. She had no emotion in her voice, but didn’t need it. As bland as her voice was, she had pacified the crowd with her presence alone.




    “Yes, I am a mage, and as every other mage will tell you, I never chose this life. Like myself, most mages never wanted to fight, to be turned into a weapon, a tool, or even less than that. Yet you dare paint us as the villains. We were forced to give up everything just to be treated like shit; nothing but sheep for experiments or souls offered to the trenches, regardless of age, gender, condition, skill, training and nationality.” Most among the crowd remained still, and those who didn’t received heavy-handed persuasion to do so from others.




    “Imagine what it will be like if you gained magic tomorrow, and you were sent out to fight the smouldering remnants of a war that still exists just outside your bubble. Will you then still shun us and call us devil spawns? If your answer is yes, I will ask you kindly to go fuck yourself.” The crowd roared in anger and pelted the stage with food. The prince and the officers ran out of harm’s way.




    Scope herself just turned one of her guns into an umbrella and walked off at her own pace. Yet despite their anger towards her, none of the crowd dared to even approach her. Most moved out of her way, as if she carried an aura with her that pushed all others away.


  




  

    Chapter 1




    Famous infamy or infamous fame




    A drop of drop of blood fell down upon Kena’s desk and shattered upon impact. Each individual droplet left a stain on the wood or disrupted the small puddles already present when they added to them. Zara screeched in terror for every second she remained pinned down. She puffed the hair-like feathers in her neck up to the fullest and dug her claws and teeth ever deeper into Kena’s arm. Despite this, Kena remained calm as she applied the new splint on Zara’s leg. She secured one wing between her middle and index fingers and while her tongue stuck out between her lips; she secured the metal piece with her other hand. Zara produced a painful screech as soon as Kena tried to refasten the small band just under her knee.




    The operation had forced her to puncture the flight skin attached to either side of her leg so the band could pass through. Kena felt bad for her, but with the absence of a risk-free magical solution, she knew it had to be done. After she’d secured it, she checked if there were any other wounds from either the splint or Zara’s biting. When she found none, she set her free.




    “Now do not bite it off again,” Kena said. However, Zara had already flown off into the darkness of her chambers, hissing at her from a distance. The reptile limped as she clambered over the gun racks filling most of the room, taking to biting at the splint in between slight pauses, but it didn’t budge. Yet, while her leg was giving her grief, her eyes worked just fine, and soon turned to something more interesting to her.




    Kena followed the soft glow in Zara’s eyes as they moved over the racks, always fixed on the terrarium sitting on a small filing cabinet next to her desk. She could hear the soft trilling in Zara’s throat as she crawled closer to her again, her head bobbing forward to the terrarium with every small step. Kena reached out, took a roach, and presented it in her palm. Zara flew down in a flash, set her teeth into it, and flew back into the dark. It was as if she thought it hid her, but Kena saw the reptile without any problem. No matter how dark the room was, to Kena it held no secrets.




    A few small lights neither larger nor brighter than a firefly illuminated row after row of gun racks running along the length of the chamber. In the back, she’d built an improvised shower, but past that there remained only a thin strip of space in the front of the chamber. Accounting for all her belongings, it left just enough space to host her team. Zara’s roost, consisting of an old suitcase and a shredded pillow, sat on the last shelf. It was as close to a tree as possible and offered an unobstructed view over Kena’s living quarters. She crushed the roach a few times before swallowing it whole. Kena caught a smile on her lips as Zara looked at her again with hungry eyes.




    Kena froze as a sudden flare rose from deep within her and took her in its icy grip. Frustration grew in her heart while she forced the sensation back down into the pit from which it came. However, even with the sensation gone, the chill it brought tormented her. Focus Kena, do not let yourself be vulnerable, she thought to herself and slapped herself across the face. She turned to her still bleeding arm, took her healshot, and fired a single round at the area. A slimy goo, appearing grey in the darkness, spread over the wounds and in seconds it had disappeared into her skin, leaving only scars in its place. Yet they were only a few amongst many far greater. In between the scars a multitude of venom green spots decorated her body like a cheap festival decoration. Most prominent were a pair of symbols of the same colour on her left arm, the meaning of which she didn’t know.




    Her eyes were weirder still, a pair of oversized shining orbs, giving her the look of an animal. A look she had always had. Although the night vision that came with it was useful, it remained one of many features no normal Human possessed. What am I? the question that haunted her mind presented itself again, but she couldn’t answer the riddle of her own body. Another chill travelled up her spine as the question echoed in her head, but she shook it out of her head.




    She rolled her sleeve back down, straightened out her uniform and checked her weapons once more. Six of her enchanted guns and a knife she had sharpened the night before, all in top condition, and as white as snow. After she finished tying up her hair and ignoring the fact that she had as always, isolated the single green lock from her otherwise brown hair, the cold dissipated along with any emotion she felt. At last, she picked up her mask, nothing more than a little suspicious white cloth stitched to a custom-made set of goggles, the mask of the infamous Scope. She grabbed one of her guns and checked its mechanisms to keep herself occupied.




