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[image: Map of the continent of Boldarow, featuring many countries; the nation of Lome is at the centre with Stanclif to the far south and the Valley of the Drail to the north.]Map of Boldarow, c. 720   
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[image: Map of the Harmonial woods with Lake Harmonial at the centre; the town of Sober Sound sits north of it and the village of Haven a little way west, in the woods. There are numerous paths through the woods with certain landmarks like the Petitioner's Rocks stones and Serene Fields.]Map of The Harmonial Woods, c. 720 
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Abridged from “Languid’s Recap”, Languid’s Everyman Guide to Gross Tragedies of The One War (Issue 21: Sober Sound), pp. vii-x

Now, if you want to delve into exactly what went down at Sober Sound during the One War, and the whole Harmonial affair, it’s pretty important to first understand where our main player in it all was at: that old Languid favourite, "Wild Wish” Evans. Captain, at this point, in charge of a new Blood Scouts platoon.

Why new? Well, we’re going into the winter of 720 here, with the One War hostilities that gripped the entire continent of Boldarow getting into full swing. We have the Comity of Stanclif and Khibba fighting together against the Drail Empire, three major powers polarising every nation in the world, and our Wild Wish was reeling from two major operations that cost her an awful lot of friends. Firstly, she’d gone way up north, behind enemy lines, on a tip from adventurer Captain Rikard Brade that the Drail Empire were preparing a doomsday bomb in Low Slane. Under Captain Tate, the Blood Scouts left behind the terrific Battle of Green Rise, where Wish mowed down her fair share of men, and trekked through Har Coul and Eardung, over Heaven’s Eye Lake and through the Devil Woods, to reach a Dread Corps enclave. Half of Wish’s mates were killed along the way, and the survivors were left behind when she dashed back to the front line to explode a massive train and dent the Drail from behind. Phew!

But with the old Blood Scouts scattered to the wind and Tate gone, Wish wasn’t long in recuperating before Command found a new job for her. Charged with a couple of ogres, some veteran Rebel Raw Boys and a bunch of green scouts, Wish set out to investigate a disturbance in the reclusive Saints Mire. That was religious territory, mostly untouched by the war. Until, that is, Colonel Atmoor went in with a Drail expeditionary force to check Kin Kasidee’s rogue irregulars.

Wish and her chums took a boat through the marsh, past the ominous priory of Drown Deep, and off into the Midwood, where pretty much her only friend left, the mindless mage Emi, got shot and needed rescuing from the Drail. Sneaking her way around a small army of goblin soldiers, Wish somehow got into the priory of Carlwen and chatted with, rather than killed, Atmoor, realising there was something strange going on in the Mire. And that strangeness, it turned out, was Kasidee’s people on a raiding mission, stealing relics from the priories to unlock a forbidden magic, guided by their unstable librarian general, Havikare Eens.

Ah, but we gotta take a step back there, because Wish met Havikare, and had kind of fallen for her, which seemed welcome after her former infatuation, fellow scout Newk, was last seen with a broken head up in Low Slane. They had a funny connection, Havik and Wish, both fanciful dreamers – only it turned out Havik was dreaming of absolute chaos. Unfortunately for all, Wish didn’t rally her troops and Atmoor’s quite quick enough to stop Havik getting her final puzzle piece in Drown Deep. Havik put together some horrendous device that called up the native grescind – monstrous creatures that tore everyone apart. Wish fought with her, also kissed her, and lost her in the battle that saw pretty much everyone out there dead. Except, that is, for the newly formed hardened core of Blood Scouts, then left to Wild Wish’s care.

We find her here, a little after these dual disasters, on the march again with a loyal little platoon of Blood Scouts, including two of the originals – Emi and Scraper, a quiet but rather dangerous lady. Wish still had her contingent of Rebel Rawboys and one surviving ogre, Ohno, to give her a little stability in what was becoming an increasingly unsettling war. She was only young, right, and already she’s killed more men than most people are likely to meet in a lifetime, as well as having fallen for a blatantly disastrous stranger in the far reaches of an absolutely horrible land.

All this while hoping to get back home and settle in the countryside with her friends. But as you’ll know, this war had a hell of a long way to go, and things were mostly gonna keep getting worse for everyone involved . . .
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Abridged from “Languid’s Glossary”, Languid’s Everyman Guide to Gross Tragedies of The One War (Issue 21: Sober Sound), p. ii

Hey. Want a who’s who and general discourse on places and things you might need to know during this little leg of the One War? My friend, I can help.

Though the main concern we’ve got around Lake Harmonial and the disaster of winter 720 relates to Stanclif’s 12th/5th Imperial Artillery, you’ll also wanna know about the mysterious Blood Scouts who supported them and both the town of Sober Sound and its supposed defenders. You don’t have to study up on all this in detail; it’s just here if you need it, right? Some do, some don’t – I’m looking out for the everyman, as always. Now – here’s the skinny:


Lay of the World



The Rocc: the stone we stand on; everything, this whole world. You know this.

Boldarrow: the biggest and baddest central continent of the Rocc.

