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Dearest Okselle,

I am not sure if this letter will find you, or in what condition. Hopefully you are far from trouble, though it’s rather late to expect that of you now. We have not heard from you since Relight, but I have told your brother not to fret. Things were always at their calmest, after all, when you had no news to report.

I was inspired to write to you today because I saw Mr Patterswald in the market. He is well. The town has generally moved on. Things, indeed, are quite settled here. Perhaps it is time you came home?



Studying the communications building through her scope, Oksy was acutely aware of how conspicuously weak the defences looked. Most of the violence-churned environments she’d crouched and crawled through during her six weeks on the front line had been reinforced with sandbags, scraps of metal, razor wire and traps. This squat white-washed brick building, a cube two storeys high dotted with square windows, sat untouched by gunfire or bombs, and unadorned by obvious defences.

“Hubris, ain’t it,” Corporal Wils Hold, her sniper companion, decided. He was a lanky, bird-nosed youth, maybe a few months older than Oksy, maybe slightly younger, who claimed to be the best marksman in 4th Brigade. She’d accompanied him on three missions now, including a twenty-hour period in a tower with fantastic visibility over straggling enemy troops, and she could confirm he was a middling shot at best. At least, by her standards. But he was senior on account of enlisting four months earlier than her, and on account of not being a woman, so he got to hold the rifle while she only had a scope with no weapon to attach it to.

Damned if Oksy was going to let a lack of equipment restrict her, though. Even if she couldn’t shoot, she was more observant than Hold. She had identified this as the headquarters for the men responsible for the Drail’s Dagger Legion. And less than a mile from the front line, there was a reason they were in this innocuous building and not somewhere more fortified.

“See them up there.” Hold peered through the scope of his rifle, perched on the ground. They were prone under the broken shell of a partially collapsed vehicle shelter, hidden but at a lower position than Oksy would’ve liked. There wasn’t much else around, though; the fighting had moved through here less than a month ago, leaving wall fragments where buildings once stood. All except that white building, where Oksy followed Hold’s gaze to an upstairs window, two men silhouetted inside. They were lit from behind, nothing covering the window. Hold went on, “We’re far from the fight. They found an undamaged place, took it for their own, thinking it was safe, and now they’re strutting about with no idea we got ways of getting this close.”

Oksy didn’t give him a response, considering it might be possible but still looking for imperfections. Her father had always said the simplest things could surprise you. Was there a stray wire attached to explosives? A shimmer that might betray touched metal, capable of alerting earth-minded mages? Anything that could suggest a trap? She scanned the corner of the building and along the base, over the rubble. There was a lot of rubble; that was odd. The building sat isolated, untouched, but bits of broken brick and paving ran right up to its edges. The ground had been unsettled, only the building itself stood unharmed.

“What, then?” Hold said impatiently. “Come on out with it. Think it’s a mirage? Or they got snipers in some invisible high spot? Because I don’t see no towers around. Just some pompous bloody Drail officer waiting to get his head popped.”

Oksy lowered her scope and considered the scene as a whole again. Invisible defences, that was the game, wasn’t it? They’d come this far by keeping well out of sight, and their success depended on striking essentially unseen themselves. The prize was right there: two officers moving past the windows, ripe for assassination. They might get a couple more if they were lucky, before retreating into the shadows. But the enemy could hide, too . . .

“You scared or something?” Hold grumbled. “We’ll be out of here before they can say snapboggle, right? Confirm the distance, wind, I’m doing it.”

“What’s your dad do, Wils?” Oksy asked, scoping the broken roads around the building. Her companion gave an inarticulate grunt of confusion so she went on, fully intending her questions to slow him down. “Back home, what’s your dad’s job? Is it something he’d like you to follow in?”

“Butcher, isn’t he. Yeah, it’s steady work I might get into. What of it?”

“My dad was a town planner. He worked on our town’s central committee, solving problems for a whole community. Spent every day trying to come up with creative solutions to complex problems. He’s always encouraged me to look beyond the obvious. The more you know, the more opportunities present themselves. The problem you need to address might not be the one you think you need to.”

“Are you giving me a bloody lecture right now? This is why no one talks to you, Oksy.”

“I’m saying we need to think about this differently. Besides a gunman in a tower and the plainly absent battle defences, how else might a command building be protected?”

“There’s no sign of parsing magic. And Dagger Legion ain’t got a mage, we know that.”

“We think we know that,” Oksy corrected. “Though I agree, there’s no apparent magic at play here. Nothing in the air.” That and shield barriers were hard to maintain for any length of time; very unlikely when the enemy had no reason to suspect a threat. “But there are other things that can stay hidden.”

“Sure, the road might be mined, but we ain’t going closer so who cares?” Hold replied.

“Or there might be a daraszk nest in the cracks. Or toxic fiend-weeds on the roof.”

“What the fuck’s a darak?” Hold snorted. Oksy wasn’t going to teach him about the vile hornets native to this region, which everyone should’ve been aware of already. She didn’t see any tell-tale signs of staining on the walls and most wildlife had been driven off by the fighting or poisoned by gas. Likewise fiend-weeds, which could emit an awful poison if disturbed, weren’t reliable enough for the Drail to use as a defence. But the point was there were other possibilities.

And there it was, a small chink of rubble moved in the road. About halfway between their position and the headquarters door.

“A zemnihobot,” Oksy whispered, voice quietening with awe. “Very rare.”

“Are you making shit up again?”

Oksy raised an eyebrow. In the weeks they’d known each other, many of their conversations had ended with Hold’s unwavering decision that Oksy was trying to trick him, mostly because he had a limited vocabulary. Granted, she’d embellished a few harmless details here and there, but on the whole she didn’t have to – the man simply didn’t know much. He just assumed that he knew more than her, so when she brought up something unfamiliar she had to be lying. She’d hoped to get away from these kinds of bickering mind-games when she left the girls back home to join the military. She usually got on better with men, and the soldiers had been mostly considerate and welcoming in Laine’s Brigade. Before she’d been sent on to Wayflower’s and paired with this resentful weasel.

“It’s a creature found in eastern Garter,” Oksy explained. “Better known as the land kraken?”

Hold mugged at her, waiting for a punchline. She offered her most neutral, light smile, to invite him to look for himself. He shook his head, then checked the building, looked back to her, back to the building. He demanded, “Where?”

“That’s the point,” Oksy sighed, and shifted a little closer, to guide his rifle with her hand. “Zemnihobot are great at hiding. Even better at rendering a territory utterly impenetrable. There was a guild of Garter moneylenders who spent decades training each one to defend the most valuable locations. The sort of place so wealthy it might come under siege. See that.” She’d only just picked it out whilst talking, but sure enough the sign was there: the lock and wing symbol of a bank, faded and worn above the building’s double-door entrance. “This must’ve been one of those buildings. The Dagger Legion commanders came here for a reason.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Hold growled. “No such thing as land kraken, that’s a story they tell kids to keep them from trespassing on abandoned property.”
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