    After a short while, Zara made a short yet loud call, putting Kena on alert, a pair of boots moved closer at a firm pace.




    “Major Kena, permission to enter ma’am,” a voice said while knocking on the door.




    “Granted.” A wave of light entered the room as the door swung wide open and would have blinded her had she not shielded her eyes.




    “Captain Rainer Goldsmidt reporting for duty, ma’am.” The man gave a salute and remained unaffected by the lack of proper lighting in the room or Kena’s small stature. He stood at attention, stiff as a board, hands at his side and his heels together, and carried a file in his free hand. He had clear green eyes, was clean shaven, and his short blonde hair appeared to have been arranged with far more effort than her own, which was held together with a nail. Like his hair, his clothing appeared brand new and was devoid of even the slightest speck of dust.




    “General Collingwood assigned me to your squadron, Major.” His voice boomed with pride as he stood before her, still half focused on her gun.




    “At ease, and close the damn door,” she said and turned on the sorry excuse for a lamp dangling from the ceiling. Once his eyes were used to the dim light, his jaw fell to the floor when he saw the gun racks, all filled beyond capacity. The man let out a nervous laugh as he stared at the collection, but Kena ignored it and cleared her throat to gather his attention.
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    “You are here to replace the late Captain Heath Ellery as head of the Shadow Strike squadron, handpicked by yours truly despite what that file may make you believe,” Kena said. The Captain reminded himself to stand in position, although he wavered a little as Kena took the file from him.




    “That is what I was told Ma’am, but I have some questions regarding that.”




    “Then speak freely, Captain.”




    “I wonder why I have been put in charge of the squad while a higher-ranked officer is listed as my second in command. I had hoped that there has been a mix-up here.”




    “Negative, it is as the general said, I hope that is not a problem for you?” Kena could see the dismay in his eyes, as if he were already aware of what it meant and the problems it could cause for him.




    “I believe that this arrangement will leave me responsible for the actions of the team, while you can override any order I give, without your needing to take responsibility for it. It just does not seem fair.”




    “So, in other words, you think I rigged this in my favour and did so under the General’s nose for unethical reasons. That is quite an accusation.” The Captain didn’t reply and seemed confused. She knew that that wasn’t at all what he meant to say, but his face showed that she had voiced his thoughts.




    “The point is, Captain, I do not know what kind of genius caused this mess, but I assure you that I am not to blame for it, nor can I fix it.” The Captain’s face showed a mixture of emotions, but Kena’s gaze made him drop the subject.




    “Forgive me, Ma’am, it was not my place to judge.”




    “Indeed, it is not. Then again, it is not you who stuck his head up his own ass. I will say this, you will follow my orders to the letter and not your own, for that cost your predecessor his life, understood?”




    “Yes, ma’am.” The Captain stiffened up again, but Kena told him to relax. However, he had already shown her that he was none too thrilled with the assignment. His pose wasn’t as vigorous as those of other Malacian officers. He stood uncomfortably in the near dark, not knowing what to say, just staring at her as she flipped through the file.




    “Is there something on your mind, Captain?” she asked without looking up.




    “Well, the thing is that, although I see the potential of this squad’s magical capabilities, I have my doubts about the people themselves. They are not soldiers, just failures and rejects, and I must admit, I also have doubts regarding your physique and reputation.” Kena froze at the comment and looked up from her files. His entire body had tensed up, and he was starting to sweat. With swift precision, she grabbed the collar of his coat and pulled his face down to meet the dull grey visors of her goggles.




    “My reputation is held in higher regard then yours, but how about we let deeds speak for themselves?” She picked up the mission file from her desk, cleaned a spot of blood off it and forced it into his hands. He staggered back and flipped through the pages with a newfound haste.




    “Bergahei!” he shouted in surprise when he found the name of the old castle town in the file.




    “Indeed.”




    “With just six people?”




    “Just another day on the job, Captain, welcome to Malacia’s special forces.” With that, she took her officer’s cap from her desk, grabbed another roach to lure Zara onto her shoulder and opened the door.




    “The mission is to end the civil war before the Year’s End Festival. I wager that we would both rather do something else, but we cannot choose our assignments. So, pick up whatever gear they have given you and let us meet the others in the hangar.”




    “Yes, about that actually. The General told me that you would outfit me with weapons.”




    Kena halted in the doorway and faced him once more.




    “Did he now? And with what guns I wonder. He cannot mean the ones stored in my office. He knows the risk is too great. The guns stored here are all enchanted by my specific brand of magic. They are dangerous and far deadlier than the mass-produced knockoffs you are used to.” She took one of her guns in hand, pictured her favoured grenade launcher in her mind, and the small handgun was replaced by the grenade launcher. A soft thud came from the back of the room as the handgun fell out of a gun rack. Kena switched the guns again, leaving the grenade launcher on the floor where the handgun had fallen while it was already back in its holster.




