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        For all the people who made their way into what I'll choose to call my soul, because "heart" sounds too romantic, and "brain" sounds too medical.
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        “Ma’am, if I may ask, have you read chapter 4 of the Book of Cataclysms in recent memory? Because if you did, you wouldn’t need to read much more of this report. At least concerning my homeland of Ferilo.”
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        * * *

      

      “Was this your card?”

      Whissen looked up from her end of the table, frowning. The priestess sounded like some street magician, playing tricks for the uninitiated. It was inappropriate for something so sacred as cards. This kind of irreverence didn’t usually bother Whissen as much as it did now.

      At least she was  holding the card suspended in the air above the glow of yellow magic in her palm, rather than grasping it. This was proper with the holy things as it kept the card clean from her fingers. Despite her attitude, this proved she deserved to use cards, like a child that can use chopsticks rather than a fork deserves its food.

      It was Whissen’s card, though.

      Usually, that’d make her happy. Usually just the cards themselves would make her happy. It was her deck, the one she’d received in childhood. It wasn’t the worst sign Glow-Miriki could grant, and a sign was a sign. A gesture and a ritual, and one could always be in a better place. That was the idea, anyway. The Mirikiites used cards to interface between the mind, body, and soul.

      But something wasn’t right. About the cards, about the chapel, but most especially, about the person sitting across from her, brandishing a sacred divination like it was a magic show.

      The priestess Whissen was talking to looked much like herself, wearing the same yellow cassock, having the same Mirikiite features. The same training, the same religious sect. The priestess was a young woman of typical Mirikiite build and look—narrow eyes, a thinner, more agile frame, and a grace to all of her movements that came from a familiarity with telekinetic solimancy. Just like Whissen. Her Mirikiite cassock was an alternating pattern of yellow and white, just like Whissen’s. She had an inquisitive, curious face, with eyes the color of perfectly ripe lemons, framed by golden hair braided down both sides. Just like Whissen.

      What is different? Whissen wondered. So far, the only thing about her I cannot see in myself is the way she treats the cards. Well, and the way she talks. She contracts her words. So sloppy. Maybe that is why her behavior bothers me so.

      Was it something about the cards themselves? They all looked like the ones from Whissen’s personal divination deck. The usual four suits of Ferilo, Gwevonot, Miriki, and Jakarn were all represented with ten cards numbered ordinally. Art that looked like stained-glass windows. None were missing; she’d checked the deck before playing. At least, she remembered doing that. That didn’t always mean it had happened, though.

      “Priestess?” Whissen asked, not answering. “Where are we?”

      The priestess held the card steady with the open-palm gesture of her hand. “We’re in the chapel of the Dealt Faces Church, little one.”

      Whissen was not satisfied. “M-hm, m-hm. And what is the Dealt Faces Church?”

      “I’m the one asking questions,” the priestess said impatiently. “Was this your card?”

      Whissen realized she didn’t know what the room she was in looked like. Such an odd feeling, one that was tugging at an alarm inside her. How could one not know what the room she occupied looked like? Still ignoring the priestess, she glanced around. It was like all the paintings on the walls of one’s home that they’ve forgotten are there, coming back into focus.

      They were indeed in a chapel, shaped rectangularly like a card and patterned with hammers, leaves, birds, and flame pictography. Each pew was like a deck of cards set on its side, running end to end. It was starting to come back to her. This was a chapel of the monastery she’d been raised in.

      The windows were gorgeous, shaped by the nobility of Ferilo themselves. In the Shapescape, that first grand rollout of important buildings and infrastructure undertaken by the Master Solimancers of the Shaper House. Matron Rawan had walked this chapel decades ago, bringing the intricate glass and the stains within it into brilliant form. They depicted the four houses living in harmony, a map of the current surface of Duranaya, and an artistic image of the goddesses forming the next surface of the world. It was scripturally inaccurate, but it had to be. One couldn’t detail or observe the goddesses’ creation of the next surface; one was supposed to be vague about it, not unlike how children are brought into the world. A process central to life yet forbidden to discuss in detail.

      Whissen thought that was foolish. That was dangerous, because unlike many Duranayans, she had the capacity to fly up herself and see the Resurface happening if she so desired. Personally experience the next level of the world, the next surface, growing out from the top of the Wayfind. It was strictly off limits to witness, religiously speaking. But, while Whissen was nothing if not faithful, she also held the scriptures and the interpretation thereof to a high standard. Nowhere in the Prawsess of Kreashun or any of the other books did it say one couldn’t watch or detail the goddesses’ work during the Resurface. She’d argued about it with numerous priestesses and monks, both in and out of her sect, but none had produced an answer that didn’t fall apart within one or two questions.

      The goddesses do not do their dealings in the dark, she reasoned. Why obscure the most beautiful and important act they perform for us?

      Wait a minute, Whissen thought. Did I already graduate? What has happened? What has not happened yet? When are we? This is feeling more and more like a dream. But I must be sure.

      Whissen had to be careful; she’d paid the price of assuming everything was a dream too early before. The mind is excellent at convincing its owner that the dreams it constructs are real, at making obvious problems and plot holes seem unquestionable.

      “You know,” the priestess across from her said, “I’m starting to think that this is your card, and you’re just not happy with what that means for you.”

      “What is your name?” Whissen asked.

      “By the skies, what’s wrong with you? We’re in the middle of something here. I already told you my name, you already know where we are, and you already know when we are. Okay? Now, was this your⁠—”

      “When?” Whissen interrupted. “When we are? How did you know that I was wondering about that?”

      Whissen glanced at the card to make sure she didn’t forget what it was while the priestess fumbled for an answer. It was a Mirikiite nine. Whissen made another warding gesture.

      Bad luck. In my own suit. Oh no … I see what is going on here. But I still have to make sure.

      “Because, ahem,” the priestess stumbled, “I, well, you seem to be wondering about everything so I⁠—”

      “You have thought of everything, have you not?” Whissen said, eyes narrowing.

      “Well, yes, and I⁠—”

      “What. Is. Your. Name?”

      Whissen met the woman’s eyes.

      It is too much like a mirror.

      The woman moved her fingers, and the card lowered and slid back into the deck.  Her discomfort disappeared with a sigh. Her plan was changing. The ploy was exposed. Whissen tensed as the other woman opened her mouth to answer.

      “My name is Whissen,” she said.

      “I knew it.”

      “Knew what?”

      “I knew that this was a dream.”

      The priestess motioned, and with a faint flash of yellow, a small band tied the cards together. But when she tried to wave them into her pocket, Whissen stood and made a come-hither gesture, pulling the cards her way instead.

      “A decent attempt,” she said, “but those are mine.”

      “Oh yeah?” the priestess said, standing up as well to pull the cards her way. “Then what’s your name?”

      “Whissen. Enough games. I would like to wake up now.”

      The cards were more obedient to the real Whissen than to her counterpart. The deck slowly but surely made its way over to her. She couldn’t grab it with her hands. So, while the doppelganger strained, yellow magic lacing from her fingers, Whissen wove it down into her pocket under her cassock and snapped it shut. The impostor fell forward on her elbows and hung her head.

      “You can’t do this to me,” the copy said. “I’m the real one. I am the real one.”

      “Then you should have been able to snatch the cards,” Whissen said and turned to leave with a gesture of finality. “And you should not contract your words.”

      “Wait!” the doppelganger said, crossing around the table and following. “Please wait, you’re making a mistake! I was trying to discern if you were the real one with the card game! Please, was that your card?”

      Whissen turned, and they both stopped a few feet apart, staring at each other, like she was looking in a pond.

      Will she lie and say I guessed it incorrectly? Whissen thought. Pointless test for me, really.

      “I am not answering that,” she said and started walking away again. She stopped in her tracks, however, when she heard many copies of her own voice behind her scream the same thing.

      “Because you’re a fake!”

      Whissen turned around to see a whole group of Whissens climbing over pews and each other to get to her, their lemon eyes desperate and enraged.

