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        A Note on the English language

      

      

      

      Before you read, please note that my flavour of English is Australian. I apologise to everyone in advance. Please don’t be concerned if you realise something is wrong, or think I’ve committed an offence. Who knows, you may even get used to it while travelling through the pages.

      “Oh, no!” Someone may exclaim, but rest assured, the quotes remain double… at least when someone speaks aloud.

      “There are many secrets in these pages…” Someone may hand-signal or gesture (using double quotes), and then think without quotes: Just thinking, hopefully in privacy.

      Finally, alchemists mind-whisper with single-quotes, ‘Speaking directly into someone’s mind.’

      Also, shall frontiers and places seem unreachable, you may enquire the Map disclosed after Chapters 1 (Global) and 3 (Regional).

      That said, I'm honoured that you're interested in my work, and hope you'll enjoy it.

      

      
        
        Livia, a writer with Aussie grammar.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Content Warnings

      

      

      This is a dark and psychological book. The violence is thematic, not exploitative; the horror is existential, not voyeuristic.

      You will find scenes of physical and verbal violence against children, depictions of cPTSD and PTSD flashbacks (fire related), descriptions of blood, gore, severe burns, strokes, wound suturing. There are discussions implying autopsies and their findings, but these are neither graphic nor explicit.

      You WILL NOT FIND mentions of gender or racial discrimination, and neither of sexual abuse—not on the page, and neither implied. That boundary is deliberate.
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      The future was the vast unknown—an elusive mirage, an unreachable destination, a pathway that reshaped itself while being traced. It existed beyond the horizon of certainty, teasing the rim of knowledge to demand more, more, more. More wisdom to grasp its shifting form, more wonder to bridge the gap between possibility and reality, more will to step forward despite the unknown.

      To any alchemist, the future was a state of the universe itself.

      To The Rector, the only alchemist with the four transfigurations—Soul, Matter, Protean, Machina—the future was but a simple concept. A state to be crafted through the curation of events, purposefully guiding individuals to converge, collide, coalesce and thus enable the pursuit of knowledge.

      Amidst nowhere and nowhen, they raised an arm, and the scimitar hovering alongside it pierced the threshold of reality.

      It rippled, silent, spirals twisting like rings, the abyssal nothingness beneath whirling alongside the clouds to hurry a morning zephyr. The wisps hushed, translucent at the dawn of two silver suns, mere blurs amidst a mistwoven lilac firmament. As The Rector moved that living image, a mountain range dawned into view, its peaks slashing into the sky, its shadows sinking in the ravine that halved it so purposefully. A fortress guarded its western entrance, its enclosure suffocated with an excess of troops; an enemy army was settling on its eastern exit, in another nation, and under a different command.

      The Rector watched the scene, spinning the scimitar again to centre on the two silhouettes perched at the edge of that ravine: two alchemists, glamoured to invisibility, and dispatched on their command.

      Each one had been sent for a purpose—one ordered to find a solution they weren’t looking for, the other to discover what they needed to refine a new soul-skill. Yet their missions collided, exactly as The Rector had intended—for the chaos that pair would unleash would restore that world into the Meridian of Existence, ushering in a new era to enable the future so outlined by the leader of all alchemists.

      Yet the path leading to that future was one of conflict and struggle, of turmoil and unrest. It mattered not. The omens of war were now inevitable.
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      I warned them, again and again… but the Legions crave a spectacle more than peace. Legate Dante Praeto hurried across the ramparts, pressing his lips to avoid a grimace—one could not afford such an emotional outburst in front of as many legionnaires as those plaguing the area. All here to witness the War Game, their presence a threat to Firard’s stability. A detail they most certainly ignore. He hastened down the bricked path, his confident footfalls muted by the noise of the surrounding soldiers.

      Half of them were useful; archers taking position, messengers and Watchers with veilwings perched on their shoulders, Prefects ready to relay commands in case of emergency. The other half were pockets of high-ranking officials obstructing the way with the sole purpose of watching the War Game between Firard’s Northern and Eastern Legions. All baggage. Unnecessary, and impossible to please.

      That thought elicited a frown, yet Dante eased it as he crossed under the shadow of a tower, following the curvy rampart alongside the cliff’s shape. Egon Hold was strategically built from the range itself, guarding the Firardian entrance to Furia Gorge. And thus it’s the unwilling host of the War Games. Again. The scowl returned when the bright morning twin suns bathed him anew. The Marshals and their power plays will doom us all.

      A few more steps delivered him onto the rampart’s last stretch, extending about two hundred paces along the Gorge’s southernmost cliff wall—and his shoulders eased as the familiar silhouette of Imperial Elixane Ritz shaped in the distance. The tall, thin woman was leaning over the crenellations, a spyglass held tightly in her hand and away from her face. She was dressed in the strategist’s field outfit, with a white linen camisia tucked in emerald trousers, a closed boots. A cool breeze whistled between the merlons, loosening a few strands of black hair from her braid—and when she looked over her shoulder, her slate grey eyes met Dante’s.

      “As usual,” she whispered, careful.

      Dante glanced down the mountain, confirming what he’d assumed would happen. Centurion Sittia’s Legion was assembling on the plains before the Gorge, while Decanus Ler’s Legion had moved first as part of the Game’s rules. Of course, Sittia will bait him out; that’s what she does, no matter the cost. Even in a simulation, she measures victory in terms of human sacrifices. The Legate observed the opposite side of the Gorge—devoid of vegetation and streaked in the reddish hues of iron-rich ground. Ler won’t attack from above; there are no ridges to use, and no path to climb to the top. Dante's gaze trailed down the opposite cliff wall. His troops will likely spring from the caverns. He’ll⁠—

      “Centurion Petra is on the Hold, supervising Ler. He’s her Decanus,” Elixane interrupted, casual and flat. “She arrived earlier in the morning, and so did Centurion Juçe.” The Imperial gestured covertly with the spyglass—not to the plains or mountains, but to a lower-level rampart. “He’s there, tailed by the Prefect I assigned.”

      Dante nodded to his Imperial, one part grateful for her prompt response—exactly as he’d commanded—one part wary of the Centurion. He didn’t care about Petra, her presence was just another contingency to mitigate; her ruthless campaigns deep into the Five Vaults may have been more savage than needed, but she was known to be more politically savvy than the average Centurion. Instead, Juçe was a liability. As if dealing with Sittia weren’t enough, my father had to arrive as well.

      Yet despite his reluctance, Dante glanced down, instinct guiding him until he found the broad-shouldered figure on a lower rampart.

      Juçe stood at parade rest amidst a pocket of other officials, his knee-length boots planted firmly on the stone. His one-shoulder emerald cloak shifted in the wind over a steely cuirass, its elaborate plated pauldrons a testament to his rank. He could have been a statue, unbothered by the heat, the wind, or the Prefect standing one step behind him.

      Yet almost on cue, Centurion Juçe glanced over his shoulder and up the ramparts’ levels, his gaze finding Dante’s like an arrow shot to kill. Even his silence carries judgement. The Legate held that gaze, raising his chin because being a level above and having power over the Centurion’s Legion was not enough. Nothing is enough. No matter how far I’ve climbed, how quickly I did it, nor the victories I claimed for the Emerald Legions. To him, I’m an embarrassment to the family.

      The Centurion snarled after a tense moment, almost as if he’d read Dante’s thoughts. It was a minimal gesture—just a curl on his upper lip and a tightening on his sun-kissed, aged forehead—but enough to defy the Legate. He met that gaze, then rolled his hand, dismissing Juçe. His defiance is undue pride; nothing else. Dante watched his father scowl before returning his attention to the other officials. If it offends me, it’s by my judgement.