    “If you realise that I can do that with most of my firearms you will know why I cannot give you any of my guns. It is too dangerous, but I find it baffling that you need such firepower, anyway. You are a mage, and your magic is the greatest weapon you could wish for. Now let us not waste anymore time, the days are short enough during winter.”




    The Captain remained stunned briefly, but then shook his head clear and saluted with renewed vigour.




    “Yes, Ma’am.”




    “Hola amigos! Did you get the news this morning, what do you think about him?” Inez said as soon as she emerged in the hangar.




    “Bout our new captain, not sure really,” Gregor replied as uninterested as always. He didn’t even look up from his work, bending over an earpiece with his precision tools. To calibrate it, he had said, but Inez didn’t know what that meant, only that it was the new Captain’s earpiece. She turned to Maximilian, who, while carrying a crate full of supplies, stopped under the gaze of her eyes.




    “I barely even looked at the file to be honest, I saw that Collingwood made the pick then tossed it.” He spoke with clear disgust, and although she didn’t disagree with him, she had hoped to get a better answer. Niles on the other hand, had neither looked up nor was he helping Maximilian prepare the transport for the journey ahead. Then again, she didn’t need to ask whether or not he’d read it. She herself had received the file first thing in the morning like the others, but because of her illiteracy she had just given it back to a very confused messenger.




    “Qué? Aren’t you interested in what he’s like? I know that the last time señor Collingwood picked somebody we got a stiff, but I refuse to let this end the same way.” The memory ran through her mind again. It had all happened in an instant, but three weeks later the image of a bullet tearing Heath’s head apart still haunted her. The impact had been so violent that his blood and grey matter had splattered all over her.




    Then she emerged. Topped with hair as red as fire and coated in a green mantle covered in the ritualistic markings of the Hultic spirit huntresses. She was the Foxfire, and around her neck hung the dog tags of mages she killed in the past. Inez had cowered in the snow, still shocked from what she’d seen, looking on as the Huntress took her prize for her collection before taking aim at her. If it wasn’t for her magic, she would’ve died that day.




    “Well, I’m sure Kena’ll tell the man what happened last time, she won’t let it happen again. And I won’t either for that matter,” Gregor said, but his words comforted her little. She just couldn’t get used to it, nor did she want to. This war, much like the very magic that caused it, wasn’t normal, and she would never consider it such.




    Although she still wasn’t happy with her friends’ disinterest in the subject, she let it slide. She offered to assist, even if it was only passing Max tools while he ran a last-minute check-up on the transport’s engine block.




    A transport was little more than a crude yet durable battering ram on wheels with room for a squad of twelve if you pushed it. Yet despite this and the lengthy maintenance work it always seemed to need; it had become the standard of the still new field of armoured vehicles.




    As she helped with the final bit of work, her attention again fell on Niles. He still hadn’t said a word nor moved from his spot, and it once more rubbed her the wrong way.




    “What do you think of him, Niles?” her voice was clearer than before, and she over-pronounced everything to get him to react.




    “Nothing,” he said, somewhat flustered now that she had stared him down, but continued to sulk on his own.




    “O come on; you must have an opinion.” She said after she used a hint of her magic to move herself right into his face in an instant, making the man jump up.




    “Look, it’s just a new captain, big deal, they’re all stiffs anyway.” Niles pushed her to the side and went off to waste his time grumbling to himself next to the other transport.




    “Stiffs huh. You know, with a bit of luck the aether might just bless this one with actual emotions; or at least ones other than anger, I can handle only that many plum-faced A-holes.”




    “Don’t say it like that,” Inez said, but she laughed along while shaking her head. “Kena made great progress these past six months, even though she denies it.”




    “Indeed, she has, I do not know if it was you or Zara, but something got through to her. However, I fear that, perhaps ironically, she will not enjoy it much anytime soon.” Maximilian couldn’t be more right. The more she got through to Kena, the more unstable she had become. However, to Inez this was still more preferable than allowing her to bottle up her feelings as she’d been doing for the better part of a decade, and she had vowed to help her with it.




    The three of them continued to chat while they finished the last of the preparations. Inez even made several more attempts to get Niles to help, but her words fell on deaf ears. After every attempt, Niles got more and more annoyed. First, he claimed he had done more than enough for Malacia, and that he never even wanted to join the army. The last time he ended up saying that he wasn’t even Malacian, but when she reminded him that she was not Malacian either, he blew his top.




    “Then how can you even stomach following Kena! You’re Carelian, Malacian soldiers invaded your home, and she’s one of them!”




    “Kena is more like you and I than you think,” said Inez. “You think any of us are here out of free will? I know what horror she’s inflicted. But she was the first person to treat me with kindness since I got here, and I know that goes for us all, even you.” Inez was on the verge of crying, but rather than respond to her argument, Niles got into the transport and slammed the door shut. She felt defeated. No matter what she did, Niles wouldn’t move away from his views, and Heath’s death had made his behaviour even worse. Maximilian came to ask if she was all right, but the mood had sunk, and they sat around in silence waiting for Kena to arrive with the Captain.