The One War: global conflict where empires clashed, 719-728.

The Drail Empire (people: Drail / the Drail (collective), adj: Drail): an empire comprising (dominating) seven nations in the Valley of the Drail, headed by Drail itself and bolstered by Low Slane, Har Coul and that lot; proponents of “Purification”.

The Comity: countries unified in taking down the Drail, led by Stanclif and Khibba.

Imperial Stanclif (people: Cliffer(s) / Stain(s) (derogatory), adj: Stanish): an empire with a seat of power in the small southwestern isle of Stanclif. These lads promoted the “Civilisation” movement.

Khibba (people: Khib(s), adj: Khib): a monstrously big empire way off in the Eastern Continent, with old-fashioned religious values and a big melting pot of inhuman races.

Azir (people: Azirian(s), adj: Azrian): large, broadly isolated empire far north of Khibba, variously got in on the action on both sides.

The Raw Coast (people: Rawboys / Rawgirls, adj. Raw / Rae): long-contested coastal region near Stanclif; part of the Empire at the start of the One War.

Lome (people: Lomen, adj. Lomian): large central nation subject to heavy fighting during the One War, previously a seat of high culture.

Har Coul, Necostria, Balnia and Low Slane: countries within and around the Drail Valley.

The Saints Mire: holy borderland between Garter and Elmn.

Lake Harmonial: mid-sized body of water in eastern Lome, adjoined by the dense Harmonial Woods, mostly given over to recreational space for rich nobs.

The Emerging Isles (collective people: Islers, flogs (derogatory): way distant bunch of islands far south of Khibba, colonised late, including Tarrland (people: Tarries, adj. Tarrish), Gonland and Carper.



Other Places of Interest



Vasseer: capital of Stanclif.

Sober Sound: resort town on Harmonial Lake.

Haven: village in Harmonial Woods.

Wick: walled city on the border of Farne and Har Coul.

Rock Stable: Stanclif training ground in Lome.

Swelig: a small village in Stanclif.



Institutions



The Church of the Venerate Flesh: once dominant religion that followed prophet Bly Castor’s Book of the Body; accolades commonly called “Vens”, priests “Venerators”.

Revery of the Cane Saints: ancient religion that personified a host of saints through the teachings of the Ten Prophets, later partially absorbed into the Ven church.

The Movement of Knowledge: secular revolution placing science and materialism above religion and magic (underpinning “Civilisation” and “Purity”).

Mortal Magic (or witlacing, flesh weaving, blood corrupting): magical practice relating to living flesh and consciousness. Broadly grouped into four schools: intention, will, flesh and parsing.

Earth-touching (or dirt-minding, mindlessness): magical practice concerned with manipulating the physical world, of and relating to the environment.

The Arbitration: international regulators of safe and proper magic use.

The Lock Gate Cavern: elusive warrior-training commune in Azir.



Leaders of Interest



General Macwest: commander of Stanclif’s 3rd Brigade.

Colonel Vibrant: commander of Fawn Battalion, Stanclif’s 2nd Brigade.

Captain Brade: famed Stanclif adventurer.



Notable Members of the 12th/5th Imperial Artillery (Stanclif)



Leaders: Major Bluefern, Captain Crash, Lieutenant Jonus

Rank and file: Sergeant Pillson, Sergeant Harks, Private Unders



Notable Figures in the Sober Sound Occupation



Drail 15th Division: Dalton Terrifold (witlacer), Pitt Sonland (witlacer), Lieutenant Droll, Sergeant Kether

The Axefell Family: Rotus Axefell (mayor / patriarch), Chiara (daughter), Erol (son)



Notable Members of the Blood Scouts Platoon



Leaders: Captain “Tenacious” Tate, Captain “Wild Wish” Evans

Magic support: Emi (dirt-minder)

Snipers: Oksy, Dalliance

Rawboys: Macmiddan, Graveguard (medic), Latebite, Ptrangus

Grunts: Ohno (Urlian), Scraper, Crag, Grebe, Lugger



Notable Races/Species



Cantalesian bandit dogs: savage pack animals ridden by lunatics.

Cirga: large insectile centaurs with a hard carapace.

Fenstarts: utterly bizarre animals often cited as something unnatural.

Giants: enormous bipeds of various types, including skalk, hawk and swamp.

Goblins: green-skinned bipeds, about half human size and low in intelligence.

Gonish (waders): diminutive but intelligent race from the Emerging Isles.

Grekkels: part lupine (wolfy), part lacertillian (lizardy) bipeds.

Grescinds: huge crustacean (crablike) creatures native to Paradise Fails.

Humans: the prominent, powerful and most common bunch of bipeds.

Matticks (trunks): stocky bipeds with heads in their chests.

Nevolk (the Stranded, the Strayed): diminutive but scarily unusual diaspora (the fenstarts of the “civilised” species).

Spidroms: robust arachnid-featured folk principally from Azir.

Urlians (ogres): bigger bipeds, known for their great strength and less great wits.