      Dante’s hands clenched atop the crenelations but he forced them to relax, instead glancing at the legionnaires—the useful half—preparing across the ramparts. They were under his own command, to protect Firard’s territory in case their neighbouring nation, Sestel, chose to attack. If that happens, the War Games escalated the tensions between our nations. As I anticipated. He pressed his lips to swallow a sigh. Promoting Ler and feeding Sittia’s ego is not worth the risk of warring Sestel.

      “I imagine the Sestelii are already guarding their side of the ravine.” Dante’s statement was a question for Elixane even though his gaze had now wandered westwards and towards the Legion on the plains—mere shapes barely recognisable. “Do we know who leads them? Lord Aurri?”

      The Imperial dipped her eyes, stepping back from the crenellations. “I was informed of four armies, equivalent to our Legions in size; their vanguard is roughly two-or-three hours into the ravine, thus remaining on their side of the frontier.” She paused, lowering her voice. “I also have word Lady Seve herself is leading them,” she confirmed, enunciating one missing word—the information’s source—with a delicate flick of her slender fingers: “Spy.”

      Thus, the Lady wanted me to know her exact formation. Otherwise, the leaked information wouldn’t be so precise. The Legate reasoned, focusing on that looming threat he couldn't ignore. Undesired, but not unexpected. He gritted his teeth, his prior frustrations returning tenfold. The Legions could’ve fought someplace else. The geography is not worth the risk it poses to our feeble peace with Sestel.

      Since their inception, Firard’s Emerald Legions and Sestel’s Forces—the Seve armies and the Zuria navies—had taunted each other with subtle moves and mindful politics, with strategic alliances and military connections. And it drove us into a fragile equilibrium.

      Dante glanced down at the Gorge, pondering whether he should descend to ground level. Were anything to happen, his presence there should be enough to fulfil his role—taking over the Legions in the area, stopping the War Game, and preventing any action from escalating into a geopolitical debacle. The War Games shouldn’t happen here; if the Sestelii misread the simulation, the ensuing war… Collecting himself, he discarded his echoing worry—Focus on what comes next—and all possibilities of visiting the ground level. Given his role, staying near the Legions could be seen as a threat—and neither nation could afford such a misunderstanding.

      “Do you think Lady Seve may attack us?” Elixane asked, eyes narrowed in pointless defence against the twin suns—two silvery discs now rising above the mountains. “Should we read her presence as a threat?”

      Not quite. Dante observed, shaking his head; a minute gesture, but enough to release a few strands of black hair from his half tail. They tickled him on the cheeks, spurn by the breeze.

      “A warning, not a threat,” the Legate corrected, facing Elixane. “In case our War Games are just a façade. It’d be naïve of Sestel to leave Furia Gorge unprotected.” Another reason the Marshals deemed too trivial when I presented it. He exhaled, refocusing. “What would you do if you were in charge of the Sestelii ground forces?”

      “I wouldn’t assume the War Games to be such.” Elixane stated, crossing her arms.

      Confident, but not enough to be arrogant. A good balance.

      “I’d spread my forces high above in the mountains and at ground level, both at the entrance and slightly into the cliff walls. The formation should be defensive in appearance but easily adjustable.” She glanced at the Gorge’s Firardian entrance, gaze darting to the places where she’d assemble her hypothetical armies. “Pretending to watch us without actually revealing my plans… but I wouldn’t attack. We all know our armies and navies are matched in power.”

      Dante nodded at his Imperial. “Yet even then, you can’t deny how this looks…” He paused, jutting his chin towards the pockets of high-ranking officials cluttering the ramparts and the excess legionnaires clogging the plains—Sittia’s presence in any Game would always attract obscene amounts of observers. “It wouldn’t be unreasonable to assume that Lady Seve has stationed a reserve a few hours away from the Gorge, perhaps towards the Claw. Close enough to recall them if needed, but not so much as to be perceived as a threat.” Just a careful balance of perception to tweak reality without denying it. An excellent play.

      The Imperial frowned, worry waning her features. “My… contact confirmed no such placement,” she confessed, the concern lingering on her features; her pruned brows flattened into a line as she understood the command disguised as a lesson. “I’ll send a veilwing and report back.”

      She vanished before Dante could respond, leaving the Legate to bask under the morning heat and mull over his frustrations—and he did, narrowing his eyes towards the ravine while pretending to ignore the excess legionnaires behind him.

      It wasn’t passivity that had led him to accept the Marshal’s arguments and host the War Games—it was politics. It is always politics. This time it was Marshal-Strategos Gora Rachen vying for more power within the Emerald Council, and the next time it’ll be another Marshal. He stalled, pocketing his hands into his deep emerald trousers. The breeze now slipping through his camisia chilled his skin. At ease. The Marshals have their reasons, and I have mine.

      Dante remembered it then, that old and shabby book he’d found in the library of Arborum City when he was barely six years old. He recalled the theory written in its pages, and the challenge to find another pathway towards the elusive Meridian of Existence—the ideal midpoint where societies balance struggle with stability and reach their zenith. Philosophy, if I’m generous; delusion, if I’m not. His fists tensed inside his pockets. Yet it shaped my career as a strategist of the Eastern Legion. He remembered, just like he did on the eve of any conflict, because finding that Meridian was his goal. The problem for which the solution continued to elude him, the challenge he couldn’t solve. Not yet, at least.

      Footsteps approached rapidly from behind, too purposeful and directed to be ignored, too familiar to be wary of them. Moments later, Elixane’s silhouette shadowed him.

      “The message is sent. The Games are about to begin,” she whispered as the crowd in the lower ramparts quieted. “Anything else?”

      “Keep the Watchers and messengers at hand, and the Prefects near the Centurions that shouldn’t be here. If anything happens, we must ensure they do not engage,” the Legate murmured, pausing for the cornua resonating down below, then glared at his Imperial. “We are only the safeguard. Let us hope we aren’t needed, but be prepared in case we are.”

      The call echoed through Egon Hold, muting her response while duty eased the concern on her face. Dante knew that reaction—the one triggered by the noises prefacing war, even a simulated one. It was an enforced tranquillity, a calmness of the mind that enhanced all senses and trapped all worries somewhere unreachable. No time to dwell. The cornua strengthened. The outcome won’t be mine, but the bearing will. Birds scattered into the sky, rumours circulated like murmurs through the ramparts, caligae shuffling over the bricked floors in restless anticipation of the simulation to come.

      Dante glanced at the Peaks of Nadir and the clean sky above them, then into the plains. Sittia’s Legion was splitting, the cavalry hurrying north—Likely to patrol the caverns’ entrances—while a third of the legionnaires marched into the Gorge.

      The War Games had begun.
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      Simulated wars. Ah, the things nations do for political order. Lady Calya Seve toyed with the reins on her gloved left hand, patting the horse’s neck to calm it—the War Games had upset her mare as much as they had rattled the armies posted on the entrance. Four cohorts stationed in make-pretend observation, three stratoi a few hours away, a dozen Nobles rattled, an Exarch upset. She recounted, tucking a strand of her caramel hair behind an ear; a few paler gold locks tickled her cheeks as her gaze assessed the armies ahead—those she’d carefully arranged as a warning to whoever was guarding Egon Hold on Firard’s side. It was a decent formation, defensive in appearance but easy to command into a choke force if needed. I wonder for how many months I’ll be dealing with the fallout of this nonsense. The Firardians should know better than Game on⁠—

      A few voices yelled amidst the Sestelii armies ahead; strident, but with a confidence that indicated her Generals were shepherding restless troops rather than reacting to an enemy. At least they know their trade… something they may forget later on. Calya patted her mare again—a sleek chestnut with a white blaze—while glancing north towards the outline of Ferro Keep; a dark, multi-level fortress built into the northern, iron-rich Peaks of Nadir as a statement of the Sestelii power in the region. But power built in stone is no power at all; it doesn’t command but endures… and endurance alone has never won a war.