      “Give us the deck!” they screamed. “You cheated! We’ll find out who’s real!”

      Whissen turned and threw herself into the door of the chapel, bursting it open.

      Now she was on the front steps of the building. Outside, out here, were the mountaintops of the Wayfind. Here the Resurface would begin, not too long from now. If her guess on when this was supposed to be was correct. The snow crunched beneath her boots, but she couldn’t hear over the scrambling group from within the building. In the real world, this chapel had been on the High Islands of Miriki, to the east. Certainly not in such a profane place as the Resurface’s epicenter.

      She had to move. She couldn’t yet wake up, though; she needed to get her dream self to a place of safety first. Whissen’s hands began to glow yellow, and she pointed the palms downward at her sides, keeping her fingers together and straight out; the gesture of flight. This high up, this close to the sun, the power was easily accessed. She shot straight up and out of the way of the mob of selves, landing on top of the card-shaped church building. Even in a dream, that lift was a push on her reserves. Her hands stopped glowing.

      She was out of their reach, at least for a little while. Their magic was pathetically weak now that she knew they were all impostors, and this was her head, but with a bit of climbing and cooperation they’d reach her eventually.

      Time to wake up.

      Whissen reached up and took both her eyelids between her thumbs and forefingers and tugged gently. As if someone had pulled them in reality, Whissen jerked awake in her bedroll under the skies.

      It was early morning, so even if Whissen had had time to look around and take in the scenery of northern Ferilo, she wouldn’t have been able to see much of the rolling plains and copses of trees around her. Just the dim outlines of forests and the city of Robono to the south, its Jakarnian lights glowing in the twilight.

      In reality, Whissen’s golden hair barely reached her ears. She’d cut the braids long ago. She still wore her yellow cassock, but now she was just a traveling Mirikiite citizen. That life was gone. It had thrown her out, and if she wanted to come back, she first had to ensure it was Whissen coming back. Not an impostor. She had a Wayfind Mountain of research and travel ahead of her, but the next step was putting a seal on this lapse.

      I must use the medicine, she thought, rushing out of her roll to her pack beside a fallen log. How did I get so far behind on the dosage?

      She had to think fast. Better yet, not think at all. Otherwise, a voice from the past would haunt her, replacing words like medicine with drug, and dosage with fix.

      As Whissen reached into her bag and started pulling into the part where she kept her most precious belongings, she heard movement nearby. Footsteps. Weapons and armor.

      Soldiers? she thought, panic rising. I do not have time for them! I am not conducting anything illegal, not illegal outside the city anyway! And there is no nearby surface breach! I need this right now!

      They were close. Too close. Whissen figured she had enough time to escape, medicate, and worry later, so she scooped up her bag, slung it and her bedroll over her shoulder, and with the same gesture, wove the Mirikiite spell for takeoff. The yellow-gemmed ring on her finger glowed, and the spell drew stored tari from it. She left a trail of amber light behind her, like a Jakarnian mortar firing.

      To her surprise, Whissen didn’t hear angry shouts or orders to stop. Instead, she caught a few squeals and barks, like animals, before she was out of range.

      What under the skies? she thought. Who was that? Is that what minlings sound like? Were those minlings? But the nearest breach to the Undersurface is miles away, and heavily patrolled.

      After a few minutes of flying, she was a good handful of miles away, and she landed again, her travel shoes softly planting in the grass. She went down on her knees and set her bag and bedroll down beside her. This time, she heard no impending danger and took the opportunity to dig into her bag and pull out what she needed: her desert mushrooms. Gexaphil.

      Every time she saw them, Whissen shook her head in disbelief.

      All the makings of snake oil, she thought, and yet, it is the only thing that stands between me and me.

      Not the only thing, she corrected herself, closing her eyes and placing her hands on her chest. I also need my own tari. A fitting ingredient for a cure to myself.

      Solimancy was a strange thing. It wasn’t alive, per se, but it absorbed things from people who held onto it for long enough. Not taking things away, but definitely acquiring a certain aura, like a scent. Most stored tari in rings like the one on Whissen’s finger. It was more efficient. But when one stored tari in oneself for long enough, the tari would start to take on, well, them. It started to smell like them, feel like them.

      For most, this didn’t matter one bit. It didn’t affect how the magic behaved in any measurable way, and it usually didn’t even take effect because most people stored their tari in some kind of ring instead. But for Whissen, having tari that remembered her, that felt like her, was the difference between swimming and drowning in her own head.

      Come on now, she pulled from her reserves. Bring me back. Retrieve myself.

      This tari was from a few months ago. Good. She’d been very stable back then, and the tari had had time to sit and marinate in her blood and mind. She didn’t weave it yet; she had to time it correctly with the medicine or it wouldn’t work.

      Whissen peeled off a cap from her gexaphil. She wasn’t running low, but it was certainly time to head south to Gwevonot before the Resurface happened. The shriveled, ugly gray things only grew in the arid sands south of Gwevonotian land, the places the life-mages hadn’t bothered to cultivate. Despite that, nowhere were they easier to purchase than Miriki. They tasted awful, but that was not why she ingested them.

      Whissen heard the Voice in her mind. It was a single voice, but it was the culmination of many voices. Teachers, fellow students, strangers, anyone she’d ever met in her sect back home in the High Islands. Worst of all were the voices of Gwevonotian doctors trying to heal a magical wound with the wrong tari and then blaming Whissen when it didn’t work. They had all taught her the same things, and she was going against them all yet again.

      You must not descend to them.

      The drugs will not make you whole.

      The cards are all Glow-Miriki needs to comfort you.

      If that is not enough, it is your fault.

      Whissen squeezed her eyes shut, fighting back.

      This is the only way. I am too weak for any other. I am sorry.

      With a deep breath and a wellness gesture with her free hand, Whissen popped it in her mouth. While she chewed and swallowed, she tapped into the months-old tari within her to open her pocket and withdraw her deck.

      There was some controversy in the Dealt Faces sect that she’d once been part of whether or not it was profane or disrespectful to play cards by oneself. There were games and divinations and rituals one could do by oneself, but in the Dealt Faces sect, where cards were such a central part of worship, and worship was such a social affair, playing them alone had come to be seen by some as selfish and detractory from their purpose.

      Whissen had cared. Once. Now, she had no one to play with except herself, and that was plenty of company already.

      The mushroom started to release its juices into her mouth and down her throat. Whissen moved her hands and fingers to make the cards untie themselves and shuffle. It took very little tari; the more a Mirikiite moved the same objects, the more obedient they became, hence the importance to a follower of the Dealt Faces of having one’s own sacred deck. Whissen had been given this one as a gift from her monk caretakers when she’d reached ten, the age of initiation.

      Of all the voices that had combined to haunt her for her weakness, theirs were without question the loudest. Sopranos and basses in a choir of shame.

      With her eyes closed, Whissen could see herself back on the roof of that church, resting by itself on the top of the Wayfind Mountain. Her copies were still frantically climbing up to her, and some were even getting close. If they got any closer and started to touch her, she’d see them even if her real eyes were open, wrestling for control of her mind.

      As the tari from before combined with the psychedelic effects of the mushroom, she dealt herself a hand and shuffled the deck into four stacks in the arrangement of Jakarnian solitaire. The copies lost purchase and started falling off into the snow below. On the rooftop, her mental self was able to push them off with her power, while on the plains, her real self navigated the first few draws of the game. It was multitasking to the maximum. But it was what she had to do if she wanted to be Whissen.

      The mushroom gave Whissen a great way to interface with both planes of reality at once. It connected her actions in one with her actions in the other. Playing a card also knocked off a climbing copy. Casting a climber off became switching which stack a card was in. She only had to do one action to do the other, thanks to the mushroom’s psychedelic effects.

      It also gave her a high. A rich, delicious high. A high so strong that it made gexaphil taste good. If she ever used it at a time when she wasn’t as busy as she was right now, she knew she’d succumb and eat even more.