    An excited screech came out of the hallway, and before Inez even had the time to look up, Zara landed square on her midriff with enough momentum to stun her. Zara climbed up her torso, begging for attention. Inez could feel Zara’s claws on her skin despite the padded clothes she was wearing as Zara tried to settle onto her shoulder as she always did with Kena. She tried to get Zara off her. However, with a set of sharp claws on either wing, and a maw full of needle-like teeth, she didn’t dare to do more than some light pushes. However, her efforts meant nothing to the Tero, who, with a wingspan of close to a metre, was almost fully grown. A few fearful moments later, a sharp whistle called for the Tero’s attention. She launched herself off Inez’s chest and flew high before making a wide turn and gliding down to Kena. She landed with some force on her arm, but Kena displayed no discomfort and merely gave her a brief scratch under her chin.




    “Could you keep her in check next time,” Inez said to her with her heart still pounding in her throat.




    “She is simply happy to see you. Besides, I only have that much control over her, my apologies for the inconvenience.” Inez took a few moments to gather herself, then noticed the man standing next to Kena. He looked somewhat nervous to her by the way he stiffened back up the moment he saw Inez looking at him; but before she could ask him anything, Kena had already got hold of her to see if she was okay.




    “I’m okay, she’s just a bit too big and scary for me,” Inez said.




    “She means you no harm, you saved her life, and she has not forgotten,” replied Kena.




    “Just because she’s scary, doesn’t mean I could let her die.”




    “Fair point, but we have wasted enough time, let us move out. I am sure there is more than enough time for you to interrogate the Captain on the road.” Kena gave her a pat on the shoulder as she passed her and went to the driver’s seat of the first transport. As she did, Inez thought she saw the faintest of smiles under the cloth of Kena’s mask. Or maybe it was her imagination; hoping to see a faint hint of how Kena felt under Scope’s featureless gaze. Kena’s head turned to her left by the smallest of margins, then bent sideways, making a disturbing cracking noise.




    “Oi, you’re not getting off the hook that easy, I got questions for you both.”




    Rainer trained his binoculars at the watchtower standing high on the hill so far away, specifically at the guard patrolling the ruins of its outer balcony. From where he stood down at the bottom, the guard was only just visible. But he knew that if he or she turned on any of the searchlights installed on the tower, they could say goodbye to the element of surprise. And they had yet to even gain access to the valley in which Bergahei lay.




    “Vanish and starburst here, calling into shadow, we have a visual on the target, over,” he whispered into his earpiece.




    “Roger that, I am ready to strike on your mark, Scope out.” Darkness and a light snowfall obstructed what little he saw in the tower, but luckily for him, he didn’t need to see anything or even make the call himself. That was Inez’s job. She moved little, but when she did, it happened in an instant, as if she were teleporting without any of the flashy effects or sound. A few minutes passed in silence as Rainer kept his finger hovering over the button on his earpiece awaiting Inez’s call.




    “You are clear to proceed, over,” he said as soon as it came, and held his breath during the silence that followed. He tried to keep his eye on the searchlights he knew to be there, but they stayed off.




    “Tower down, all units head over to secondary position, Mystic and I have it from here, over and out.” Kena’s call came as a relief. It was not that he doubted her ability to handle such a trivial task, but more so his own. After a last look at the distant tower, he turned to Inez again, but the girl waved at him from way uphill that the coast was clear.




    He followed her up the hill in the shadow of the trees until he saw it, Bergahei, once the mighty capital of the Hultic kingdom, now a ruin. A layer of snow hid scarred roads and broken homes sitting lifeless behind a wall that lay in the frozen moat that was meant to defend it. The castle at the heart of the city had received the same treatment. Its walls were no more. Its once respected gardens were but barren snow-covered fields, and the kings and queens of old were long gone; but in the heart of the city, high on its rocky pedestal, the keep of Bergahei still stood among the ruins, in defiance of everything it had ever faced. Age old cannonballs decorated its sides, and its towers were all but broken by everything they had suffered, yet somehow the keep was still standing. It was larger than all others of its kind in the northern world, a proud, unwavering bastion. Ages ago its only entrance was atop a large well defended ramp encircling the pedestal, itself surrounded by walls with battlements on all sides. However, much like the walls below, they too lay in ruin, leaving just a ramp with a broken road on it.




    The valley had seen untold devastation, but still the keep and the towers on the hills stood watch over the once proud capital. Maybe that was why the Hultic rebels had made it their base, Rainer thought. It was a monument from a time when the Hultic people stood independent. He approached Inez, who then without saying a word zipped ahead further down the hill. He kept following her, and all the while the keep grew more impressive. From a distance, it didn’t look like much compared to the surrounding hills, but the closer he got, the more he remembered the size estimates from back in school. Fifty metres to its highest tower and double that if you counted its pedestal, which with a hundred-and fifty-metre diameter was still almost too small to fit the keep. He passed the frozen waters around the star-shaped city and swallowed once when he realised the size of the keep. He swallowed once more when he reached the point from where he had a view over the ruins of the lower sections. It was well fortified on all sides by makeshift walls incorporated into the existing ruins, manned by at least a few hundred soldiers. Large light masts stood at all corners, illuminating everything, but their goal was through there.