      A flock of birds streamed from the Peaks, their dark shapes barely spotting the shine of the twin suns—two silvery discs moving towards the cliffs and casting sharp, geometrical shadows into the land where she waited. The armies quieted in its wake, their small shapes taut with anticipation. Four months; that’s how much. The last Firardian War Game sunk me into a full-month political upheaval, and it happened further north. But now? In the Gorge? Lady Calya eased her mare leftwards and into the shadows to earn a temporary respite. Four months. At the least. Her field clothes—a protective leather tunic with riding trousers and closed boots—were unforgiving on the eve of summer. Yet they’re still more bearable than what’s to come. My mother will, for sure, leverage this encounter on her move against Exarch Luxa. She exhaled, raising her chin as if to look ahead. This charade of monitoring the Firardians is… tiring. I’d rather return to thwarting Teoda’s plans.

      Battle noises grew far ahead, distorted by the sinuous length of Furia Gorge. The Firardians are marching. Half a cohort, perhaps? Calya tilted her head, imagining the neighbours’ formation. They couldn’t fit more than two hundred⁠—

      People shouted behind her, outlining a horse’s gallop. She glanced over her shoulder—grateful she’d lifted her long hair into a bun—and nodded at the rider heading towards her.

      Lord Asier Aurri cut an impressive figure, tall and bulkier atop his blue-roan gelding, often passing for a bodyguard when he was a politically savvy ally. A cousin, an asset, a risk. He slowed upon noticing her stare, sliding a leather-gloved hand through his rowdy shoulder-length auburn hair.

      “What did you find?” Calya demanded as soon as he stopped, running her eyes through Asier’s features. Too expressionless. She glanced past him, scanning the scattered officers. Do we have more eyes here than I’m aware of? Interesting. “It must be valuable enough to justify your delay. The Games have already begun.” Then, with a flick of a finger, she hand-signalled, “New spies?”

      Asier assented before jutting his strong, squared chin towards the northern side. “One of the Firardian contestants is Decanus Ler Halde from the Northern Legion. I understand this is another test on Ler’s path towards a Centurion rank.” He moved his gelding closer before whispering, “The ground forces seem to belong to Centurion Sittia Praeto from the Eastern Legion.”

      “Why am I not surprised a Praeto is here?” Calya retorted, aware of the tiny, ironic smile creeping on Asier’s lips—similar to her own. The Praeto family was a known nuisance plaguing the Eastern Legions. Family issues and politics should never be combined. Alas, they seem inseparable. “Did you confirm whether Legate Praeto remains in charge of Egon Hold?” I rather this doesn’t become an issue. My mother’s meddling is enough.

      Asier remained unfazed, but his horse neighed as if to convey the Lord’s annoyance. “Centurion Juçe Praeto is there, but I understand he’s only watching.” He lingered as if mulling the next words into existence. They dragged coarsely when he spoke. “The Legate is in charge of Egon Hold, but not of the Games.”

      Of course he would. Calya smirked—tiny, barely pressing the centre of her plush lips and tightening the outer corners of her eyes. A worthy challenge, then. I wonder if he guessed my formation’s goal. She’d always been curious about facing him directly; Legate Praeto was a trailblazer within the ranks of Firardian Strategists.

      Yet her eagerness was smothered by a more relevant concern. “What about the younger Praetos?”

      “The Decanii? Not here… to my knowledge,” Asier confirmed, the tension in his jaw easing. He looks relieved. As I am. He waited stoically as the War Games’ noises subsided before adding, “I was given a few more names and clues. The number of Centurions and Decanii observing the Games is… unusually high.”

      “What do you make of it?” Calya wondered, gaze etched on the armies ahead—the Sestellii archers were switching their positions on the Peaks. Tracking the incoming cohorts? Her gaze fell to the nearest messenger; when he noticed, she glanced at the archers and hand-signalled, “Status?” with her right hand.

      “Sittia’s reputation is something,” Asier offered, conveniently patting his horse as if to earn time. “But it’s an oversight too large to be just that. Do you think this is an alibi? For an invasion?”

      A sensible observation but ultimately incorrect.

      On cue, the messenger she’d sent to check the archers looked back and smiled with relief, gesturing, “Regaining visibility.”

      Calya nodded before dismissing the youth and returning to the conversation with her cousin. “The Sestelii Houses seem to think so…” she grieved, switching the reins and rearranging herself into the seat. But then again, they’re not the brightest either. Except Lord Zuria. “We cannot discard it. The tensions between our nations have risen considerably.” Another reason to continue my private conversations with Sessentas’ Minister, dear enemy. If his nation breaks its alliance with Firard…

      The Lordling stifled, his bushy auburn brows knitting into a line. “They may need Ler’s promotion.” Pressing his lips, Asier dallied again, chewing saliva as if translating thoughts into answers required careful consideration. “I understand the Northern Legion has… a demand for more Centurions.”

      “A quest for internal power balance?” The Lady wondered, glancing briefly at her cousin. “Do you have word of the Northern Legion’s Marshal? Is she still embroiled in a political manoeuvre against Marshal-Strategos Gora Rachen?”

      “To my knowledge…” Asier agreed, barely audible under the noise echoing from within the ravine. It had increased in volume with each passing moment.

      Delightful. As if dealing with the Sestelii Nobles’ inner bickering weren’t enough. Her fingers, still resting on the leather reins, tightened slightly. Balance… That word was a perennial mark on everything she did; a fundamental goal.

      Calya remembered it then: that lanky, ageless librarian she’d met in Umbra City when she was barely eight years old. She recalled the theory that woman had shared, the challenge to find a pathway towards the elusive Meridian of Existence—a balancing act between war and peace, suffering and fulfilment—to reach a societal thriving zone that was closer to a utopia than reality. Yet it has shaped my career leading the Seve House. Her features tightened as she looked at the entrance to Furia Gorge, her mind lost in that past encounter.

      That librarian had asked one question—how to reach the Meridian—and little-Calya had given an answer too theoretical to be applicable. I was naïve. She remembered, just like she did when the stakes were high, when the threat of her work dismantling due to others’ ineptitude loomed over. Balancing the power of the nations. What a foolish, child-like answer!

      “My Lady?” Asier. Concerned.

      Enough to dispel her memories and return to the present.

      Calya tightened her hold on the reins, waving Asier into silence while half-listening to the clamour of the simulated battle inside Furia Gorge. She was right, that librarian. It wasn’t the only way… and neither the only reason. The Lady’s gaze sifted through the fields before her, seeking the same messenger from before.

      He noticed her immediately. “Ler will ambush Sittia,” he hand-signalled, admiration glowing in his youthful face. “Through the caverns.”

      Asier blinked, absentminded and clearly lost in thought. After a moment, as if the implications of the Firardian strategy had sunk in, his broad shoulders tensed. Understandable but unnecessary. Calya had taken precautions to place patrols on the caverns leading towards Ferro Keep and the Sestelii valley, but they weren’t many, and most were unworkable for anything larger than rats.

      “If word of that strategy gets out…” Asier muttered, barely enunciating the words.

      Lady Calya hummed in sour agreement. But why are they doing this? She wondered, refusing to acknowledge how many more months of political distress she’d need to overcome just because of that strategy; executing such a manoeuvre so close to Sestel was dangerous. Is it a warning? A demonstration of what they can do? A new tactic to be applied against Orenos? She stored the last thought for future consideration. Orenos, their mutual northern neighbour, had remained quiet since their botched attempt at an invasion over three years ago… but not considering them could very well mean an oversight on her part. Something she couldn’t truly afford. Five months, then.

      Yet the political upheaval—sure to come but still distant—enticed her enough that she smirked, eager for another opportunity to leverage in her favour.

      Until she noticed something.

      Careful, Calya glanced askance at Asier, but her cousin was as impassive as before, frowning at the Gorge’s entrance while clearly immersed in his thoughts. I must have imagined it. The thrums of war rumbled from within the ravine, small compared to the chaos they could unleash.

      Yet whatever she’d imagined was now undeniable.