      The gexaphil was so strong that even after all the impostors were put in their snowy place, too weak to move from their fall and the power she had over them, Whissen couldn’t do anything in either plane anymore, couldn’t think straight, only float in the rush of pleasure it shot through her body.

      Whissen gave a sigh and lay back on the grassy ground. She did not put the cards away; her hands had to stay busy, or they’d do something stupid, like eat more of the mushrooms. Glossy eyes staring at the sky, she manipulated the cards from memory. She rode the high to its fullest; she found that made it easier to resist the temptation to have more than she ought to, or at least made the urge much more manageable for a few weeks, which was exactly how often she had to use it anyway. That was what she told herself to drown out the Voice.

      The high subsided a few minutes later. She gestured the cards together and into her pocket. With a few more “just for good measure” gestures, Whissen put away the mushrooms and rolled up her bedroll, hooking it to her bag.

      However, when she turned from the bag, Whissen saw an eyeless, bald, pale humanoid creature standing over her. A minling. A jagged sword was in its hand, nearly ready to plunge down into her.

      By the skies!

      Several things happened at once as Whissen’s stabilized mind was tossed back in disarray. She threw her hands up in a pushing gesture, throwing the creature several feet away with a crash to the ground. She bolted to her feet, her cards swiftly stacking and tying themselves before zipping into her pocket. She gestured once more, and her bag flew to her back. She felt empty, like she’d just exhaled too sharply.

      Drat, she thought. I just expended bodily stored tari!

      This was bad; it had taken a lot of fuel to toss a living being, not to mention one she’d never moved before. For another thing, the sun wasn’t quite up yet, and she only had the stored tari to power her spells. She hadn’t made the switch from body tari to the tari in her ring before she’d reacted to danger.

      Fortunately, she’d only used up recent stuff, the fuel she’d saved over the last few weeks. She still had what she’d saved last month, which was substantial, but still.

      I must leave, now.

      The minling was climbing back to its feet. It was angry. The part of Whissen’s mind that asked questions even when there wasn’t time to answer them concluded that this one must have wandered past the patrols; it happened sometimes, although not often. Whissen turned and ran for it. She was faster by a long shot; the minling didn’t stand a chance of keeping up with her.

      But the terror she felt had reawakened the things in her mind, the other Whissens. They’d been shaken by the shock and fear she’d felt, so soon after her fi— medication. She could see them every time she blinked, banging on the walls of her fortress and demanding access.

      The Voice’s ugly whispers threatened to resurface as well, like dirt kicked up from the floor of a shallow river.

      Am I going to need to stop again? she thought in a panic. I do not have the supplies for that! I do not have the time!

      Whissen was indeed running out of time. The pounding in her head was getting louder, and she could hear cracks forming in the glass and stone of her safe space. She wasn’t on the roof of the church anymore; she was in the clergy storeroom, hiding like a scared little mouse.

      She glanced over her shoulder again. The minling was still chasing her, although it was so far away that if she kept up the run, it had no hope of catching her. Still, she needed to stop and rest again.

      Whissen looked ahead. There was a copse of trees. There, she could stop and think. There, she could make a plan, lose the minling. And hopefully not herself. For now, in her head, her only plan was to jump out of the storeroom window and make a run for it away from the church. There was another desperate tactic she could try, one that hadn’t failed yet.

      It is all I have, she decided grimly. I must get out of this House’s lands, go to the Wayfind Mountain. I need to recalibrate my mind.

      Whissen considered for a moment, trying to weigh her options.

      All right, she further decided. I need my totem. It is time to snatch the cat again.
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        * * *

      

      Sergeant Relaya was surrounded by countless corpses. Corpses who wore faces she’d trained from childhood. Smoke plumed from fires burning all around, casting eerie light everywhere in the night air. In the distance, some of the short, pale foes could be seen looting or finishing off some survivor like her. The noises the minlings made were constant and nagged at the weary mind.

      Still, Relaya pressed forward. She was a Ferilo soldier. Her people had been overwhelmed before. They hadn’t recovered by giving up.

      Relaya’s thoughts were scattered, but she knew she had to get to the hole. The surface breach the things had come from. Going in any other direction would be retreating, and Relaya didn’t retreat. No Ferilo retreated. Besides, the enemy army had already spread far and wide in this region of Ferilo, leaving behind this epicenter of the invasion. She’d run into them either way. Might as well do it head-on.

      Relaya tried not to think of the villages and towns that were being swarmed like her forces had just been. In every direction, Ferilo was doing what she was doing: repelling the invaders, or dying where it stood.

      Relaya’s breathing was heavy. Her right thigh ached from where it’d been struck by a blunt weapon. Her Ferilo plate armor was cracked and dirty with red and blue blood. The cloth underneath was torn in several places. Little of the blood was hers. There was a hole in her right boot, which revealed a nasty bruise on her foot. Her long bastard sword, which had had a rough go of it, was chipped all along the blade. It was a family heirloom and had seen at least five different surfaces. In Relaya’s family, the wielder had only two options: pass it down to their daughter or die with it in their hands. Just like her mother, and her mother before her, Relaya had been prepared to do both.

      But she hadn’t expected the second option. Not after thirty years of culling the cretins that had brought her to failure today.
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        “As for my post in Western Gwevonot, around the city of Fer-Gwev, we have been facing incursions and scouting attacks. Nothing serious, but it certainly looks preparatory.”
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        * * *

      

      A dozen hairy spiders the size of boulders shifted and scratched about, disrupting the quiet at the base of the cliffside. They were hunting for the critters that lived in canyons like these. The Undersurface from which they came was nearly empty of things to eat besides each other. The spider broods going that route were still back home.

      Instead, these canyon spiders had chosen to come up early. They bore the light and heat of the sun above for a few months before the next surface came into being and cast another world into darkness.

      Balek, Reph cursed in her head, surveying them all. They better be unrecognizable when Grinla cooks ’em.

      Focus. They aren’t dinner yet.

      The huntress’s gray eyes peered over the cliffside, ignoring everything except the targets. She closed out the world around her. Tunnel vision. A narrow plane. Everything outside it hidden from view, from the Resurface spread into the sky from the mountaintops to the south, to the rising sun in the west, to her big sister standing at her side. If there was nothing but Reph and her target, she couldn’t miss details or shots.

      Part one of her narrow plane was herself, a woman of lean but sturdy build, wearing a huntress’s garb she’d sewn herself, colored a faded red and blue. Cloak, tunic, and pants. Hair bright blonde. Skin a typical dark Duranayan tone. A quiver hung at her waist below the bow on her back, along with her hunting knife and a wickedly jagged sword. She had a face that was good at looking annoyed, even if she was one’s friend. Especially if she was one’s friend.

      Part two of her narrow plane was everything else. The canyon’s brown rock walls were sparse with life. Small twigs, branches, and trees grew here and there. The canyon had been formed in a wave of sunlight, like the rest of the world, and yet it looked so natural, as if a river had carved it over thousands of years.

      In the middle of it all, the giant spiders looked just like what they were: invaders from another world, out of place. A spider spotted a canyon cougar hiding behind a rock. The cat was used to being a predator, but now it was no different than a chicken that had been spotted by a fox. A fox with lots of eyes, legs, and friends.

      The spider zipped forward with frightening speed, its black legs a blur of hair as it approached the cougar. The other spiders followed after it. The cougar bolted, dashing out of cover, only to be struck with a gob of webbing that pinned it to the canyon wall behind it. Dangling, the cat tried to slice the webs off its chest, but in seconds, it was overrun by the spiders, and a few venomous bites later, it was dead.

      Reph wrinkled her nose at the sight but stepped closer to the edge. She unslung her bow and unclipped her quiver from her hip, keeping her eyes focused on her targets as she set them aside on the rocky ground. Without turning, she took the blue, glowing rope proffered to her by her sister, Grinla, and let it into her tunnel of a world. She looped it around her waist and let it fuse to itself, tight enough to be secure. She started rappelling down the cliffside, as quietly as she could manage, her slaughter sword attached to her hip. At the top, Grinla fused the other end of the rope to something sturdy and waited for the signal to pull Reph back up.