Wyrlings: big flying worm things.
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No one woke one morning and decided to kill thousands of innocents. These were not carefully planned, calculated disasters. The most devastating actions started with small missteps, stemming from innocuous, often well-intended beginnings. The problem was that by the time the scale of the monstrosities became apparent, it was too late to stop them.

Atrocities Through the Ages, Buckman, p. 58



Kneeling in the slippery mud of a steep verge, taking in the wide road and flat countryside ahead, with its singular farmhouse, Wild Wish tried to pinpoint exactly what it was that was so unnerving about the man she had been sent to find. In a war where every other person, place and object had a colourful nickname, Wish had initially laughed at being told she was to track down a ghost. Apparently it wasn’t a joke, though, as Colonel Vibrant had made clear with his heavy scowl during the briefing. Artilli Ptrangus, the mouthiest of her Rebel Rawboys, had since warned (repeatedly) that the Lock Gate Cavern “ghosts” were famously made into formidable warriors by removing their fear of death, in a process that produced “utter lunatics”. Over the fortnight they’d spent sneaking around semi-abandoned villages on the trail of Ty Gaussica, Ptrangus had suggested they’d find him eating babies or skinning cats or dancing naked through a fire. Wild Wish, being in charge and not really liking all the negativity, told him to stop exaggerating. And weren’t there plenty of unhinged soldiers in the rank and file as likely to do such things anyway? The war was one great melting pot for madness, after all. But now they’d caught up to their target, Wish couldn’t deny that he was, perhaps, a degree stranger than average.

Ty Gaussica was an ex-Arbitration agent who they were due to recall and deliver to Major Bluefern; that and him being a ghost was all the information Wish had been given, bar a general description of a tall Azirian unlikely to be in uniform. It had been enough to get them here, but now it was apparent that even the “Azirian” part was unhelpful: the man was lean and had coppery brown skin, while Wish typically understood people from the distant continent of Azir to be short, pale and wide-headed.

Something about the way he stood in the open, painfully still, screamed caution. His bulky old leather riding coat, down to his calves, seemed unaffected by the light breeze. If he’d been leaning against a post nibbling a carrot or something, Wish might have just called out to him, but she had hesitated, seeing him hyper-focused on the farm building, his fists clenched at his sides, like he was eyeballing it for a fight. His back was to them, so they couldn’t see his face, which she imagined was like a snarling dog’s.

He hadn’t moved for the five minutes they’d been watching. Possibly a lot longer before that.

“See, boss,” Artilli Ptrangus said, at Wish’s side. “You’ve got some talent for finding the absolute worst of this war’s many, many psychopaths.”

Wild Wish wanted to reprimand him, and remind him of her rank and his lack of one, but he wasn’t wrong. Just looking at Gaussica’s back, she wondered if she should’ve brought Emi and Ohno for a better show of strength, instead of Ptrangus and Quickness, because he’d seemed to know about ghosts and she’d happened to be closest when they set out.

“Lucky he’s even alive for us to find,” Ptrangus went on. “You want to knock him down soon or we might still lose him. Truss that one like a pig, I’m telling you.”

Wish was trying to figure out exactly what the man was staring at. They were a few miles into Drail territory, without any major enemy fortifications nearby, but still might be spotted at any moment. The farmhouse was pocked with bullet-holes and had razor wire near the base and a military truck parked at an angle near the door, so it could have been occupied. It was hugely reckless for Gaussica to stand in the middle of a road, on full show, and Wish expected a gunshot from a window at any moment.

“Is he actually one of ours?” Quickness asked, another concern they had all shared. Azir hadn’t weighed in convincingly on either side of the war, and here he was with no uniform, not bothered about being seen by the enemy. And Wish had been instructed to bring him to Bluefern along with her whole (admittedly small) platoon. Was he going to come quietly?

“Probably murdered someone,” Ptrangus said. “He’s a killer if I ever saw one.”

“If he was a threat, they would’ve said capture instead of escort,” Wish sighed, rather than point out, again, that they were all killers. Maybe not Quickness; she was still new.

“That tattoo on his neck, you see that?” Ptrangus asked, peering through a miniature telescope that looked like it belonged on a toy rifle. Where had that come from? “Yeah. That’s a gate. I’d bet a week of Latebite’s rations it’s the gate and eye. Fucking sign of a double-qualified ghost, alright. You know what, boss, we should just slide our arses back down this slope and tell Vibrant the lad was dead when we found him. No one else is gonna go looking.”

“What’s the big deal?” Quickness asked. “I can go say hello if you’re that worried.”

Ptrangus scoffed. “Be my guest. Your man there doesn’t care if he dies. Can’t care if he dies. You know what that does to a person?”

“Probably gives him more peace than the rest of us,” Wish said.

“We had one of them work with us on the Raw Coast once, the guy was a –”

“Do you hear that?” Ness interrupted, rising slightly. They all fell quiet, listening to nothing, until she whispered, “Thought I heard movement. People?”

“In the house?” Wish hadn’t anything herself. Quickness looked uncertain now.

“Boss,” Ptrangus said, the warning clear in his eye.

Wish willed Gaussica to move. Give some clue to his intentions. Walk their way. Or just get shot already so she didn’t have to risk getting involved. But he remained still. Glowering at the house.