    “Are you okay, señor Rainer?” Inez asked from beside him. He turned to face the girl, dressed in all white like the rest of the squad. Passed them, he had only glimpsed their faces in the darkness. However, he knew one thing, Inez was no Malacian like the others. Her accent was proof enough, even if her darker skin tone and the faint red colour on her cheeks hadn’t already revealed her Carelian ancestry, from the moment he had first seen her.




    “It’s okay to be scared, everyone is at times, but we’re in this together, so we’ve got each other’s back, right?” Her voice was soft and carried a sweet tone, but also a mild concern. It was nothing like the overexcited curiosity she had displayed on the journey to Bergahei. Rainer let a soft laugh slip and saw a faint smile escaping under the white mask covering her mouth.




    “Thank you,” he said, and allowed himself to speak freely. “It is just that it is so odd being in the special forces when you are used to being around normal people. Here, everyone has magic. In one way it is nice to be around people like me. In another it is kind of intimidating since all of you became special forces before me. I mean, I read your file, but I still do not know how you could tell the exact moment for Kena to go.” Inez giggled a little, but then failed to find a good way to explain it herself.




    “I guess you’ve got to wait for that, but for what it’s worth, welcome to la familia. We’re all failures and rejects, and no one wants to be here, but it’s home, even if Malacia threatens to kill us if we leave.”




    Rainer could only agree and think back to all he’d gone through in the past decade, from abuse, bullying and treats to forceful military service. Only because he had received magical powers for a reason no man knew. As a kid he would’ve considered it a blessing, but it was nothing but a curse.




    With a crackling noise the earpiece went off again. “Look sharp shadow strike, the snow is stopping, and I got green lights. Operation takedown is a go,” Kena said on the other side. “Remember, this is the Hultic liberation front’s last bastion, and we have confirmed the presence of all known officers and mages left. I cannot accept another failure. We end this tonight, understood?”




    The various members of the squad answered in near perfect unison, and it made Rainer’s heartbeat speed up even further.




    “Atlas, you are up first, show them what you got.” The earpiece seized again, but the silence was brief.




    A deep and rumbling roar became audible from across the valley. Among the ruins materialised a gigantic stone golem in the form of Niles, whom he’d never even heard speaking before. Rainer marvelled at the power that the elemental class mage processed, but he knew this was just the distraction. He turned to see if Inez was ready beside him, and she nodded in confirmation. As the entire base focused on Niles, the two of them began their silent infiltration. The battle had begun.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    The same side of a different coin




    “What in the blazes is going on out there, Lieutenant?” Amalia yelled over the comm unit, even though she could already guess at what was happening. The man tried to speak up, but another roar loud enough to shake the entire valley awake cut him off.




    “Atlas has appeared in the old city; he is heading right for us. We are also under fire from I know not where, but there is no gunshot or anything, not even the sound of a bullet flying through the air, but we are getting hit anyway. I had someone use a communit to check on the towers, but that just took both out of action. It is Scope, no doubt about that.”




    Her heartbeat accelerated as she realised the danger that was coming her way. Even though she had prepared the castle for an attack for the better part of nine years, she knew that it was going to be rough, even in the best-case scenario.




    “Organise the defence as planned, let them come to us. And please don’t try to be a hero this time. Your magic is critical to any hope of victory.”




    “I will do what I can. Also tell the Commander that his little huntress ran off, good luck.” The comm went dead, leaving Amalia conflicted. On the one hand, getting angry at the apprentice of a spirit huntress was neither recommended nor acceptable to her people, but on the other, she could only just suppress the urge to strangle her. She slammed the comm with a thud back on the holder on top of the unit and turned her attention to the rest of the control room.




    Someone almost knocked her glasses off as he ran to his post, barefoot and shirtless. The two other comm operators managed calls coming in on at least two units each, while writing notes on all of it as fast as they could. One of them misspelled whatever he wanted to write and asked what it was again, but did so into the wrong comm, adding to the confusion. Down the halls, lower-ranking officers screamed the exhausted day shift out of bed. Entire platoons stormed down old staircases, causing one man to tumble all the way down. She read through the notes written down for her. They had tried to stick to the key things they heard, most of which she had already heard from the Lieutenant or seen from the window. The rest were notes on one watch tower hanging up on the operator, another with two contradicting reports, one speculating on where the sniper was, the other saying nothing of note.




    “Captain, Judda demands your attention on something in the hangar,” the still half-dressed operator said from the other end of the room.




    “Tell her to handle it and get me the lookout on top of the keep.”




    “Already here,” an operator interrupted, “said that the sniper could be on the east hill somewhere, I had nearby towers look into that.”