      A pressure in the air. A distant, quiet rumble.
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      The wind howled high-above the mountains, whistling while slithering through the crags then coiling in gusts as if to dislodge the petty archers perched on the ravine’s crevices. Glamoured to invisibility, Berserk spread their wings to enjoy the zephyr—colder than Omega’s—and studied the humans around Furia Gorge.

      As usual, there was nothing unique about them.

      No ingenuity, no deviating thoughts, no nuances to discover. They believed themselves masters of their era, always living in the age of progress and illumination when, in actuality, they had always produced similar alive elements—variants of the same thoughts, the same attitudes, the same identities. Across ages, across worlds, across myriads of millennia.

      Humans built and destroyed, struggled or stagnated… yet died nonetheless.

      So transient. So fleeting.

      So utterly unsurprising.

      Berserk narrowed their ruby eyes, their infinite gaze finding the figure they’d been observing from afar. Legate Dante Praeto. Leaning on the crenellations of Egon Hold. There was no need to soul-link him, he was just another ordinary man, occupied with ordinary concerns that the alchemist easily inferred—the egos he’d need to appease, the expectations he’d need to meet, the tensions between nations he’d need to control. Nations that were but fleeting events amidst the universal history he was unaware of.

      There was nothing surprising about Legate Dante Praeto, nothing that Berserk hadn’t witnessed before in others. Nothing, except that The Rector had gone as far as to indicate this human—this time-framed, insubstantial, ephemeral human—could provide a solution Berserk was not looking for.

      The Rector. The four-transfigured alchemist who seldom interested themselves in the ordinary. The one who existed beyond dimensions and comprehended the universe like no other could. The leader who, since time immemorial, had crafted a convoluted labyrinth of untraceable decisions for unfathomable purposes.

      This mission was a confounding statement meant to hide The Rector’s true intentions while suggesting enough to tease Berserk—and it would unfold as intended, with consequences yet unforeseen. More than a mission, this was an omen of disruption, of discovery, of change as they had craved for almost two-hundred millennia.

      Berserk could not wait. To unleash the inevitable chaos, to bring forth the destruction of these transient human settlements, to enable a scheme grand enough it demanded that them—Berserk, the discoverer of the Meridian of Existence, the founder of Omega, the alchemist who single-handedly had solved a myriads-old alchemical mystery—set in motion a scheme whose results would likely remain hidden for ages.

      Insanity, except it had been proposed by The Rector.

      The Rector. The leader of The Orders. The one who saw across time and dimensions, the one who manipulated existence.

      Eager, Berserk glanced back, confirming their schemes with Amok. The younger Soul Transmuter hovered forth, their cloak of ink leaking glyphs from its frayed edges as they crossed into the ridge before the ravine—and their triangular, cerulean eyes of infinite refractions narrowed in approval.

      That was all the agreement Berserk needed.

      They sought the pressure building within the mountain range—deep within, rippling and shaping, coursing through the plates that built the world. It was a mild rumble, a complaint posited by the non-alive elements that composed it—metals, fossils, remains left to rot—and one Berserk incensed with masterful control. They pressured segments of the cliffs, tearing them apart by knowledge and will until the land roared, dust raising like crimson clouds from the ravine’s flanks.

      The humans below yelled futilely while Berserk ignored them, instead heating the stone with careful precision. It weakened the ravine until it rained pebbles on the armies, each rolling larger and larger as the cliffs bellowed and moaned, so deafening and all-encompassing their clamour swallowed the alchemists.

      ‘Careful,’ Amok warned, mind-whispering directly to Berserk—perhaps to avoid the chaos below, or to warn the older alchemist in an ineffectual way. ‘It must look Natural.’

      Berserk did not answer, instead commanding the air to split and reshape, extracting its useful non-alive compounds, coercing reactions, willing missing components to exist, to vaporise, to transmute and leak into the ravine. The humans breathed them in mouthfuls, so foolish they were, so powerless, so defenceless.

      ‘Enough!’ Amok called, their cerulean eyes aiming for Berserk. ‘More will destroy them. Look!’

      Thoroughly aware of what they’d aimed for, Berserk leant into the ravine with one foot planted in solid rock. Within an iota of time, they intertwined the humans down below—hundreds of them, Firardian and Sestelii yet all equal regardless of the colours they wore—and revelled on the alive elements they produced.

      Confusion, restless and growing. Fear, incipient and all-encompassing. Terror, for everyone around, allies or enemies, the former quickly disappearing. Resentment, revulsion, hatred, horror—mingling, brewing, exploding nonsensical and maddening as their minds crumbled in pieces. Chaos unfolded. It screamed, mutilated as the humans that yelled for it, chasing enemies that did not exist, mauling monsters that could not be and would soon fade.

      To Berserk, those emotions—those alive elements—surged like strands of smoke chasing the sun, soaring into the sky and scattering like lies. Distorted like the human minds that had produced them, now clogged by their alchemical mix.

      ‘The gas will eventually dissolve,’ the Dragon One chuckled, mind-whispering to Amok. ‘But the chaos? For it, this is just an omen.’
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      Hours after the games had started, the ravine rumbled and fractured, spilling dust and threatening the War Games. Ler’s tactic? The Northern Legion has destroyed caverns before, when facing the Orenians. Legate Dante Praeto frowned, narrowing his eyes to shield them from the dust. A dozen fissures sneaked through the cliff-walls, close to the entrance and as far ahead as he could see. When the land quaked slightly, the Gorge groaned again. No. He should’ve disclosed it to me before the Games. Unless…

      “Stand by,” Dante commanded between gritted teeth, barely glancing at Imperial Elixane—already relaying his request to the Hold’s Prefects.

      Could this be an accident? After all, the War Games leveraged natural conditions to train the Legions; quakes and floods had already interfered in prior simulations. He could not intervene without a solid reason. Not unless we’re attacked, at risk of losing too many, or about to cause a war. Acting too soon could undermine his position, while reacting too late could damage Firard.

      Dante lifted a hand, demanding the spyglass. Elixane pressed it into his open palm, and he expanded the barrels to search for the distant silhouettes; the ravine’s sinuous walls hindered his sight, but he searched nonetheless. Could this be a Sestelii attack? Lady Seve has sacrificed troops before… His tongue clicked, rejecting that last thought. No; she’s not that reckless. He noticed some shapes before a turn in the cliffs’ walls, barely distinguishable under the dust raining from the mountains. They seemed to disregard the quake, continuing the War Games. The Orenians, then? Trying to ignite a war between Sestel and Firard?

      The ground bellowed again, its cry distorted by the ravine into a deep, resonant wail. Could it be a coup? Or something to weaken Strategos Gora’s standing? Dante’s frown secured the spyglass to his face while he observed the fissures sneaking upwards like capricious veins tracing the cliff’s iron markings. No; it seems… unworkable. Far ahead, a slab of stone sheared free from high above, plunging to the ground and blocking his mangled view of the rearguard. Its destruction echoed loudly, drowning the remote clash of metal. Whatever it is, Sittia will risk her Legion for a simulation. She should ret⁠—

      Fog. Dense.

      Spilling from between the cliffsides’ fractures, deepening the dust and debris from the shattering Gorge. It cascaded to the ground, blurring the shapes already diffused by the distance, then pooled to fill the ravine, expanding like an opalescent, silver-edged river so thick it swallowed everything on its wake.

      That’s not natural. It can’t be. That smothered clash of steel rebounded, warped into disfigured echoes. Voices surged, commands slashed into meaningless twists that barely resembled human speech. Dante frowned at the fog, watching it curl along the jagged stone like a mindful predator, pooling in the cracks and crevices with a sluggish weight.

      “That’s enough,” Dante gritted, lowering the spyglass to lean over the crenellations. The fog was now reaching the Gorge’s entrance, crawling higher and clinging to the ramparts’ walls. “Break off and fall back!” He shouted to the Prefects on the lower, more receded levels. “Recall the Legions! Halt the War Game! Everybody away from that fog!”