“There’s someone in there, guaranteed,” Ptrangus said. “And if this ghost’s looking for trouble, it’s nothing good. You know that, right?”

“Yeah.”

“You stick your head up, you’re as big a target as him. Except we’re bloody obviously not Drail. Draw any attention and, you know . . .”

“Yeah.”

“So? How much longer do we wait?”

Wish frowned. It couldn’t be that dangerous, with him standing in the road untouched. And if he wasn’t going to move, she had to. She took a breath, and called out, “Ty Gaussica! Captain Wild Wish of the Blood Scouts. Stanclif 3rd.”

Her own volume made her duck back into cover, the other two scooting lower, but after a moment of silence, they met each other’s eyes questioningly.

“Fucking madwoman,” Ptrangus said.

“Gaussica? Can we talk?” Wish slowly poked her head over the verge. He was in exactly the same spot, no sign he had reacted at all. No movement in the house. “What are you doing?”

“Maybe he’s lost his hearing,” Quickness suggested. “Shell blasts, gunfire, it’s common –”

“Sure. Cover me,” Wish said and stood. She intended to march out in a commanding manner, as bold as Gaussica, but her boot slipped and she planted a hand in the mud. She pressed on quickly, flicking the mud away and not looking back as Ptrangus and Quickness complained in hushed whispers. She blocked out their voices, continuing with her rifle lowered, one eye on Gaussica and the other on the farmhouse. The windows were empty. The gravel crunched underfoot as she got close, but the man still did not move. She fought the urge to crouch and hide as she called out again, “Gaussica! Ty Gaussica? Colonel Vibrant sent me.”

For a long, uncomfortable moment, he continued staring ahead. Coming alongside him, Wish took in his long face, sharp nose, eyes that bulged a little. He had rough, black stubble that ran evenly from his scalp down across his face, and yes, that big tattoo on the side of his neck was a gate with an eye in the middle. His coat was open at the front and he had a wide variety of weapons strapped across his chest and secreted around his legs: lots of sharp-looking tools and pockets chunky with probable explosives. Under his threadbare woollen top, she made out the dull sheen of what looked like a plate of armour. This irregular weaponry, on an unclean tattooed man out of uniform, gave Wish a sharp pang of familiarity, not unlike the civilian soldiers she’d clashed with in the Saints Mire, Kasidee’s Irregulars. But his expression was not malicious, just focused ahead. He was young and, if anything, looked a little worried.

“About another twenty minutes to nightfall, would you say?” Gaussica said. His voice was incongruously polite, deep and chocolate-smooth.

Wish replied eloquently, “You what?”

“Maybe thirty?” Gaussica’s eyes slid to the side to take her in. His brow knitted. “You’re a woman.”

“Kind of,” Wish replied, not sure why. “I’m here to take you to Major Bluefern.” She remained acutely aware of four big windows across the lawn, all providing wonderful views from which to kill. “Whatever you’re up to, could we step back a bit? Into cover?”

“They’re not armed,” he said, confirming that there were indeed people in there. “Couldn’t use guns if they wanted to. Don’t need to.” That set off new alarm bells, which he compounded with: “You shouldn’t be here. It’s not safe.”

Wish gave the farmhouse another look, and in the absence of obvious targets inside she checked the exterior and the lawn before it. The entrance door was broken around the edges, forced open and propped back in place. The grass was cratered from impacts, churned in a weaving pattern by some big animal. Or a group of them. Not ogres: she had an ogre on her staff, and, big and heavy as Ohno was, she rarely damaged the ground she walked on. Wish tried to race through what other race would be big enough to break the earth but intelligent and nimble enough to take shelter in a human-sized house. Not giants. Cirga would have made a lot more mess. And he’d mentioned nightfall. There was one obvious choice but it didn’t belong here. Didn’t belong anywhere near here.

“Trolls,” Gaussica said as if he’d been waiting for Wish’s thoughts to get there first. “Breaker trolls. Three of them. I hoped they’d get upset enough to face me out here in the light, but they’ve been especially cautious.”

“You were . . . hoping three trolls would come outside to fight you?”

“While the daylight remains, yes. It weakens them a little. But now . . . Better I go inside, I guess,” Gaussica said, as though this was a perfectly reasonable plan. He squinted and added, “No one heard them. Not as bad as it looked . . .” He trailed off, these added fragments making the already iffy situation that much stranger. It was exactly what it had looked like. He was a madman wanting to pick a mad fight.

But the question remained: “Why?”

Gaussica looked her over again, a woman in uniform with a huge foreign rifle, dirty from her journey and unable to hide the distaste in either her voice or expression. He said, “You really are Captain Wild Wish? It’s an honour to meet you at last.”

Wish was thrown, quiet with surprise.

“And all the more reason for me to stop them coming out now.”

“Hold on. Why do you want to fight trolls? Isn’t there some way we can . . .” She trailed off. She wasn’t sure bullets were much use against trolls.

“There’s no we here,” he said. “You have a life to protect.”

“Yeah, yours. Can’t we just go?”