    Amalia halted herself and gathered a pen. She looked outside at the towers. In the east searchlights scanned the hillside, but in the west, she noted one tower wasn’t even moving its light. More reports came in, most of them asking if Azazel was present, but so far, the man had yet to show up. She digested the flow of information as she watched the situation down at surface level from the window. She watched the stone colossus rampage through the ruined courtyard.




    The defences had been breached far too easily and just the thought of it turned in her stomach, but just as she was about to ask it, support soldiers showed up, much to her relief. She turned to an operator and handed back the note. On it she had detailed her observations, on how the tower of the keep was compromised, and that Scope was on the north-western watch tower. However, she had also informed them not to speak to anyone of it except over a secure line to the lieutenant below.




    Below, the reinforcements kept the golem busy as she’d practiced with them for months. And yet, even though she had a grip on the situation, she knew that Scope was a few steps ahead of her. She had accounted for three of her team and if her intel was right then that was half of them, even after their failed attack weeks before. She tried to guess Scope’s next move before she made it, but knew not where to begin.




    Amalia called a multitude of officers to try to predict Scope’s actions and send the most trustworthy lieutenant of her staff to at least prepare for an evacuation, but it wasn’t long before the morale of her staff went up.




    Azazel stumbled into the room as if he were half drunk. The circles around his eyes were almost as dark as his hair and he was leaning on the shoulder of the spirit Huntress accompanying him, as if he couldn’t walk a step on his own. Despite this, his eyes still displayed the same focus that had earned him so much respect.




    “Commander! Good to see you on your feet,” Amalia shouted across the room while listening to a comm report with one ear and dialling on the next line with her free hand.




    “Full report, Captain,” Azazel said, sounding only half present as he crashed into his chair. Sleep hadn’t done him any good, even with the rise of morale after their temporary victory. She couldn’t blame him after everything that had happened, but that didn’t change the fact that they needed him.




    “It’s Scope’s team sir, I’ve accounted for half of them, including the midget herself. To my dismay, she’s also the one I’ve been unable to deal with at the moment. However, I believe that our resident apprentice spirit Huntress took the initiative before I could act.”




    “What!” Azazel jumped up from his chair as if he had woken from a nightmare. “Get her on the comm right now!” He hadn’t even finished speaking before the young Huntress answered the call that Amalia had handed to him.




    “Odilia! What’re you doing out there.”




    “Trying to stay quiet while I’m on the hunt,” she said in a hushed voice. Azazel tried to speak up, but she cut him off before he could do so. “I know where Scope is, I can sneak up and end her, you know it’s worth it.” Azazel let out a defeated sigh. Everyone knew she was right, what was one normal person compared to a mage like Scope, but Amalia knew it wasn’t so easy for him to say, and she could read the trouble it had sparked on his face.




    “You should’ve told us about that instead of acting on your own, especially if we’re talking about Scope. She’s no easy foe, stand down, I’m sending help.”




    “No Father, I can do this on my own, trust me. You need to focus on the other members of her team.” Azazel had already opened his mouth when the call went dead. He was silent for a moment, then wanted to punch in the numbers to call her back, but Amalia covered his hand and pushed his hand off the comm.




    “Sir, I can’t allow your personal feelings to affect this situation. There’s too much at stake here. You focus on the defence, I’ll handle this.”




    Azazel let his head fall in his hand. An operator explained all that had happened, but he listened with half an ear. He couldn’t shake the thought of his daughter fighting Scope. In a way she was right to do what she did, but he didn’t like it at all. The mere thought of Odilia facing Scope terrified him. He knew she was no longer the little girl who had joined the order of spirit huntresses so long ago. He knew what she was capable of, but that thought only made him worry more. He looked over to Amalia and tried to make out what she was saying, but then he felt a hand on his head and without asking pulled out a hair.




    He turned to find the master spirit Huntress bent over the central table. She painted a complex ritualistic circle with little more than a thin brush with a crack along its length and a small earthenware pot containing a black paste that faintly smelled like burned wood. Inside the circle were three smaller ones composed of old symbols he didn’t understand. She placed his hair in the uppermost circle while placing one of her own long red hairs in the bottom one. She placed a stick of burning incense on either side of the three circles and once that was done, she took an almost docile rat from one of her pockets and held it over the centre circle. In a flash, she’d drawn her knife and ended the rat without it resisting at all.




    “Spirit of the rat so fast and cunning, but often reckless, I call on you, although not for either of us near you. I ask of you, as your blood flows into the veins of this mark and you return to the heartsoul, help the one who we both love.” The blood pooled in the centre circle and from there it grew until it had obstructed several symbols of the middle circle, a few of the upper circle, including his hair, and one symbol of the lower circle before it stopped.




    “What do you see master Huntress?” Azazel asked after she had laid the rat to rest next to her and taken a moment to examine the results. She seemed worried; examining the lower circle, but this frown faded a little when she turned to the upper and centre circles.