      The Prefects snapped to attention, commanding the nearby Centurions while two cornua blared timidly to deliver the command.

      Amidst those calls, Dante heard Juçe’s refusal—demanding explanations, barking his arguments, demeaning as usual—but ignored him. Rash and thoughtless. As always. The Strategists’ colder voices grew louder, stomping on that refusal, on the generalised shock, on the chaos Dante needed to control. Juçe’s voice faded beneath them. I’ll deal with him soon. Archers trotted through the bricked ramparts, the movement partly impeded by the unyielding quake.

      For a moment, Dante and Elixane scowled down at the ravine; she frowned while he narrowed his eyes at the fog to coerce it to spread and fade away. It was futile; it had flooded Furia Gorge and remained, strangely, caged within its boundaries.

      “I’ve never seen something like this,” Elixane. Shocked, although it did not reflect in her impassive countenance. “That’s not… normal fog.”

      The breeze picked up, whistling yet barely upsetting it.

      Dante sniffed—once, worried; twice, concerned—and grimaced at the faint, sweet scent emanating from the ravine. He stepped back on reflex, arm bent to cover his mouth with his loose sleeve, gaze etching on the foggy tendrils now sluggishly creeping onto the crenellations.

      He raised an arm, palm facing inward for a moment before pulling it back to his chest to signal a retreat. On cue, the nearby archers withdrew immediately, bows trained on the ever-approaching fog as though an enemy may spring from it. Spooked; on edge. I must be cautious. He dallied for another moment, studying those silvery tendrils before finally moving back.

      “Agree,” Dante confirmed to Elixane, gaze etched in the fog. But what is it? Where does it come from? “Despatch veilwings, at least three. We must know what the Sestelii are doing.”

      “Understood,” Elixane whispered, nose and mouth hidden in the crook of her elbow. “Do you think this is… their doing? Or Orenos’?”

      A question without an answer, Dante pressed his lips, holding his breath while Elixane gestured at the nearby Watchers, dispatching orders with rapid hand-signals. A handful of them squared in acknowledgement, readying the blue, raven-like veilwings on their shoulders before releasing them into the sky; those birds were trained to fly over battlefields and report the troops’ positions using their flight pattern. Dante traced their ascension with his gaze, half-blinded by the twin silver suns. It’s too easy to blame the Sestelii, but… even if they somehow released the fog, we can’t engage them under these conditions.

      The cliffs bellowed again, but a perverse hue coloured its twisted echo—as if thousands of wails rimmed its edges, pained voices coiling in a cacophony of misery and shearing stone. What’s—? Another slab shattered, a rain of pebbles drumming relentlessly before deteriorating into faint, sibilant hisses.

      Mutters and curses rumbled between the gritted teeth of the archers withdrawing alongside the Strategists.

      “We must be prepared to face any assailant, but we can’t assume it’s the Sestelii.” Dante finally stated, glancing at his Imperial while picking up the pace. “A baseless accusation will reignite old tensions, and we cannot afford⁠—”

      Silence; sudden. It devoured the ravine, so absurd and deafening it muted Egon Hold, imprisoning it in absolute stillness.

      Dante halted his retreat, lips pressed into a line—but his jaw fell when the howling began.

      Pruned like the remnants of panic and terror, buckling between histrionic laughter and fearful crying, hammered by the distorted clatter of metal, by the shrieking of a dreadful frenzy, by the erratic rush of a stampede. The fog swallowed it all, murdering the frantic chaos into irrational silence and spilling it again, louder, louder, louder.

      The Hold lingered, suspended in shocked silence.

      Coldness washed over Dante’s shoulders, his heartbeat rushing into madness, desperate and powerless until rationality cleared his mind. I command the Legions, but not their fear, he reminded himself, fists clenched at his sides, arms taut with resolve. Strategos Gora may have enabled this, but it’s my problem to solve.

      “Control Egon Hold, Elixane. Blast two dozen cornua to call for a retreat. Those inside won’t hear us otherwise.” I need Lady Seve to hear my call as well. He hushed the Imperial’s retort with a curt glance. “I will ensure the entrance is guarded.” It’s a wager, but one I must take; my options are limited.

      He didn’t wait for her response, instead turning to sprint through the ramparts, undoing his prior path to veer into the closest stairway. Control Juçe, extract our Legions, prevent an escalation. He leapt through the stone guardrail and landed on the steps, descending on a run although these were polished after centuries of use. Mitigate the damage, find the cause. Learn; solve another challenge. The first section ended on the middle ramparts, where Juçe had been until moments before. Two Prefects halted upon encountering Egon’s seniormost Strategist.

      “Something is attacking them!” One said, beckoning at Furia Gorge. All colour had left his face.

      “We couldn’t hold the Centurions,” the other clarified, jutting her chin to the lower ramparts. “Juçe went down. He wanted to march in!”

      The Legate fisted one hand, hissing, “Watch the entrance and shoot anyone who moves in!” He walked backwards not to waste any more time. “Avoid breathing that fog!”

      Dante rushed through the sloped ramparts, the Prefects’ ensuing commands fading behind. A few legionnaires parted, clearing the path for him to leap onto the next stairway—narrower and without guardrails, built to hinder any assailants climbing up. Dante leaped down the steps, precise and controlled. Mitigate Juçe first; his disobedience is a risk.

      The lower ramparts had cleared of the high-ranking officials, and only archers remained; their bows were trained on the Gorge’s entrance, their faces contorted in alarm. Dante started towards the final stairway but stalled, scowling at the fog—thinning and receding with sluggish reluctance. When he inhaled, he barely detected its sweet scent.

      Relief teased him for a few heartbeats before he noticed the silent cornua. Why aren’t they blasting a call as I’ve⁠—?

      Silence. Anew.

      Abnormal in its overwhelming quiescence, aberrant by its sheer impossibility. It omitted existence, ceasing the rustling of life and lurking in the depths of the fog-flooded ravine to augur only one outcome.

      Mayhem.

      Recklessly chaotic, laughing and wailing and crying and screaming. With frantic elation, with abject terror, with devastating fright, with primal agony. It shifted between tones like a tide swayed by a storm, taken aback and reinstated in a sweep of emotions not even legends could capture.

      It lingered. Distorting time with a horror that smothered the Emerald Legions into absolute stillness.

      Dante squandered his shock, marching towards the next stairway, jaw clenched, brows knitting tighter with every fragmented howl, with every fissured bellow reaching the Hold. Too panicked, too primal. It was unbecoming of legionnaires trained since childhood to breathe and live war. It sounds… impossible. That fog must be distorting all sounds. That cacophony continued, disorganised and confused, chaotic as nothing he’d heard before. And it’s terrifying my Legions into inaction.

      “Call a retreat!” Dante shouted to the Triarii commanding the archers, subduing his disapproval—of the inaction, of the pointless fidgeting. “Blast every cornua you have!” Instead of sharpening themselves through this, they just⁠—

      The young woman looked at him with concern, squaring in agreement but flinching when a wail—A howl? Human?—reached them with uncanny clarity. It matters not. I must act. Now. Speeding, Dante leapt onto the last stairway, taking the steps at a sprint, breath ragged, heart pounding as he reached the ground level.

      Centurion Juçe was not far away from the landing, holding the reins of a black-bay stallion while hissing orders to a handful of Decanii. Against my orders. The Centurion pointed a callused forefinger towards a woman’s chin, lips curling into an all too familiar snarl. He hissed, unintelligible, before squaring and moving the horse as if about to mount. Reckless as always, father. But not on my watch.

      “Centurion Juçe!” The Legate called, approaching the official with a measured gait—neither fast nor slow, but enough to set the pace of the conversation. “I trust you have heard the orders.”