He looked up the road, not seeming to hear, checking something either imagined or not visible to her. “We have – we will. Time to get to it.”

“What? What do you –” Wish started, but he was walking up the farmhouse path. She followed for a few steps before stalling. “Mr Gaussica, I need you to come with me –”

“After I eliminate these trolls,” he said, without looking back. He was halfway there, and pulled his coat aside to draw a weapon. It’d have to be a particularly fearsome gun to – no, it was a hammer. Barely bigger than an ordinary household tool. In Wish’s gawking surprise, he reached the door. He called out, awfully politely, “Please don’t follow me!”

Then he kicked the door down and charged into the yawning darkness. Gaussica yelled a battle cry that was met by a chorus of grating roars that shook the building. The walls rattled harder as its oversized occupants converged on him. Wish dropped to a knee, bringing her gun up to scope the windows, but as the sounds of smashing violence came out she couldn’t discern the shapes flitting through the shadows. The trolls’ screeches grew worse, like pained mountains.

Panic hit Wish as she watched. This was her first serious command since the Blood Scouts had been reinstated by General Macwest. She had been specifically instructed to bring her whole platoon. The first time she’d needed everyone. They should’ve all been here, to support this crazed man who’d chosen to attack damn trolls. Instead, it was just her and she couldn’t do anything and she was about to lose her charge.

“Mad damn woman!” Ptrangus shouted, huffing towards her. 

Ness appeared on her other side and Wish realised it was the newer recruit he was shouting at. She dropped down beside Wish with her rifle ready, saying, “What’ve we got, boss?”

“Trolls,” Wish replied as Ptrangus skidded down to join them, three soldiers now pointing guns uselessly at a quaking house. Big, indiscernible shapes sped past the windows as the fight escalated with more roars and crashes. Gaussica was still alive. Though possibly being ripped apart.

“Trolls?” Ptrangus echoed, with a rare hint of genuine fear. “He just went in there?”

“Should we follow?” Ness asked, despite a tremble of her own.

Neither warranted a response. It was enough to watch the house shaking.

There was one final, drawn-out cry of troll vitriol and the farmhouse shuddered with a last, echoing impact, crumbling at the edges, then it finally went still. The roar echoed over the countryside, far away from them.

“Drail are definitely gonna hear that,” Ptrangus noted.

“Agreed,” Wish said. The daylight was quickly fading. Half an hour of light, Gaussica had suggested, yet it was almost dark. The trolls might come out now.

They needed to leave.

“Movement!” Ness announced, and they trained their guns on the doorway.

“Hold!” Wish barked, the silhouette too small for a troll. Gaussica stepped outside, supporting himself on the door frame. Another step and he swayed to the side, almost falling over. Half his face was dark with blood.

Alive, but maybe only just.

“Should we . . .” Ness didn’t finish. The house was quiet but that didn’t make it safe. Might just mean the trolls had done enough to know he was done for. Yet he still had his limbs. He was upright.

“He did it,” Ptrangus said. “That fucker.”

That triggered Wish. “Help him. Fast. We need to move.” In the next moment, she was racing up the path, but Quickness was already ahead, true to her name. As Ness slid under Gaussica’s arm to support him, Wish moved past to cover the entrance. The hallway was a mess of rubble. Broken walls or broken trolls, she couldn’t say, and she didn’t care to take a closer look. The important thing was they get him out of here. Complete this mission. Get clear of whatever project Command had in mind that involved a man capable of killing trolls.

​
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It is roughly agreed that there are twenty-three species on the Rocc of comparable sentience, popularly known as the Races of Thought, but this is a modern construct. Before the Movement of Knowledge sought to standardise such labels, it was variously considered that as many as a hundred or as few as one species could be considered civilised. Even within human history, there is disagreement over the equality of man: Boldarowian texts have claimed Azrian, Ringed State and Emerging Isle natives to be closer to other species than human. Certain Necostrian discords even insisted that only human males are truly enlightened.

A Primer of Modern Thought, H. Minant, p. 28



The way back involved a lot of hiding, crawling and willing their own people not to shoot them. It took an hour to regroup with the five Blood Scouts Wild Wish had left waiting, and another two hours to cross the line, to reach the rest. In their final leg, crouching through the shin-deep water of a broken waste-pipe to shelter from front-line gun nests, Wish quietly asked Gaussica, “How were you planning on getting back across?”

He paused to consider the question, then shrugged. He hadn’t said much since they’d left the troll house, and wasn’t going to start now. The suggestion seemed to be that he hadn’t thought that far ahead. As if crossing a deadly border that separated warring empires was a minor inconvenience.

Wish offered him a nonplussed expression which he didn’t seem to notice.

Out the other side of the pipe, she signalled a distant watch with a mirror and the moonlight, and got a signal in return. Everything in order. Unless it was a mistake or the post had been taken and it was a trap. She swallowed the concern and dashed the final distance through a refuse pool to the barbed-wire bank of their hopefully friendly line. A Stanclif soldier leant out of a gap, urging, “Through here, quick, quick!”