      Sixty feet below her, the spiders peeled the corpse off the wall and started eating it, drinking its flesh as it dissolved to the venom, encased in the silk. Soon, bones were visible. It was a grim picture of the fate of all life that stayed behind when the Resurface was complete. This feline had been lucky; dying in the daylight was not a blessing many of its kin would be granted.

      Reph descended slowly, one hop at a time down the cliff wall, toward her targets. The azure rope didn’t glow or shine, so it didn’t attract attention, even in the shadow of the canyon wall. The spiders couldn’t see her above them with their poor eyes, all focused on the meal they were consuming.

      Ironic how they got eight creepy eyes, and yet the hairs on their legs are better at seein’ shit.

      Such was to be expected of denizens of the Undersurface. Down there, sight was pointless anyway. Even so, they couldn’t hear Reph over their own noises, recklessly loud in their movements now that they’d caught their prey. The spiders were busy and distracted. For as long as it took them to finish their food, they were perfect targets.

      For someone better prepared than Reph was.

      Reph realized it as she neared the spiders below, one hand on her sword hilt, the other feeling for a tool that was supposed to be in her breast pocket.

      Shit, she thought. Grinla, you forgot to give me the flash grenade!

      In Reph’s tunnel visions, there was always a huntress and a prey. That dynamic could switch at a moment’s notice. That’s exactly what it did now. Now, instead of being the ambusher merely twenty feet over her prey, Reph was lowering herself into a group of monsters she was helpless against. Her sword at her hip felt like a crude stick. If they sensed her, she’d be doomed, crawling up the walls with their hairy, blindingly fast legs. It was like boldly entering a knife fight, only to reach for your blade and realize it wasn’t there.

      Panic filling her, Reph started climbing back up. She gave the two-tug signal on the glistening blue rope for her sister to pull and help her scale the wall. She had to get away from these things as soon as she could. She didn’t dare look down. She just focused on escaping, one foot above the other.

      Damn you, Grinla, she thought. This is embarrassing as hell. At least it’s not my fault this time. Shit.

      Reph was nearly to the top. She couldn’t see her teacher, her big sister, looking down at her. The older woman was back several feet from the edge so she could dig in her feet somewhere while she made the rope spell retract back into her wrist, past the glowing azure ring on her finger. Good thing, too. Reph didn’t want to face her until she was out of this canyon. The anger at her could take its turn once the terror from just now went away. Reph was glad she didn’t have a phobia of spiders or heights, as either one would probably have made her heart explode like a pitless cherry under a boot.

      Grinla, Reph groaned internally. This one’s on you. I just about died cuz you forgot to give me the flash grenade. Skies above and below, that was close.

      The bristly sounds of the spiders’ movement picking up below made Reph practically run up the last few feet of the wall. Had they heard her? Or were they just finishing their meal? They might still be able to catch her if they were fast, although it was unlikely they’d stray far out of the canyon with the sun blazing overhead.

      “What happened?” Grinla asked as Reph sank to her knees beside her bow and arrows, panting. “Did you notice something wrong?”

      The blue rope trailed up and vanished into the older huntress’s wrist with a small splash of the tari that had made it up, and she relaxed, stepping out of the rut in the stone she’d planted her feet against.

      Grinla was a tall woman, built like a boulder. Duranayan skin only a tad darker than Reph’s, but hair that was a typical straight Ferilo black. Reph had the perfect face to be the found and adopted sister of Grinla, because Grinla had a sharp one meant for poking holes of various sizes in egos and enemies. The fact that Grinla was over a decade older than Reph only amplified the effect.

      Grinla wore the same huntress garb as Reph. Red was Grinla’s least favorite color, but Reph did the sewing and liked to annoy her. Grinla wore her hunting bow on her back. A quiver of arrows and a knife hung from her hip.

      “Yeah, I missed something,” Reph said, recovering her breath. The tunnel vision was gone, and the world was coming back into focus around her. She checked one more time over the edge of the cliff. Reph wasn’t awful with heights, but the sight was still dizzying.

      All right, if I wasn’t arachnophobic before, I’m pretty sure I am by this point.

      Reph found with relief that the spiders hadn’t seemed to notice anything. They were almost done with their meal, though; she wouldn’t have enough time for a second pass. She looked up at her friend with that perfect face for being annoyed. Fear had had its turn. Now, it was time to be angry.

      “Grinla, you forgot to give me the flash grenade!”

      Grinla was still recovering her breath from lifting her friend up the cliffside. “No, I didn’t,” she said, kneeling next to Reph. “It’s right there in your left-front pocket. I saw you put it in there. You know, the big orange egg-shaped thing?”

      Reph looked down. Her retort died in her mouth.

      “Oh…”

      “Come on, Reph,” Grinla said, shaking her head. “You really trust me that little? I wasn’t going to let you do something so dangerous without the proper tools.”

      Reph’s anger transitioned sharply to herself. How could she have been so stupid? She’d been so close to the spiders, for the first time, and the panic at discovering her grenade wasn’t where she thought it was had made her run without even checking her Glows-damned front pocket.

      I do trust you, Reph thought. I’m just scared you won’t trust me. It’s gotta be your fault, or else it’s mine.

      “It’s not that …” Reph said. “I just thought you’d made a mistake and forgot, that’s all. I didn’t think you were actually trying to kill me. I mean, I signaled you to pull me up, didn’t I?”

      “Ah,” Grinla said. “Well then, that’s different. You didn’t think I wanted to hurt you; you just thought I was an idiot. I can live with that. Next time, check your pockets before asking me to bail you out. Those spiders probably aren’t gonna stay down there much longer.”

      Reph said nothing as Grinla leaned over the edge a little, watching some of the spiders start taking pathways back into the darkness down the canyon. Their grisly meal was a finished heap of stained bones. The huntress’s window was closed.

      Reph grunted and stood up.

      “I usually keep stuff like that in my breast pocket,” she muttered.

      “And when you saw it wasn’t there,” Grinla said, turning back to her, “you just blamed it on me and cried for help like a scared little boy. Nice. Why didn’t you check before you pushed off? Or while I was pulling you back up?”

      Reph could tell Grinla was genuinely annoyed, if only slightly. Reph knew she should have checked first; she’d just lost her cool and panicked. They’d been together for a long while, and it disturbed Reph that she still made mistakes like this.

      Definitely got arachnophobia.

      “Point taken,” she said out loud.

      “I hope so, because we’re not catching any of these spiders. Missed our window doing dumb shit like rapellin’. Go figure.”

      Reph shook her head at herself.

      Where would I be without Grinla? The streets would have killed me for something that stupid. She gets over it just like that. I hope she never runs out of patience with me.

      But no one’s patience is infinite.

      “Come on,” Grinla continued. “Let’s go up the canyon and see if we can’t catch that other brood we sighted earlier before day’s end. There’s an opening to the Undersurface somewhere in this canyon, and they’ve gotta be hungry too. We’re gonna want as many of ’em as we can get. If we sell the parts, we should easily be able to buy you a new bow.”

      Grinla extended a hand down to her sister with a smile. Reph sighed, took it, and got pushed back down to the ground partway up.

      “I hate you,” she grumbled.

      Grinla’s smile widened. “So sweet. I love you too, buddy.”

      Reph sighed up at her sister, rolling her eyes. She waited for Grinla to move away to collect her things, then rose on her own, slinging her bow and reclipping her quiver to her waist. Together, the two set out once more. They followed the canyon along its edge. Reph scanned inside the canyon, and Grinla watched their surroundings.