      The surrounding Decanii retreated a few steps, squaring at attention—formal although they hesitated. Juçe spared them a glance before watching the approaching Legate like a predator measuring his prey. Anger? Hatred? Both, most likely. It’s always been both. He slid a hand through his grey-streaked black hair and snarled minutely, thin lips stretching with contempt. Under the light of the twin silver suns, his pale grey eyes shone like polished blades.

      “That feeble call for a retreat? Clearly a mistake,” the Centurion observed, voice hoarse from age and decades of barking orders on the battlefield. He flung the reins towards the nearest Decanus. “Only cowards would retreat after the Sestelii attacked us so shamelessly.”

      Dante’s features steeled. “Do you have any evidence to support your claims, Centurion?”

      “You think they wouldn’t strike the moment we showed weakness?” Juçe snorted, smoothing his well-groomed beard with a gauntleted hand. “I see you remain an unobservant child.”

      The stallion neighed as a Decanus tried to ease it while the others stared at the exchange with utmost attention. Beyond them, that undefinable turmoil raged in the Gorge, a single cornua blasting a timid retreat.

      Between father and son, a different war raged. One that began when I enrolled in the Strategists’ trials against his wishes. Juçe held his ground in defiance, straightening until the leather straps of his cuirass rustled when his hands fisted.

      Legate Dante Praeto took on the Centurion’s stance, barely sparing a glance at the stubborn Decanii. “So you have no evidence, Centurion. Is this a repeat of Orenos’ botched invasion?” Your pride is your greatest weakness.

      Juçe’s cheek twitched at the mention of his single tactical failure in over five decades of service. “My experience is evidence enough. That fog—that poison—can only be a Sestelii weapon.”

      “And you want to lead your Legion into it.” Dante held his father’s gaze. Albeit I wouldn’t mind your death, I can’t afford its political cost. From the corner of his eye, he noticed the Decannii shuffling restlessly. “Your recklessness could deal a fatal blow to our Legions, while caution can lead us to victory.”

      Juçe chuckled, relaxing with the demeanour of those who’ve wrongly assumed to have won the battle. “Of course you’d call it caution. That’s all you’ve ever done in your life; avoid, hesitate,” the Centurion hissed, looking down at the Legate—he was taller, bulkier, instilling fear in others with a single stare. “You only lead from afar, from safety. Are you afraid to engage, son?”

      Never the paragon he claims to be. Dante hummed only once, feigning curiosity and waving a hand towards the Gorge’s chaos. “What do you want to engage, Centurion? The fog? That poison, as you called it?” He stretched the silence—alive only between father and son, but murdered by mayhem anywhere else—to its breaking point. “What you are proposing is not engagement but suicide, and as the Legate of Egon—commanding the Eastern Legions in this region—I will not allow it.” Another pause, deathly like the sheen of an enemy’s pugio. The Legions are no place for pride. “You will stand down, Centurion, or you will be detained for insubordination.”

      Dante shifted his gaze from his father’s enraged frown to the Decanii around them—and arched a brow back to Juçe, demanding compliance. His subordinates stood firm, gazes trained on their Centurion but ready to subdue him if needed.

      Juçe swallowed so hard his reddened, taut neck stretched as if passing a rock—then uttered, “As you command, Legate.”

      Lingering for another moment, Dante dismissed the Centurion to command the three Decanii. “Prepare your cohorts and set a ring around the Gorge’s entrance. Three lines only.” He paused for emphasis, barely sparing a glance at his father. “Hold your ground, and attack only if an enemy emerges from the ravine. Am I clear?”

      The Decanii squared to attention, departing to carry their orders while the howls raging from within the Gorge continued without end. I must know what is happening inside that fog. Until then, I can’t engage. Dante backtracked, hurrying towards the central door. Whatever happens, we cannot attack blindly. But Juçe’s view… he’s not the only Centurion too eager to fight. A group of cornicen was assembling there, a handful departing towards the plains, another group ready to climb into the ramparts. Two-dozen cornua, and a wager to stall war.

      Dante halted to watch the skies for the veilwings he’d commanded not long ago. Far into the distance but above the ravine, the birds were still flying in circles, signalling nothing. Blind, just like us. The Legate bit his lip, counting them. Seven veilwings. Who sent the rest? Realisation eased his countenance; unexpected, but certainly compelling. Are you blind as well, Lady Seve? His eyes narrowed at the sky. Or are you also sending me a message?
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      It wasn’t the rhythm of a war, Lady Calya Seve had heard its variants before. The grind of steel scattered through the hills of Sombra Forest, the distorted racket of battles fought in the Vast Expanse, and the subdued rage across Tormenta Plains—howling with both the wails of sinking vessels and the uproar of large-scale, tri-nation melees. No, this is sheer terror. Unrestrained and primal.

      On the Gorge’s entrance, the outermost Sestelii forces held their ground while the archers had retreated after the cliffs sheared, shattered stone raining down. But where is the vanguard? They should have sent a rider back! The Lady pressed her lips, gaze trained on the troops guarding the entrance. She considered the vanguard inside the ravine and groaned minimally when reaching the only feasible conclusion. The fog. How far does it expand? I thought it was just at the edges! Should I use tubas to signal a retreat? Calya exhaled harshly, rejecting that last thought. I need at least two dozen to be heard above that… mayhem. The Firardians will hear them, and I need to know what they are doing first.

      Blocking the late-morning light with her leather-gloved hand, she swiped her gaze past the rattled troops and through the Gorge’s entrance—then frowned at the dense, silvery fog still flooding the ravine. It oozed densely, halting paces away from the edge and without spilling outside. That’s not fog. Whatever was happening inside—whatever caused that absurd, impossible blend of noises that continued still—remained an invisible, latent threat. If that is Ler’s doing… was the War Game a façade, then? A coup? Or just an accident?

      Keeping her hand to the brow, Calya looked up to the sky and scowled at the veilwings circling the ravine. A circular pattern. No visibility; unable to report. She translated mentally, averting her gaze for a moment before tracking the birds again.

      “Seven veilwings,” Calya observed, patting her chestnut to soothe it; the mare was restless. Like the troops. “We sent only three. Who sent the other four?”

      Realisation dawned on Asier’s stoic face, tightening his bushy auburn brows. “Our Watchers may have seen their origin.” He paused, skimming the landscape for someone to interrogate. “Could Legate Praeto have sent them? Or someone else?”

      The latter would be terrible; especially if it’s the Orenians trying to ignite a war between Sestel and Firard. Lady Calya hummed neutrally, skimming the Gorge’s entrance, the restless troops, the shuffling messengers. “If those are the Legate’s veilwings, then whatever happened also took him by surprise.” This couldn’t have been part of Ler’s tactic, unless— She stalled her thinking, displeased by the possibilities that augured nothing short of a geopolitical debacle. Lifting her chin, Calya sifted through the area until her gaze fell onto the field-messenger she’d used before. When he noticed her, she hand-signalled, “Why hasn’t our vanguard retreated?”

      The young messenger shuffled, signalling with quivering hands. “Not responding to our calls. T-t—” Grimacing, he continued with slower, mindful motions. “They may have engaged an enemy.”

      Lady Calya restrained a snarl, instead glancing at the Gorge and counting the veilwings again—still seven, and still circling the ravine. This cannot be a covert Firardian attack. She concluded, drumming her gloved fingers over a thigh—a steady rhythm compared to the chaos emanating from the Gorge. The Emerald Legions also hold War Games on allied soil; overseas, on Alboré and Sessentas. Attacking us during one would likely shatter their diplomatic relations. Her tapping quickened for a moment, tensing her arms until her leather tunic protested. She exhaled, forcing the rhythm back to its prior pace. Whatever the cause, the political fallout could be extensive. Sestel cannot afford it. I cannot.

      “The veilwings are likely Firardian,” Asier growled, interrupting her thoughts.

      Likely? Calya arched a brow at the belated—and worse, inconclusive—information, the gesture a silent demand. A drop of sweat tickled down her cousin’s forehead, but he held her gaze with a steely demeanour. I’ll deal with that later.