She struggled on, gritting her teeth as a barb caught her leg. Then she turned to help the others. Gaussica continued past with a lofty nonchalance, unhurried. As Crag, the last scout, raced in, huffing under her own weight, gunfire erupted nearby. They all dived into cover, rolling around concrete blocks and stumps of trees, scrambling to get weapons free, as a patter of reports followed, and the guards dived into their dugout, readying a machine gun. It took a moment to realise the shooting wasn’t directed at them, as men began shouting further down the line.

Wish panted, trying to slow her heartbeat. Last thing she needed was a bullet in the back just as they got to safety. Especially now, ready to deliver their target with the promise of a break on the horizon. The Relight Festival was all but theirs, she told herself. A short march to get Gaussica the rest of the way, then they’d be dismissed for the end-of-year festivities. No one was going to fight over Relight and she was building a solid platoon to enjoy it with. In the space of only a couple of months, they had swelled to fourteen strong, and though she had reservations about there being seven men in what was supposed to be a female unit, she appreciated having all of them around. Quickness had been a particularly welcome find, somewhat inexperienced but always keen. Smiling to herself, Wish patted Grebes, her newest recruit. He flinched as she said, “We made it. Almost done.”

They continued through a network of trenches, a procession of muddy misfits not especially noticeable in a maze of weary soldiers. Soon, Wish found her way to a clearing beyond the trenches, in a circle of tents, where the rest of her platoon were waiting: Ohno, Emi, Lugger and Dalliance were in the middle of a game of cards with a few strangers.

“Mission accomplished!” Wish announced, gesturing to her followers, tiredly traipsing in behind. Only Dalliance hopped up to greet them. “Did you get us transport the rest of the way?”

“No, we’re walking,” Ohno said, momentarily deflating her. “It’s chaos out there. You might hang on the back of a moving carriage, but no one’s putting us on a docket.”

“Ah.”

“Is that him, then?” a loud Rawboy voice asked, as Latebite sauntered in from the other side of the clearing. The cheery expression on his round face and his easy swagger hid all signs that he’d almost lost a leg in the Saints Mire. He’d more than made up for his downtime with chatter since, and Wish had learnt the man was adept at acquiring almost anything they could carry. She had left him here in Fawn Battalion as much to see what he’d turn up as to convalesce, and her eyes shone keenly on the pack he was carrying. He said, “Rat-goat. Good bit of meat but not a good meat, if you catch my drift.” She didn’t, but he went on with a pointing finger, “He doesn’t look all that. Why the fuss?”

Gaussica remained at the edge of the clearing, hands in his pockets. The Azirian squinted at Latebite before scanning the rest of them. His eyes fell on Emi, their resident mage, who was notably quiet, darkly staring. She hadn’t been happy since the start of this assignment, on account of the man being an ex-Arbitrator, a natural enemy to mages.

“Everyone,” Wish said, “this is Ty Gaussica. We would’ve been quicker but he had to kill a couple of trolls.”

That got a laugh from Lugger, but the big guy went quiet when no one else joined in.

“Three, actually,” Ptrangus said. “Wasn’t it, fella?”

Gaussica gave a quiet, non-committal noise, averting his gaze from Emi, who had not yet blinked, and looked like she might leap across the clearing and claw his eyes out.

“Emi,” Wish said, sharply, and the mage jolted out of it to offer a mocking grin instead. It challenged Wish to go on, to offer an order that she knew the mage wouldn’t follow. But Wish knew that the best tactic with an earth-minder was typically distraction. “Have you still got some of that whisky? I think we’ve all earned it.”

“Not enough to share,” she replied, with another look at Gaussica. Certainly not with him.

“Then maybe you can acquire some?” Wish said. “Say it’s captain’s orders.”

Emi’s grin stretched. Magic words that gave her permission to make trouble in Wish’s name. Latebite was quick to jump on that, saying, “Sure I can help her with that. Long as someone cooks up this rat-goat.”

Wish gave a smile and nod, because she was too tired to deal with them otherwise. With a sly Emi wink, the pair slunk off into the shadows. Hopefully they’d leave this camp far behind before whatever mess they were likely to create with the quartermaster caught up to Wish. If they couldn’t get transport, it was another three days by foot to reach Major Bluefern’s position, which she wanted to get done soon.

“Captain,” Dalliance said, hesitantly, and she drew her attention back to him as the others started to filter out, hunkering down with murmurs while Quickness hurriedly told them about the trolls. Dalliance had approached with a restless stance, joined by a young, smaller soldier, standing next to him, and Ohno appeared, looming hugely over them. The ogre clearly knew what he was after and wanted to watch. “Can I introduce you to Iggy? We fought together on my last active assignment, before Rock Stable – honestly couldn’t believe my luck that we ran into each other in camp here.”

This felt familiar. It was Rock Stable where she’d first encountered Corporal Dalliance, then a private, a young Vasseer lad wanting to follow her, with his friend in tow. That friend had been cut in half by a monster’s pincers, and here he was offering up someone new. She really didn’t need another vulnerable man to protect. Between Quickness, Grebe and Lugger it seemed nurturing hopefuls was becoming her job.