      Reph and Grinla had hunted here before, although not for spiders. In fact, this was probably one of their most frequent hunting locations, being between the territories of Ferilo and Jakarn, where the two women were from. The canyon had once been much prettier, when the sun had warmed its cliffs and worked with the rain to make them green. The recent winter had taken all of that away, and it was unlikely to regrow before next winter. With the Resurface, next winter would come before autumn had a chance to begin. Before even summer had a chance to end.

      Grinla had told Reph they needed to revisit this place at least once, before they left this surface for the next one. Reph had only argued for the fun of it, so here they were.

      Every fifty years, the world grew a new surface above the old one. From the tops of the mountain, land would stretch outward. Reph could see it now, miles to the south, blocking out the sun for everything beneath. At a random point on the first day of each month, it would rapidly expand in a burst, then stop. This was important to keep in mind, because today was the first of the month of Zadaran. When it grew, the Resurface would drink the sunlight, and therefore tari, in the sky to fuel itself. Just like ordinary magic. Grinla’s conjured rope was fueled by tari stored in her ring. It wouldn’t fail altogether, but the changing conditions would still make it flicker dangerously.

      Month after month, burst after burst, the Resurface expanded outward. They could see its border of shadow on the land to the south, like a new country drawing itself on a map of the world. It only reached three months’ worth of distance, so it was only a third of the way from the center of Duranaya to its edges. As it spread, the plants would die. Then, so would the people and animals, if they didn’t migrate up the mountainside to the next surface, leaving the old world to the creatures that lived in the dark. Like giant spiders.

      Hunting giant spiders was a nerve-wracking ordeal. You couldn’t win in hand-to-hand combat with something that had eight hands, and you couldn’t outrun something that had eight legs. The only safe way to get close to the things was undetected, and that could only come from above. But even if you came from above, there were never lonely giant spiders. They crawled in groups, unlike most of their smaller cousins. That was where the Jakarnian Repulsion Grenade was supposed to come in.

      Usually, Grinla had been the one to do the rappelling. She was better at it and more eager than Reph by a long shot. Reph had really wanted to give it a try, though. Even though Grinla worked her hard, it was too easy to let Grinla do everything. She felt this more keenly the older she got, and the more Grinla treated her like an equal. So, it was hard for her to let Grinla do anything.

      Fortunately, Grinla had assented after drilling in things like timing and closing your eyes to the flash. Reph still couldn’t understand her sister’s desire for dangerous game. Grinla seemed to have an obsession with hunting anything that was supposed to be hunting her.

      Such a maniac, Reph thought. And here I am, going right along with it for eight years in a row. I must love her or something. Well, and her dad.

      Our dad, Reph reminded herself.

      Reph focused on any movement down below. It was important to see the spiders as early in their hunt as possible. She didn’t want to land on them after their meal was finished. Reph didn’t enter her tunnel-vision state. But she came close. She needed to erase the embarrassment burning her up, walking at Grinla’s side. What made it worse, she couldn’t shake the feeling that Grinla could’ve just scanned inside the canyon and above it by herself, and she was splitting the task unnecessarily to give Reph something to do. Reph always got like this when she messed up, her brain telling her all the ways she was useless.

      “Hey, Reph!” Grinla said suddenly, making Reph turn and look. “The Resurface is coming! Check it out!”

      Even if Grinla hadn’t called it out, the sound of distant, rolling thunder would’ve turned Reph’s head.

      The sun’s light dimmed over the entire world, not just beneath the Resurface’s growing shadow. The sun’s very output was being harvested by the next surface to feed its hunger for tari. The sky was like a pool of water being stained with an expanding black substance dropped in it. A substance with beautiful edges, but muddying the water, nonetheless.

      A blue rim of shaper magic had formed around the surface. A layer of green above that was covering the new ground with life. A layer of yellow below that kept it from cracking and falling to the world below. Storms of red tari seethed above the green, regulating temperature and sustaining everything the others created. The watery, electric energy wove together like a beautiful, titanic tapestry of creation, for all the world to see from beneath. It was like watching a wave crash over a beach of nothingness, then harden into the beach instead of receding. They couldn’t see the topside, where most of the actual creation was done, as dictated by the goddesses, but still, it was a marvel to behold the work of the Glows at any range.

      “Damn …” Reph breathed. It had been the fourth time she’d seen the sight, but this was the furthest the Resurface stretched in one burst, further than each of the previous three months. They watched it together for several minutes, almost twenty, before it finally came to a stop, the edges ceasing and the sun returning to its former midday brightness. Reph couldn’t use any magic; she was “insumate.” Not even a drop, like many insumates could. Like Grinla could. Even so, she felt a part of her returning as the sunlight came back, the invisible tari it washed the world with coursing over her body.

      A brief delay later, the noise of the Resurface ceased. The shadowy border on the world below was now much nearer, almost reaching the southernmost Jakarnian city to their east, although not even off the mountain’s base in Ferilo to their south. The Wayfind Mountain, as it was called, stretched much more east-west than it did north-south, but the Resurface started only at the top in the center.

      “Dad’s such a lucky bastard,” Grinla said as they turned to continue along the canyon’s edge. “Old man gets to see two of these.”

      “You might too, someday,” Reph said.

      “Yeah, if I make it fifty more years,” Grinla snorted. “Much more likely you’ll reach seventy than I’ll reach ninety.”

      Reph didn’t know what to say to that, so she went back to concentrating on finding spiders not to screw up hunting.

      Fortunately, it wasn’t too long before she saw the other brood. Less than an hour of walking east along the canyon’s cliff later, and Reph saw them again, a dozen or so like before, slinking from shadow to shadow, pursuing another canyon cougar.

      “There!” Reph said, pointing for Grinla’s eyes to follow. Without another word, the two moved quickly, following above where the canyon cougar was, until it was caught. As the spiders started eating it, Reph got into position, ditching her bow and arrows and looping Grinla’s rope around her waist. The woman had enough tari to make another if she wanted. Reph would make sure this was the last one woven today.

      Jagged slaughter sword at her side, grenade in her breast pocket, Reph started down the cliff face. It was a shorter distance this time, which was good. It gave her less time to let panic set in. The tunnel-vision focus needed only moments when she was descending on prey like this.

      With each hop on the wall, Reph got closer and closer to those horrible, bristling creatures. Their mouths sucked at the cougar’s dissolving corpse like it was a pond of flesh. Reph stopped herself from picturing herself in its place. It was bad enough watching an animal get devoured, let alone a human.

      Boots landing quietly against the rock with each hop, Reph was less than twenty feet above her targets.

      Then, she slipped.

      Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit—I’m falling and those spiders are huge⁠—

      It was only a moment before she regained her footing, but it was enough to shatter her concentration and, worse, compromise her to her prey. A few scratches and scrabbles of her boots against the stone sent little rocks and dirt tumbling down. The spiders below twitched. Then, Reph saw their countless eyes stare up at her.

      Terrified as she was, Reph didn’t freeze up when death was staring her in the face, no matter how many eyes it had. The spiders were rearing to start climbing the wall. Reph pulled herself together just in time to remember to reach into her pocket - the right one, this time - and throw the grenade straight down.

      The trick with aiming the Jakarnian Repulsion Grenade was to hit right in the middle of all the spiders, so you’d knock all of them backward and leave them all blinded, unbalanced, injured, possibly even killed. You didn’t want to hit one directly because that’d blow it to pieces and ruin all the valuable bits.

      Fortunately for Reph, these spiders had another canyon cougar in their very middle, and its carcass provided an easy target circle for her to aim for. It stood out against the plain, rocky ground of the canyon floor.

      The grenade flew the short distance downward. In a nearly straight line, the bomb pounced down on the spiders like they’d pounced on the cougar they were eating. The spiders reacted far too late.

      There was a clink as the bomb bounced off an exposed cougar bone.

      Close your Glows-damned eyes! Grinla’s voice echoed in her head. Reph obeyed, turning away and covering her face with a sleeve. Even behind closed eyes and huntress garb, everything went orange.