      In that impasse, his countenance darkened, lips barely moving as he uttered. “Could this be a natural disaster?”

      “That would be the worst-case scenario,” Calya gritted, dismissing the other’s confusion with a wave of her hand. “A natural disaster would mean that nobody is to blame, and neither the Sestelii Nobles nor the Firardian Legions would accept that as an answer.”

      Asier groaned, nostrils flaring minimally. Calya allowed herself a small grimace while holding her reins with both hands. Her gaze was now fixed on the troops near the ravine’s entrance—they had stalled for long, and there was a pressing need to act. Any delay would breed disaster. Any misjudgment will be fatal. Whatever this is, I must resolve it quickly. Whatever happened in Furia Gorge could shatter the fragile equilibrium, upsetting the power balance within Sestel and across the world.

      “Go back to the reserves,” she commanded after a moment of silence, beckoning towards the rearguard stationed hours away. “They cannot approach the Peaks of Nadir, and no messages should depart further inland.” Lingering, Calya fidgeted with the mare’s pommel-bag, producing her long, hand-painted headscarf; once the fabric was tangled in her hands, she hand-signalled, “At any cost, Asier. Do what you must.”

      The Lord’s eyes read her instructions with the same impassivity he’d carried since arriving, providing no other acknowledgement than a curt nod. He spurred his blue-roan gelding into a gallop, riding further inland.

      Lady Calya watched him vanish while wrapping the hand-painted fabric around her mouth and nose. Now, to deal with the Firardians. She kicked the mare’s flanks, coaxing it into a gallop towards the ravine’s entrance while assessing the formations. Her external forces were holding position, but the vanguard hadn’t returned yet. Are the Generals limiting themselves to verbal orders? Are they afraid of⁠—?

      Horns blared above the distorted, undefinable mayhem of the ravine—just echoes, yet clear enough as if many were blasting at once.

      Those… aren’t ours. Calya frowned beneath the guise of her headscarf, redirecting her mare further left where two Generals now looked at the sky in obvious confusion. Firardian cornua, then? Still watching them, Calya slowed her mare to a canter—finally recognising the cornua’s pattern. A retreat call? She gestured to the nearest official, walking the horse toward her. Furia Gorge is… wide. About six or seven hours of marching. How many are they blaring?

      “When did that begin?” Lady Calya demanded as she stopped to a halt, lowering her scarf to let the other recognise her. “How many do you estimate?”

      The General—a grey-haired, squat woman with a scar across her nose—hesitated. “Bare moments ago, my Lady.” Her voice was roughed by decades of service in the Seve armies. “Cornua are meant to be loud, but given this… mayhem?” She paused, tilting her head as if the motion were the scale of measure. “I’d estimate two dozen. Maybe more.”

      Only a Firardian Legate or Strategos can halt a War Game and call a retreat like that. Calya dipped her head in silent acknowledgement, letting the scarf fall away from her nose—it wouldn’t do to hide her face when giving orders to a General, even if protectively. What are you facing, Legate Praeto? A coup or an accident? She pursed her lips, listening as another retreat call blasted over the ravine’s distorted echoes. Should I assume this call is… more than a command? A message to me, perhaps? As it echoed, she gauged the fog emanating from it—thinning enough that the edges were now a silvery, translucent haze. I couldn’t expect anything else of you, especially after our last encounter… but cannot assume you understand why we should both retreat now.

      Stretching her silence—one interrupted by the twisting cacophony surging from the ravine—Calya looked up to the sky. The seven veilwings were still flying in circles, reporting nothing. But I can give them something to report. She smiled, assessing the troops stationed in the entrance—flinching at the noises, but holding that flexible stance she’d commanded when they settled here. Give me evidence of your purpose, Legate Praeto, and I’ll leverage it like no other would.

      “Change to a half-circle formation, General.” Calya beckoned with a hand towards the troops not far away. “Four lines, slightly open, shields interlocked. Keep two lines of archers behind them and retreat a further twenty paces east.”

      Nose-scar scrunched her face. “That… is a purely defensive formation, my Lady.”

      The absence of foresight in my army is staggering. “Precisely,” she confirmed, colder than the steel blade sheathed on the General’s hip. It’s preferable nonetheless; their lack of grand ideas makes them easier to manipulate. “While you are at it, set twenty tubas to blast a retreat call for the vanguard still inside the Gorge. They haven’t heard your verbal orders.”

      “My Lady!” The General snapped to attention. “As you command!”

      Calya watched nose-scar trot ahead, gesturing with a muscular arm to summon a few messengers. I must bring this episode to a close. Immediately. When they approached, the General barked her commands, gesturing sharply to convey the new formation.

      Satisfied, the Lady patted her mare while perusing the field for the scout-master—a younger man with hair so pale it shimmered white. I cannot give the Firardian grounds to believe we released that fog. She found him moments later and ushered her mare in that direction. Legate Praeto may be sensible enough not to engage us over this, but the Emerald Council could turn against him—just like our Exarch would turn against me were the public opinion to demand it.

      “Scout-master,” Calya called as she approached, again halting her mare near. She looked down at the leather-armoured man, already standing at the ready. “Our vanguard hasn’t retreated. I need them to return.”

      He hesitated for a moment, gaze darting between the nearest troops—repositioning as Calya had commanded—and the thinned fog; its edges were nothing else than a deep haze, translucent and lighter than it had been before. The man's cheek twitched as the tubas blasted the first, deafening call for retreat.

      “My scouts stationed on the cliffs have already descended,” white-hair finally observed, tilting his head towards the northernmost cliff. “We have no visibility for now, my Lady.”

      As if I hadn’t noticed. “Then send four of your scouts into the Gorge and recall the vanguard.” Calya stated, gauging the man while his already pale skin lost all colour. Four more lives. A menial expense compared to how costly it could be if the Exarch chose war. “Cover your faces with wet clothes if you must, but the vanguard must exit Furia Gorge.”

      The scout-leader saluted, lips pressed into a grim line. His countenance was already mourning the soldiers he would likely send to their deaths.

      From now on, everything I do must ensure I remain in power. There is no other outcome. Calya looked up, pressing her lips into a demure, satisfied smirk—the four Firardian veilwings were now arching over her defensive formation. Your move, Legate Praeto.
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      The tubas’ metallic blast reached Egon Hold as a faint echo, shrieking like metal on stone while it ricocheted across the ravine. Legate Dante Praeto closed his eyes, tilting his head to focus on the sharp tune of the Sestelii tubas. It must be more than a handful, or they wouldn’t echo this loudly from so far away. The sounds clashed against the cliffs, distorted but clear. Is that Lady Seve’s answer, then? Retreat?

      Deep in thought, Dante ambled toward the crenellations lining the lowest rampart. The noon twin suns cast sharp shadows, and he scowled tightly when staring at the cliff walls to assess the hazy remains of the dying fog. Hours had passed since it’d swallowed Furia Gorge, and although the mayhem had subsided, the Legions had yet to retreat. The blaring cornua—which hadn’t stopped their call—now pounded at the rhythm of Dante’s headache.

      He groaned, massaging his forehead with both hands. His movement became firmer against his head, in tandem with his thoughts. Does this mean the fog swallowed most of the Gorge? Could it have spilled onto Sestel? Why wouldn’t our spies report it? Slowly pocketing both hands, the Legate focused on remembering the maps etched into his memory.

      The ravine connecting Firard and Sestel was sinuous, walled by iron-rich mountains and often requiring six to seven hours of march to cross from side to side; the Games had been scheduled to happen no further than two hours from Egon Hold, located precisely on the Firardian entrance.