But when Wish took in Dalliance’s companion, she discovered the short soldier, barely up to her chest, had a soft, round face, large, eager eyes and a button nose poking out from under a helmet two sizes too big, padded by extra clothing. A mess of utility belts and pockets, laden with tools, almost hid her grease-stained skin. Her front teeth showed, a little too big for her mouth.

“You’re a woman?” Wish said, hearing the echo of a hundred men addressing her the same way. Gaussica had done so only a few hours earlier. She quickly corrected, “I mean. You want to be a Blood Scout?” She glanced aside and found Dalliance smiling proudly, Ohno watching with amusement.

“Sir, yes, sir!” Iggy said, snapping her boots together and offering a sharp salute. A strange, lilting accent. Then her stiff posture collapsed as she leant forward, hands coming up apologetically. “Is ‘sir’ right? Ma’am? Captain?”

“Boss is easiest,” Ohno advised. That was the term the Rawboys had adopted for Wish and it seemed to be sticking.

“Okay. Right. Yes, please, boss?” Iggy rattled out, with the energy of a nervous child. She looked like she might start hopping on the spot, and her higher-pitched accent was plainly foreign, drawing fresh attention from the others. Wish couldn’t deny an immediate softening for her – this was turning into a good day.

“We met on the front line, at Passerlee Manor,” Dalliance hurried to explain. “The 113rd Infantry were overextended and we almost didn’t get out of there – Iggs single-handedly gave us a chance to retreat. She’s incredible at fixing stuff and knows her way around all sorts of munitions and machines.”

His rapid vouching hesitated Wish, and she looked up to Ohno for input, aware that Dalliance had a reputation with the ladies from before he joined their platoon. Hence his nickname. Was this a play to get with this woman? But Iggy didn’t strike her as his type, short, stumpy and pale (where her skin was clean enough to see) in contrast to his dashing, dark-skinned charm.

“She saved my life,” Dalliance finished, to be clear. The short woman was beaming, showing off her big teeth.

“You’re an engineer, then?” Wish asked.

“Not exactly,” Iggy said. “I’m just good with anything mechanical. Fixing and breaking them. And bombs. Most things that go boom have mechanisms.” She clapped her hands for emphasis, making Wish flinch, and laughed too loudly. “Sorry. Force of habit.”

“Where are you from?”

“Emerging Isles, boss. Tarrland, specifically. But don’t hold that against me, ha.”

Wish was unfamiliar with Tarrland but realised that was why she couldn’t place the accent. Clear, bright, energetic. The Emerging Isles were distant and full of people said to be friendlier than most, removed as they were from the world’s problems. “Why are you here?”

“All in it together, ain’t we?” Iggy gestured expansively. “You don’t get much opportunity to fix war engines and play with bombs on a farm, so I came over with the Tarrish 5th Engineers in the summer – mostly building bridges or knocking them down. But we got disbanded and I’ve been bouncing around divisions since. I’d like to get stuck in again, boss.”

“You lived on a farm?” Wish asked – this was getting better.

“Oh sure, that’s all Tarrland is. Farms and mines. There’s only about twenty people living there so we’ve each got about two hundred acres.” She laughed again, which was helpful because Wish had almost believed it. She was already seeing a little ray of light for the platoon in this woman, but tried not to let it show. Had to avoid looking too keen herself.

“Alright. So. We do dangerous work here. You really want to join a scout unit when you could be dealing with bridges?”

“Ah, you guys are making moves, you’re somebodies, and it’s more dangerous being a nobody in this war.” Iggy smiled, and her buck teeth were too endearing to resist – Wish finally smiled back. Though she wondered which moves the woman was referring to, and how many people had died when Wish made them. As if guessing that, the young woman pointed to the dark hulking frame of Gaussica. “I can see it even here – you’re escorting someone right important, ain’t ya? Dalliance says he’s a ghost, that right?”

“You know about the ghosts?” Wish asked, a little hopefully, because any outside source was likely to be more reliable and less dramatic than Ptrangus.

“Never heard of them before tonight, no ma’ – boss. But they’ve been telling me about it – it true they break their minds so they can float and walk through walls and that?” Iggy sounded fully ready to believe it, and Wish sent a look across the camp, where a couple of the others were bowing their heads or looking away guiltily, having both passed on Ptrangus’s rumours and apparently embellished them. She then looked the other way, to see if Gaussica had taken offence, but his eyes were turned skyward, apparently focusing on something far away.

“From what I gather,” Wish said carefully, “no one’s quite sure exactly what impact the Lock Cavern’s had on these guys, except that it makes them very good at killing very dangerous things. You’d have to ask him about the specifics.” She stepped in Iggy’s way as the young woman’s mouth opened, quickly adding, “Don’t ask him. We’re just escorting him onwards – it’s not our business. Okay.” She continued as officially as she could manage. “Never mind that, we’re talking about you. If your commander allows it, I’m happy to have you. Dalliance, you can sort out the transfer – let me know if I need to sign anything or whatever. Now, I’ve got to rinse this crap off before it solidifies.” Wish turned to walk away, in what she hoped was a decisive manner, her boots squelching as she went. The other scouts converged to introduce themselves in her wake and Dalliance patted Iggy on the back.