      A flash of scarlet, followed by a thunderous boom, and the grenade exploded right beneath Reph. All the gravity pulling her to the ground against the rope was met with a force from below. She hovered upward a foot on the wall. For a moment, Reph felt like she was floating. Her body was bathed in hot orange light from below. No shrapnel flew; the grenade disintegrated itself. Below her, Reph heard a dozen spiders’ legs snapping and twisting, their hairy bodies tumbling over each other and sharp rocks. A second later, when Reph felt herself falling again and she opened her eyes, she saw the spiders all around the cougar writhing in pain, unable to move, helpless.

      A triumphant thrill surged through her. As she fell back down, Reph released the rope and kicked off from the wall, the ground rushing up to meet her from below.

      “Here! We! Go!” she shouted, landing with a somersault. She rolled to her feet beside the partially masticated cougar, her serrated slaughter sword sliding out of its sheath. Her ears were ringing from the explosion, but she didn’t care.

      It was such an incredible rush. It was moments like these when Reph understood, 100 percent, Grinla’s unending thirst for danger, hunting it down and killing it. She’d just dove into the wake of a grenade in the middle of a dozen giant spiders, and she had the hard-earned advantage.

      Not for long, though. She wasted no time in plunging the sword into the head of the nearest spider. With a high-pitched screech, the creature died in a burst of twitches, collapsing limply after the sword was yanked out. Reph stabbed the next one in the same way, then the next, then the next, and the next. She’d seen Grinla kill over twenty spiders in the time the JRG gave before they managed to recover themselves. Reph knew she could kill all twelve of these before one of them came after her, if she was quick.

      And quick she was. But not quick enough.

      There were two left. Reph’s ears were done ringing, but now they were full of the piercing screams of the bugs. Her jagged sword was covered in their thick, yellowish blood. Her blade had become noticeably heavier, with that much deep-yellow ooze clinging to it. She rammed it down between all the eyes of one of the two spiders, twisted, and pulled it back out again.

      “On to the last one,” she grunted. She turned to the final crippled spider.

      But this one wasn’t disoriented anymore by the bright light. As Reph turned to it, she faced two rows of eyes glaring back at her, full of hatred and malice. One could hold a lot of hatred and malice in eight eyes. Its legs were all clearly broken, crumpled at painful angles below its fuzzy, dark body. But this one wasn’t going to try to run away.

      As Reph ran forward and raised her sword, the spider launched a gob of silk right into her face. She screamed. The force of the projectile knocked Reph onto her back, and that in turn knocked the wind out of her. Her head and neck were coated with sticky silk. Violently sucking in air to recover her breath pulled the webbing into her mouth and coated her teeth and throat. She held on to her sword, thankfully, but when her free hand shot up to pull off the webs, it got caught against her cheek.

      “Thit!” she screamed, muffled. There was no way that voice was carrying up the cliffside, but she tried anyway. “Grihnha, hep me! I ahmoht ghot ’em, jush ohne bihg bathtahd lehf!”

      Reph couldn’t see almost anything, and the webs in her eyes were stinging. She could hear the spider dragging itself toward her, though, see its shape rising. She kicked at it and scooted away on the hard ground. Luckily for her, her boot missed the beast’s venomous fangs, but unluckily for her, she scooted right into the carcass of the cougar. Its ribs poked her head and shoulder, and its limp but nonetheless sharp claws scratched at her sleeve, barely missing the flesh.

      The spider was almost to her. She could already feel the toxins in the web starting to make her feel sick.

      “Grihnha!” she shouted. “Grihnha, chome on⁠—”

      Just then, the spider approaching Reph squealed in agony. Reph heard Grinla’s voice roaring as a dagger was repeatedly thrust down. Through the webs, Reph saw bits and glimpses of her huntress sister bearing down on the dying fiend, standing on its back. She stomped and stabbed down until its body was all the way to the ground. It stopped screaming, lying still like the rest, minus an occasional eerie leg twitch.

      “Now that’s a spider hunt!” Grinla shouted, putting down her dagger and stepping off her kill. “We’ve been tracking these fat bitches for days, and finally you caught some! Good job, Reph, damn good job there! Thank the Glows you didn’t die at the end there.”

      “Hankth,” Reph managed through the webs in her mouth. She dropped the sword and got her other hand caught against her cheeks trying to get the sticky silk off.

      “As far as last hunts on a surface go, this really can’t be beat. Wait until Dad hears about this! Wait until he gets to eat some of this again! Old man hasn’t had any spider stew since the last Resurface. He better still be healthy enough to eat it when we see him again.

      “Well, we oughta get goin’. Reph?”

      Reph could tell Grinla was standing over her now and didn’t need to see the amused smile to know it was there.

      “Need a little help there?” Grinla asked.

      Reph let her arms and legs go limp in defeat.

      “Mmph.”
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        * * *

      

      The battered sergeant stumbled between the grass and debris-covered hills, trying to piece together what had just happened. It’d taken roughly half an hour, but it was still so incomprehensible.

      Ferilo? Lose? On my watch?

      There’d been so many minlings, so many of the pale things bursting out of the surface breach, gushing like blood from a deep wound into Relaya’s troops. Volleys of arrows had felled waves of the things, but for every one they killed, three more took its place. They never came in numbers that large, ever. Even at this crucial point of the century, for which Duranaya had specifically fortified. There’d been Mirikiites, Gwevonotians, Jakarnians, every worthy house had been here. But in the midst of the Zadaran Resurface burst, when the minlings had timed their attack too well to be an accident, all the variety of solimancy had not been enough.

      Relaya tried not to focus on the faces of the dead she walked past. There was too good a chance she’d know them. She’d taken such personal involvement with so many of her trainees. For her, it’d be like seeing her own child’s body lying in the bloody grass, surrounded by cleaved minlings. It didn’t help that many of the soldiers were just teenagers. She didn’t even try to recall which ones were on duty today and which had the fortune of being stationed elsewhere on military exchanges and whatnot.

      I do wish Helanel were here today, she thought grimly. We might not have lost, though it wouldn’t do the boy good to die with a weapon in his hands.
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        “We do know that they have swept through Ferilo with frightening speed. They haven't come here in force yet, at least. There have been hundreds of refugees, however.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Four Months Ago...

      

      

      Vanessa slipped quietly through the rocks in the total darkness, onto the dead, mushroom-laden plains. All that was left to see, if there'd been a shred of light, were jagged surfaces to avoid and the occasional long-dead branch. It was like being blind, which made it perfect for someone like Vanessa, whose eyes were clear as glass and saw nothing anyway.

      The Xerati mages, of whom Vanessa was one, were a hated house of magic. Magic that operated in the mental plane. Vanessa's mastery of the mind was thorough, to be sure, but it had ... gaps. Mostly of her own mind. She was human, but she sometimes made that easy to forget.

      What she wore and how she looked mattered little in the darkness. Aside from the sunless chill, she may as well have been wearing nothing except the assortment of sleek throwing weapons and poisons. And of course, a clip for her mindblade. The elegant weapon sported no blade until it was in use.

      Not being able to see what she looked like would be both a blessing and curse to any she encountered here in the vast expanse of blackness. They wouldn't have to see those eyes looking back at them. With eyes like those, one could never tell if she was seeing them or not.

      The Undersurface was an immense space, made of sprawling hills, forests, rivers, abandoned cities, canyons, all the various biomes of a world. It was chilling for most to see it completely blanketed in darkness. Or rather, not see it. Such a huge world, all around Vanessa, and none of it might as well have been there, for it was all hidden in blackness so thick one couldn't see their hand in front of their nose. Not that this was new to her, which is part of why instead of terrifying her, it empowered her. Now, everyone was playing by the same rules, rules she had mastered.

      Vanessa heard a noise to her right and turned her head sharply. It sounded like footsteps belonging to someone very thin. Her lips curled back and would’ve shown her teeth in hungry anticipation, were there any light. One of the short, pale, humanoid, and animalistic denizens of the Undersurface?