    “There’s pain in her future that’s for certain, but the rest is uncertain, I see misguided acts, a disconnect of sorts with me and a drive that involves you, but what they represent I don’t know. I see a future, but it remains too unclear for even me to read. She’s reached an important point in her life, one that’ll decide her future; have faith in her commander. We can only hope she makes the best choice, but I know she’s ready for it.” Azazel didn’t know what to think of it, but at least he felt a little better. Although vague, the predictions of a master spirit huntress were never wrong, but they didn’t always mean what you think they meant.




    “What do you think she’ll do,” he asked, to get a peek into her mind.




    “Difficult to say. She’ll be up against Scope, one of the greatest mages of the world, according to many. However, her unique magical skill is that of the gunsmith belonging to the modification class, and although it’s very useful with enough preparation, it lacks personal enhancements. If she catches her off guard or without a gun, she might as well have no magic at all.”




    “A perfect match for a huntress then?”




    “Indeed, so then let’s see if she’s got the skills to do it.”




    “Yes, lets.” With some effort, though only his own, Azazel rose from his chair, straightened his back and went to look outside. On one side stood the master Huntress cleaning her knife, and Amalia was on the other with a comm in hand. Outside little had changed. The stone golem was still rampaging around and sniper fire had left many dead and scattered in the snow. His eye fell on the north-western watchtower so far away. Its lights still hadn’t moved one bit and were so bright that even the best binoculars couldn’t see what was happening behind them. Still, he tried, but he could no longer see the same hope that he had had years earlier.




    “So, it’s in the keep of Bergahei that the flame of rebellion dies,” Azazel said.




    “Not if I can help it, sir,” Amalia replied, confident despite the fear in her eyes.




    “I could get my rifle, show them the wrath of the Foxfire.” Azazel looked at the spirit Huntress next to him and shook his head.




    “No, in war, sometimes you’ve got to save lives.”


  




  

    Chapter 3




    ‘Modern’ combat




    The strain on Kena’s muscles got worse every time she fired her sniper. She was used to sore shoulders and a slight pain, but it wasn’t often this bad. She had picked a different sniper rifle than she normally would’ve, one she had enchanted with silence in mind, but it had left her without the mana needed to reduce the recoil. However, down below the battle was just getting started. Niles had already breached the wall, but a giant rock golem could only get so far before being surrounded by a pack of trenchriders.




    Trenchriders were a centipede like motorised menace designed to out-speed large magical attacks on the ruined grounds of no-man’s-land during the war. Much like many other war artefacts, it had become a mainstay in almost every form of combat.




    The trenchriders continued to harass Niles with missile launchers, aiming for his legs to topple him. He flailed at whoever was the closest and grew an odd number of limbs onto his already misshapen body, in an attempt to win the hopeless struggle. However, Niles wasn’t meant to win the battle on his own, and only served as the distraction. Kena loaded a fresh magazine into her sniper, let the iron sight guide the weapon, and fell into a trance. A group of riders circled behind Niles and laid down a concentrated barrage of missiles upon his leftmost leg until it broke off. She aimed for the leader of the pack; accounted for his momentum, the travel time of the bullet, wind, gravity, the settings of the scope built into her goggles and then perforated the engine block with a single shot. The impact caught the driver off guard, and he failed to straighten it out. Between it and the wounded engine, the vehicle slowed enough to cause the following rider to brake and forced half the group to halt.




    Niles tore through the group with a fury befitting a crazed bull. What remained of the pack scattered like a swarm of ants. Men on foot tried to run but prevented the surviving riders from gaining speed, landing them right in Niles’ path. Entire trenchriders as well as their drivers flew through the air, and Kena’s unrelenting sniper fire harassed those who didn’t. Charred bodies lay scattered in the snow and not all had remained intact, but they’d been luckier than some. With bleeding bodies and broken limbs, the survivors tried to crawl forward erratically until Kena granted them mercy. She lined up another shot, but then her earpiece went off.




    “Mystic calling Scope, be on the lookout for a huntress heading your way against orders, I will keep monitoring enemy chatter for further intel, over,” Maximilian said.




    “Roger that,” Kena said, and turned the earpiece off. She rose to her feet and produced a sharp whistle. She listened as it travelled across the valley, but either no call answered it, or the battle had drowned it out. She scanned the forested hillsides surrounding her but saw neither Zara nor the enemy, and with the searchlights preventing her eyes from focusing she couldn’t even see the darkest shadows in the woods. The lights began scanning closer to her location with every passing second; just enough so that her eyes grew more accustomed to the light.




    However, Zara showed-up in time with a small half-eaten vole in her mouth. She returned to sniping after she confirmed Zara stayed close to eat her prey. But rather than lying down and taking advantage of the fact that the balcony was missing a part, Kena went to shoot from a standing position and used what remained of the battlements to rest her sniper. However, Zara cried in alarm the moment she’d fallen into her trance.