“So you like music, or what?” Ptrangus was demanding, as Wish ducked into her tent to grab some fresh, or at least dry, clothes. Unseen, she let herself smile more broadly. Their mission was essentially complete, she had another girl on the roster and a potential meal of rat-goat and whisky to look forward to.

She paused in shedding her mud-caked clothes as something exploded far away. More blasts followed, with shouts mingled in, but she pricked her ears and judged the distance. Not their position. Not their problem.

This was a good night. They were ending this year on a high. Weren’t they?

​
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There is No Harmony

Like Harmonial


Lake Harmonial slogan, coined c.695



Though there was an argument unfolding before him, Pitt Sonland was too busy appreciating his luck to pay it much attention. Standing outside Sober Sound’s Great Wyrling Hotel, he was transfixed by the sight of the town’s main thoroughfare. At the best of times, it would’ve been a dream to visit such a characterful retreat, with its timber-framed stone houses and arched tile roofs, cobbled streets and warmly glowing lattice windows. Wooden market carts stood down the road, there was a fountain with a set of fantastical statues, and beyond the main buildings sat the untouched lake, smooth as a mirror. It spoke of a more majestic time, when things were simpler and everything was crafted with care. The sort of place he never could’ve visited on a pipeman’s salary. Not without a military mandate.

And after the last few months’ hard work in increasingly chilling circumstances, Sober Sound was especially welcome: somewhere you could almost believe the world wasn’t on fire. You would never know it sat so close to the fighting, and it was easy to see why the locals had refused to evacuate. A year and a half of global violence had skirted this town, thanks to its proactive mayor and a history of catering to important people. If they did their job well, it would remain at peace, and all Pitt needed to worry about was learning as much as he could from one of the world’s leading witlacers.

Dalton Terrifold, a tall, handsome man whose mere presence commanded authority, was a mentor Pitt could never have dreamed of even meeting in peacetime, but by virtue of him being stationed close to Sober Sound when the call came, now they were practically friends. Terrifold was counting on Pitt as a second-in-command, an understudy, a crucial part of an important plan, and he had a vested interest in helping him be the most effective mage he could be. All while insisting Pitt rest as much as possible as part of their training, to help foster his powers, leaving Terrifold to the gritty business, such as calming down locals – which he was currently doing, explaining to a half-dozen irate Mattick fishermen that they must vacate their warehouses.

Pitt, in turn, was scarcely able to contain his gratitude and had been smiling too much for anyone in these difficult times. He couldn’t help it. Two weeks ago he’d been worried about catching the arrex pox in the ruins outside Old Brazer, using his magic to weed out the terminally ill. The corruption was evident in the energy of almost everyone he encountered, and he doubted many of the thousands in the area had survived. They were dying in ways that made a gunshot on the battlefield seem pleasant, and he had been certain it would get him too. But here he was, in a spa town, with no sounds of distant bombs and gunfire, where people radiated healthy energy. This was, after all, where society’s rich and famous came to recoup. Before the war.

“Pitt, focus please,” Terrifold’s baritone voice cut through his reflections and he stood to attention with a fresh smile as the man approached him. Dalton was perhaps two decades his senior, his close-cropped black hair distinguished by greying highlights, but he had the robust frame and energy of a man half his age. It didn’t hurt that he knew how to dress well, in richly embroidered long jackets and high boots. He’d left the trunks not especially happy, from the looks on the wide faces sunk in their chests, but they were grumbling instead of shouting, defeated. The mage said, “They’ll be well rewarded, in time, but for now they’ve contented themselves with the promise that we’ll relocate their boats to the north-east of the town. They’ll need to shelter in the woods.”

“We’re going to put boats in the woods?” Pitt said, smile turning bemused.

“You are. Consider it part of your training.”

Pitt mugged surprise, half-serious – there wasn’t much his powers could do to help move large objects, nor with the logistics of safely storing anything in the wild. But no doubt Terrifold had an idea.

“Walk with me, I want to show you something.” The mage strode ahead, towards the lake, and Pitt skipped to keep up. “I’ve got the basics narrowed down. Once the practicalities are taken care of, we’ll be free to get back to your training.”

“Okay.” Pitt was in constant admiration of how organised and forthright Terrifold was, never faltering in decision-making or action. They’d only met three weeks ago and already he’d seen the man corral companies of infantry, armour and artillery, breaking down a large military camp fifty miles east. Now he was taking over and reorganising a whole town. In the two days since they had arrived, Terrifold had got a complete understanding of Sober Sound’s layout, structural weaknesses and population, and had the hotel partially secured with reinforced windows and sandbags. The tavern had become as efficient a mess hall as any in the army; the Cherin Bank had reorganised their vaults to function as a secure command bunker; the Tin Pot cafe was given over to the regular custom of non-commissioned officers; and the shoemakers and blacksmiths were doing a roaring trade in uniform and equipment repairs.
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