      The footsteps ... definitely a minling, minling, minling.

      “Hey, hey, hey,” she said in a voice that sounded like a verbal grin. “I heard you, little guy. C'mere and talk to me, won't you, won't you, won't you? I won't hurt you. I promise.”

      There was a brief pause, the sound of something scratching its chin, and then a firm, negative throat noise. Vanessa impatiently cleared her own throat and took a step in her new friend's direction.

      “I said, c'mere, you stupid little minling. Don't you freaks have any manners, any manners, any manners, or is that lost in the dark as well?”

      As she spoke, Vanessa probed outward with her mind. A Xerati had an added advantage in her perpetually black world: telepathy. While some blind individuals adjusted and their other senses became sharper to compensate, Vanessa had that and the ability to magically sense the thoughts of those around her. Sneaking up on her was virtually impossible for a person with a living, thinking mind to do.

      This thing she was creeping up on was easier than most to infiltrate. Most minds took at least some time listening to and getting a feel for before one could decode even their most surface-level thoughts. Minlings were easier, though. All he thought about was food and breeding. Fortunately for him, he was mostly considering Vanessa for the first option, although he was considering it less and less as he sensed her creeping closer in the darkness.

      Vanessa noticed something ... off about this minling. He was dull, sure, but he was also surprisingly alert. No, he wasn't alert. Someone was, someone whose head seemed to be located at the same place as his, somehow. It made no sense; was someone else's mind inside of his? Was another Xerati mage inserting themselves at this very moment?

      Vanessa didn't have the patience to figure it out. The thing's fear response was starting to ramp up. Vanessa heard a few hesitant footsteps away from her. It was his last mistake. His hunger and fear were tasty, to be sure, but Vanessa's mouth needed feeding too.

      “Come here!”

      Vanessa pounced. There was a grisly scuffle. A knife was heard entering flesh, followed by a high-pitched screech. A body collapsed on the stony ground. Then, silence.

      Vanessa felt a sticky fluid seeping into her cloak as she stood up from her prey. She was hungry. So, so hungry. Lucky for the minling, or else she would have kept him alive longer so she could keep feeling his thoughts.

      She'd been down here for too long. Four months in all. Since the start of the year, and not just any year. The Resurface year. Before too long, the surface she'd come from would be just another level of the Undersurface. That wouldn't do.

      Vanessa had first come down here to lie low after a job she'd finished had gone south. She'd completed the hit and been paid, but then the client had tried to double-dip by turning Vanessa in as well.

      Damn, damn, damn monks, she thought. Never taking a job from one of them again, again, again. They go back to acting all holy once they don't need you. She at least could’ve tried to kill me, kill me, kill me. Did she think she could lock up a Xerati?

      Vanessa remembered that monk’s mind well, and the woman was on Vanessa's list. The list that there was only one way off of. Once Vanessa got back up to the surface, she'd take care of her.

      But for now, Vanessa was giving the surface a few months to forget about her and worry about other things, like the Resurface or other assassins. They knew how to pretend she didn't exist, and they'd taught her to be good at it too.

      The Undersurface was the perfect hideout, provided one was careful. It was like hiding in Amegon, that hellish afterlife the monks described, a surface below the Undersurface. Instead of trying to survive the heat, one had to avoid the minlings and stay fed on the mushrooms and creatures that lived down here, many of which were poisonous and/or predatory. With study and preparation, and with the advantages of being a Xerati mage, one could navigate it fine for a few months before their tari ran dry.

      However, Vanessa worried she didn't know where the mountain pass back up was anymore. She'd been going in this direction for a while now, and she'd left markers for herself. She hadn't even encountered any of the surface breaches that had formed in the last fifty years, long tunnels and thin mountains that stretched up to the surface following sunlight that leaked in from occasional holes. This freak hadn't known where it was, that was for sure. She just had to find a smarter one somewhere. One that knew where to find a breach but hadn't built up the courage to use it yet. That'd be risky, but it was far less risky than the alternative of being two surfaces down. Then, she really would be in Amegon proper.

      Vanessa had considered letting herself get captured by the minlings. She knew they did it. She'd seen, or rather heard it happen to another Xerati mage she'd traveled here with once. For the other mage, it had been an accident to get caught and pinned down by those minlings, but with quick thinking, she'd telepathically convinced them to take her to the others before killing and eating her. Whether she'd escaped, Vanessa did not know, although she was quite confident she had. A three-minling escort, for a Xerati mage captive? Unlikely to get anywhere. All Vanessa knew for sure was that the minlings could be convinced to take one prisoner. If she could pull that off, she'd only have to go along with it until they took her near a minling that knew where a breach was. Then, she'd bust out and go to the surface again.

      Further travel would have to wait. For now, it was time to eat. Luckily for Vanessa's health, she'd recently walked over dead branches and knew wood was nearby to start a small fire and cook her target before she ate it. It was a chore and a half to feel the ground and look for it, and she spent it all drooling, barely stopping herself from just digging into the raw meat. The crackle of the fire couldn't have started soon enough.

      Minlings weren't exactly human, but they weren't exactly animals either. Not that the difference mattered all that much to Vanessa. Minlings inhabited this forsaken land, the surface of the past. The same cities that thrived on the current surface had bustled down here, before the Resurface had left them in darkness. The buildings still stood. Vanessa had recently visited some of them, a small hamlet some hours behind her. In the black, they had become bleak and empty structures, picked clean by wandering minlings and other horrible creatures of the pitch black, overgrown with mushrooms. Even the Jakarnian lava pools had cooled, and the little light they provided had dimmed long ago. Vanessa hadn't come across any of the old battlefields from the War of the Shuvots, or at least she hadn't known it if she did. She couldn't detect dead minds.

      As far as she could tell, this land was where Ferilo had once been. She'd visited her ancestral homeland once or twice. Its ruins had felt even bleaker than the rest, torn by war on top of being ravaged by the same forces that broke down everything else. A remnant of an endangered people, her people. A reminder that she was a dying breed, nearly hunted to extinction by this deathtrap of a land they'd been confined to. There was at least one Xerati community down here, trying to eek out a living in the black, but Vanessa steered well clear of them. She didn’t need the politics, and she didn’t need more than one other Xerati working with her. Women like her, Xerati that avoided their own remainder and tried to blend in with the surface, were not well-liked. And besides, she was Vanessa. No community wanted her in it for longer than it needed her skills.

      Crabs of every size were common animals down here. Their chitin was one of the most plentiful resources. Blind vultures, giant spiders, and a few carnivorous fish had even taken up residence where water had flooded into homes from an unchecked rising river. It was an ecosystem of decay and eventual oblivion. With no sunlight to sustain the natural plant life, the prey animals soon followed to the moldering earth, and the only food left for the predators was each other, and the minlings.

      Vanessa took a ravenous bite off a mostly cooked piece of flesh. She loved the place. She felt right at home, even if she also wanted to leave. She moved her head side to side, not to look but to hear. She heard nothing amiss, nothing else approaching. The little fire in front of her was unlikely to draw attention from anything down here, since they were all blind. Well, except for the spiders. But she didn't think there were any nearby, and she kept her ears open while she enjoyed the food the fire made possible.

      Being able to read people's emotions, Vanessa relished the basic, primal ones she heard most often: intrigue, then fear, then a fight-or-flight response. Of course, once she got to know someone, which was usually a one-way street, there were more complex, savory emotions. She craved the feelings in others that she struggled to experience herself. It was part of what made her so hungry down here in the Undersurface. Not only was there little to eat, and nothing that wouldn't fight first, there were few thoughts to read. The victim she'd just claimed was a standard example of the wandering minlings she'd encountered since coming down here.

      She'd stalked a few for a while and read their thoughts enough to learn that they were alone because they had been cast out of their clan, and that most of the loners were the same. The story was similar; they were clumsy or gluttonous and had crossed a line their shaman or whoever had deemed worthy of exile, like animals in a pack, but also like primitive humans. They wandered alone, easy prey for spiders and other predators of the blackness. Sometimes they'd wander up to the surface itself and be picked off by a Duranayan patrol. Falling prey to the double-edged curse on their kind that both drew them to the sun, and made their skin vulnerable to its heat.