      We could assume Ler and Sittia continued their fight, but the screams… Dante’s cheeks twitched when recalling those laughing howls, and he retrieved the spyglass hanging from his belt to trace its length with a fingertip; in his mind, he was drawing the ravine’s path. The Gorge amplifies sounds as it is doing with the cornua and tubas… which means our armies could’ve engaged closer to the frontier. The spyglass protested when his grip tightened, metal and leather straining in defiance. There were too many scenarios, none favourable, all politically complex—and Dante pressed his lips at the thought, gaze etched on the lines of immovable cohorts protecting the entrance. Lady Seve could have used verbal orders first, only resorting to the tubas after she heard my call and its covert proposal.

      The Legions’ cornua blared again, two dozen screeching to reinforce his prior command—to retreat to the Hold. Something those deep within the Gorge had yet to acknowledge. After a sensible delay, the Sestelii tubas answered with another blast, their sluggish, distorted wail echoing the same order before unravelling into a grating cacophony. Dante’s grip on the spyglass eased, the tension in his arms releasing. But what if Sittia and Ler engaged the Sestelii? What if this is not a confirmation but⁠—?

      His thoughts stalled as a new sound emerged from the ravine—bootfalls reverberating on the narrow space, metal chafing over stone and trailed by the moans of the wounded.

      Leaning over the crenellations, Dante scowled as the uneven rhythm of a retreat became clear. Not an ordered march. Unusual. Our Legions’ discipline is renown. Boots dragged, weapons clattered, painful moans and howls echoed closer. Hushed voices carried across, some heated, others sore and exhausted, but most sobbing and panting like terrified children. Somewhere in the distance, the wind caught the last dying echoes of the Sestelii tubas.

      A familiar, stocky figure was the first to trudge out of the haze, a muscular arm pulling at the scarf covering a short-haired head. Sittia? The fabric swirled in the wind when the Centurion disposed of it, refusing to land on the ground. Of course my mother survived; I wonder how many she doomed to ensure such an outcome. Soured, the Legate raised his spyglass and focused it on the old soldier, immediately noticing her missing shield and the empty scabbard on her hips. Even if it pleased me, her death would’ve stirred enough Centurions to make war with Sestel inevitable. Sittia stopped after a few paces, swiping a hand through her short, greying hair before half-turning towards the Gorge—and Dante swiped the spyglass over the newly emerged legionnaires.

      Coughing, rattled; trudging forward while dragging others, some falling to their knees as if depleted. They retched, vomiting violently before crawling further west or simply passing out in their filth. Dante’s jaw fell slightly as he perused figure after figure from afar—then stepped back, lowering the spyglass while scouring the ramparts for a cornicen.

      “Call for Medicii support! Prepare to receive the wounded!” He shouted to the closest one—a lad so young the cornus hung loosely around his body, oversized for his thin frame. “Now!”

      The boy jolted, acknowledging the order before blasting the requested command. After he repeated it, the other cornua joined, and the Hold’s ground floor erupted into motion. Medici rushed to clear space, the stable-hands scrambled to ready carts for the wounded, and runners dashed to fetch supplies. Moments later, archers marched across the highest ramparts, repositioning themselves into the crenellations veering over the Gorge’s entrance—clearly intended to shoot any chasing enemies. Imperial Elixane’s call, most likely… but I doubt there are any enemies left. The survivors didn’t seem concerned.

      Dubious, Dante aimed his spyglass at the Gorge’s entrance, finally targeting the seemingly unperturbed figure of Decanus Ler Halde. Just like Sittia, he walked straight although a scarf draped loosely around his neck and shoulders, his shield clearly missing; most of his blonde hair and sun-burnt face were covered in dust and debris, obscuring his features. Was he trapped inside the caverns? Dante’s grip softened around the spyglass while he thought, idly locking it back into his belt. Behind him, more legionnaires continued to spill out, tumbling forwards, some dragging passed out fellows, others barely staying upright. Are these all the survivors?

      “Legate!” A woman’s voice. Aged and sore, but not rough.

      Half-turning—and expecting a messenger from the cohorts he’d posted in the plains—Dante glanced over his shoulder to scowl at the woman approaching him. Tall, aged, and dressed in the lightweight, dark uniform of the Watchers. She must be coming at Elixane’s command. Given the marks on her vest, she was a Peritus—a rank equivalent to an Imperial but belonging to the Support stream.

      “Imperial Elixane sent me.” The Watcher bowed before him, right arm across her chest—wrapped in the deerskin protector common of her trade.

      “Report,” Dante demanded, impatience sharpening his tone.

      The woman straightened, looking at him with amber eyes. “We spotted a defensive position outside the Sestelii entrance. Four arched rows, Legate, slightly spread open.” She explained, arching both hands to enact the formation with a simplified gesture. “Two rows of archers further back, also ground level. It must be somewhat recent.”

      A purely holding position? Dante hummed in acknowledgement, narrowing his eyes while quickly skimming the Gorge’s entrance—now spilling more legionnaires, each one more ragged than the previous one. Unreasonable given the prior formation allowed rapid changes… does that mean this fog also surprised you, Lady Seve?

      “How long ago was this?” He beckoned with his eyes towards the Peritus’ hands—still demonstrating the formation.

      The woman frowned with non-existent brows, lowering her hands. “Given the Peaks’ height, the veilwings have to fly back to report. It’s faster than a soldiers’ march, but… there is a delay.” She lingered, clearly considering her words before adding, “About one or two hours ago.”

      Dante nodded. The change in formation must have happened as the tubas began blasting. This could be part of her hypothetical response to my disengagement proposal. “Had the Sestelii vanguard exited the Gorge when they assumed this formation?”

      “We received no such information, Legate.” Amber-eyes shook her head, the noon’s unforgiving light reflecting on her white-grey hair. “So far, the veilwings have only reported this formation.”

      Therefore, Lady Seve was likely still blinded by the fog when she ordered this. He glanced at the Peritus—a spot of peace amidst the noisy, fast-paced madness that now coursed through the Hold. Clearly experienced, or she wouldn’t hold this rank. Relaxing his posture, Dante tilted his head, softening his features before asking, “Any thoughts, Peritus?”

      Amber-eyes chewed her already-mauled bottom lip, upsetting the scar near the left corner. “The veilwings were inconclusive, Legate, but the Seve formation… may have retreated further away from the entrance.” Pausing again, she glanced up at the sky—blotted into a pale blue. “I’d hazard a guess the Sestelii are blind. They sent three veilwings first, three more moments ago.” Raising her left palm up, she began tracing circles over it with her right forefinger. “The birds were flying in a common observation pattern over Furia Gorge but never moving past the centre.”

      Never invading territory, then. A careful move that compounds with the new formation and the retreat call, and one only Lady Seve would dare. A smirk tugged at Dante’s lips, but he restrained it. Were I facing any other strategist, I’d gauge this was just a coincidence. Coming from her, I must assume this is a disengagement confirmation.

      “Understood,” he finally answered, returning to his usual, commanding stance. I’ll need the Sestelii informers for my next move. “Before you return to your post, find Imperial Elixane. Request she directs the… ears towards me.” They’ll need to eavesdrop and report my intention not to engage.

      Amber-eyes nodded, unfazed at the unusual request. “Will do, Legate.”

      As she retreated, five archers marched back into their posts on the crenellations, respectfully nodding to the Legate when their paths crossed. Dante acknowledged them as he walked to the narrow, descending stairway leading to the ground floor. I need to interrogate Sittia and Ler; those legionnaires… looked sick. He hurried down the steps, his gaze already scanning the floor for a mount. The orders I’ll give—to hold, to understand what happened—should confirm my intentions to Lady Seve.

      Dante landed on the ground floor a moment later, aiming directly towards the open doors; a few messengers were stationed there, and he could fetch one of their horses. A simple plan. Find Juçe, control Sittia, wait for the Sestelii spies, and send a response to Lady Seve. That smirk tugged at his lips again, and Dante let it flourish while beckoning towards the nearest messenger. Hold to the method: chaos teaches, challenge tempers.
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