    Kena turned round and caught the young Huntress out in the open, but could only just block the knife she threw with her sniper. Her mind raced to out speed the girl. She switched the cumbersome weapon for a handgun and drew a second gun, but the Huntress was faster. The first dagger missed her face by a hair, but a second left deep cuts on her arms. A long black braid followed the girl like a shadow as she forced Kena back to the edge of the balcony, always on the move but never risking much.




    Kena tried to shoot her, but she aimed every strike at her arms and hands. The Huntress knocked one gun off the tower and the other shook between the bleeding fingers of her weaker hand, but with her back against a battlement that had long since vanished into history, she changed tactics. Her left arm took another cut as she switched a still holstered gun for a smokelauncher and fired away.




    The attack ceased as a thick fog hid them from one another. With her eyes hindered, she cocked her ears. By her own merit, her hearing was the weaker sense but hadn’t the limitations of her eyes. She switched her weapon to a flamethrower and replaced her lost gun as she listened to the smoke. However, the girl was a huntress, and she felt her lurking presence closing in still, but when she struck she was less than a leopard and more like a rhino, catching her unprepared and hasting to react. With her daggers ready to strike, the Huntress ran through Kena’s fire, avoiding the brunt of her flamethrower and taking a bullet in her arm, but she didn’t stop.




    Kena gasped as the girl slammed into her, lifted her off her feet and off the tower. Before Kena even realised what had happened, the girl landed on top of her in the deep snow below and knocked the air out of her for a second time. She moaned as she tried to gather herself together, but the young spirit Huntress was faster. With her good hand, she squeezed Kena’s throat shut and drew a new dagger with the other. Kena tried to reach for the gun, but the girl had pinned her arm under her knee. The Huntress had a big smile on her face as she prepared for the finishing blow, but then paused as Kena kept trying to reach for her weapon. The Huntress laughed as she struggled, but all the strength she could muster wasn’t enough to free her arm and her mind turned to fog. The girl struck down, but her smile faded when the cloth of Kena’s mask steeled upon impact and only showed a scratch. Fury sparked in the girl’s eyes but before she could strike again Zara came in at full speed and landed square in her face. She let out a brief scream and beat Zara off her face, but doing so left a number a scratch marks as she only resisted her more. When she was free to strike, it was too late. Kena had grabbed her gun, switched it to a lasergun and fired a red-hot beam of light through the Huntress’s arm.




    Kena gasped for air when the vice-like grip weakened and pushed the Huntress off her chest. Blood covered her arms, and she had a sore throat, but she had suffered worse before. Next to her the Huntress had blacked out from the pain, the agony she had felt was still on her face like a still life. Kena looked at the still smouldering stump that was left of her arm. The cut was straight, but the smell of burned flesh was all she needed to realise how bad the damage was. Black scorch marks covered most of the tissue close to the wound, with smoke still rising from them.




    She sat down next to her and cooled the wound with snow. The wound hissed a little from the snow, but then turned red. She cleared the last scraps of burned clothes from the area and inspected the damage, then grabbed a gun, switched it for her healshot and fired it into the wound. Green goo covered the area and speeded up the body’s own healing capabilities. Moments later, the goo had disappeared, as had the burned skin, or part of it at least. She fired a few more shots and inspected the wound between each one. After the last shot the wound was closed, lying amongst a fair amount of burned discarded tissue and scarred to the point of being unrecognisable as Human skin, but such was the side effect of the Healshot. The Huntress remained unconscious, but she hoped that the pain had at least lessened.




    Kena rose and checked her surroundings for a moment before turning to her own injuries. None of her wounds needed more than a single shot, nor did they leave scars anywhere near as big as those on the Huntress. Then again, she wasn’t void of such scars herself. Last she felt up the scratch on her mask, the bruise under it stung to the touch. Got to love a magic armour smith, she thought. Has to be the best bribe I ever took.




    After checking her gear for a last time, her eye fell on Zara. She flew around while shrieking as loud as she could at the unconscious Huntress. She first stopped near the body to sniff the air, then halfway up the tower before changing her mind and flying back down to the arm, but was discouraged by either the heat or the smell. Kena called the Tero to her shoulder, but she didn’t obey her call and just shrieked at her.




    Once more she called, but then the distance between them grew at a monstrous rate. The trees vanished beyond a now flat horizon along with Zara and the Huntress, until all she saw was snow. An endless snow-covered plain stretched out in all directions. No sign of blood or imprints in the snow were in sight, as if she’d stepped into a dream. She drew her weapons, but no attack ever came. Then, as soon as the distance had grown, it shrunk again. The marks in the snow, the trees, the tower, a terrified Zara, and the hills all came back from over the horizon. But as everything settled back in place, Kena found the young Huntress to be missing, and a trail of footprints had come in its place, leading down a steep slope heading straight for the keep.




    Kena cracked her still sore neck and switched her guns. The barrels of the first two guns split open upon firing, and through no logic other than her magic became a pair of skis. She switched two others for a set in which she’d replaced the handles with matching ski poles.
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