      Sated, Vanessa carved up as much of the corpse as she could fit, slung it into her bag, and stood, contemplating.

      Let's see, let's see, let's see.

      She could either keep going in the direction she'd been going, where she was already supposed to have encountered the mountain, or she could try a new tactic, like that other mage had done, and glean the information she needed from some minlings.

      Her decision made, Vanessa started following the exile's tracks with her fingers in the hard earth and mushrooms, crawling like the predator she was.
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        * * *

      

      A minling appeared over the hill in front of Relaya. It held a crude spear in one hand and wore a Ferilo helmet that was too large for its bald, pale head. Relaya’s grip on her sword tightened. Another minling appeared beside the first, then another.

      They were pitiful, horrid creatures. They relied mostly on their hearing to figure out where things were, which was a mercy in more ways than one. It meant their unsettlingly eyeless faces were never pointed right at you. They were shaped like short Duranayans, but with their spines arched, flat skin where eyes should have been, uniform baldness, and even more uniform pale skin, harshly contrasted with their dark black and brown loincloths and scattered bits of chitin armor. They looked better by night, but not much. They had bodies that almost never saw the sun. Relaya decided that these three would never see it again.

      “Come to me,” she snarled, digging in her heels and beckoning them with her gauntleted hand. “Come to me and die.”

      At the sound of her voice, the one in front stepped forward, then the other two joined him in a charge down the hill, shouting in their ugly, deep, throaty voices. Relaya’s pain and weariness vanished in a rush of adrenaline.

      She cut off the first spear tip before it was thrust. The other two pushed theirs into her plated legs, which did nothing to her. With a harsh upward swipe, Relaya decapitated one and slashed another across the chest. The remaining one thrust his spear up at her head, which knocked her helmet off-kilter.

      Relaya roared and brought her sword down on his head. With an ugly scream, he was driven face down into the dirt, next to the body of a Ferilo soldier. His black-and-blue blood mixed with the darkening red pool next to him as Relaya pulled her sword out with a grisly sliding sound. She pushed her helmet back into place and listened.
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        “Standing by for further orders, General. That is the situation in the west of Gwevonot.”

        —Regards, Prince Helanel Rawan of Ferilo, first infantry battalion of Western Gwevonot. Monthly report of Zadaran, Year fifty of the Seventh Reign of Jakarn.
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        * * *

      

      “Miss, could you please keep your mouth open? Don't say anything,” the healer Pastra added quickly, “just keep your teeth off my hand, all right? Quiet as the Glow-Gwevonot, in her sacred gardens above.”

      “Yes, fine,” said Reph, nearly biting Pastra's fingers.

      “She's not good at following instructions.” Grinla shook her head.       “I gathered,” the healer said. “I gave her the perfect analogy and everything.”

      “Sorry, Pastra,” Grinla said, “but I guess not every patient can be as cooperative as me, yeah?”

      “That doesn't set the highest bar, but go ahead.”

      Reph hid her embarrassment by rolling her eyes, her mouth full of webs and Pastra's fingers. Grinla sat off to the side on the ground, enjoying a mug of hissim, her favorite Ferilo tea. They'd found a few leaves on the way here, along the border between Ferilo and Jakarn. With her new supply strapped to the bags beside her to dry, the same ones carrying the valuable spider organs, she felt better using their supply. Reph sat cross-legged before the healer, who kneeled to reach into her mouth to remove the poisonous webbing. She looked quite happy to stick her fingers into a stranger's mouth. Reph figured Pastra had had to delve into far more uncomfortable regions.

      What Reph noticed most about the woman was her possessions. Dozens of little things organized throughout the interior of the healer's tent. A comb, different makeup tools, utensils, Reph noticed them all. Her fingers itched. She felt hungry at seeing so many little things that could disappear so easily. Not as though her stomach were trying to send her brain the message, but the other way around.

      Fortunately, the urges were easy to resist when the objects' owner had her fingers in Reph's mouth. Reph looked terrible. She'd spent the last two days with webs clinging to her head and poisoning her slowly through her mouth and nose. Her face was swollen, and her eyes and cheeks were irritated. Her hands had come free fairly easily, but they also showed effects of touching that ugly silk.

      The huntresses had traveled to the healer after the spider hunt that had gone so well. For the most part, at least. If it had gone perfectly, they wouldn't be going to a healer afterward. At least it had happened to be Pastra this time, at this particular campsite the traveling doctors moved through. Grinla knew her.

      Gwevonotian solimancy controlled life and its essences, while Ferilo solimancy controlled the inanimate elements. While the blue shaper magic could craft things out of nothing but sunlight, Gwevonotian magic created, repaired, and regrew the fleshy roots, substances, and fluids of life with the same fuel. There was no roof to this healer's tent; it had been taken down to allow the tari to flow more easily to her, the sun's rays from which the power sprang more readily available as they poured onto her dark Duranayan skin. She didn’t need to use the ring she wore to power the spells she’d need.

      Gwevonotian healers traveled all over the place, aiding other travelers like themselves at regular stopping points established in most territories, sometimes visiting small villages to heal any sick or wounded. All their services came at a price, of course, and often a steep one at that. After all, what won't a working woman with a broken leg pay so she could feed her family again? What won't a caring father pay to save his child from a sickness, or relieve them from a life-threatening toothache?

      Fortunately, this healer was a tad more reasonable. Pastra had crossed paths with Grinla more than once already, and they'd developed a professional bond with each other. Grinla and her sister got a special rate that would be more than recouped by the value of the goods they'd obtained. Besides, while spider silk poisoning was unpleasant, it was rarely fatal.

      That didn't stop Reph from feeling threatened by it. Not for her life, but for Grinla's opinion of her. It felt awful costing them so much money by being operated on. She was burdening them. As was too often the case, if Grinla had been the one to do it, it wouldn't have been an issue. But Reph had done it, and now she was a mess to clean up. This would cut into the profit she made with those spiders severely, maybe even overshadow it. Reph wasn't sure by how much exactly, but she was confident it was bad.

      It didn't help that Grinla was hard for Reph to apologize to. At this point, Reph had just accepted that she would always be hard to apologize to. That's just how it was when people met like they had. Apologizing for one thing felt like trying to apologize for everything. Apologizing made the mistake seem bigger, not smaller.

      Fortunately, the thrill of the hunt and the closeness it brought to Grinla had helped in the most stressful situations, where trust was key. For now, Reph's mind was kept off of Grinla's opinion of her by the intrusive experience of a Gwevonotian mage performing a healing inside her face.

      And I can't even ask if she's done yet, Reph thought. When's she gonna finally get her fingers in the right spot and flash her magic?

      “She's working on it,” Grinla said. She'd read Reph's obvious face. “She's gotta position it just right so she doesn't waste any power. Pastra's no noble, so it's not like she's got enough power to single handedly grow farms.”

      “That'd be a different business entirely,” Pastra agreed, tongue sticking out in concentration. She had one hand on Reph's cheek to stabilize her face, while her other hand's fingers probed through the webs on and inside her lips. Pastra didn't seem to care at all about getting the webbing on herself, and why would she? She wouldn't have to pay anyone to fix the poisoning.

      “There we are,” she said finally. “I think I can make that work.”

      Baleking finally, Reph thought with relief. As Pastra's fingers started glowing a rich green, Grinla chatted.

      “Good to see you practicing your craft on someone else, Pastra,” she said. “I'm used to just you and me.”

      “Yes,” Pastra said, concentrating. “We'll have to catch up after I'm done here.”

      “Wonderful girl, Reph,” Grinla went on. “Even if she is a bit of a shithead.”

      Reph would have smirked if her mouth wasn't occupied. But at least her mouth and face were starting to glow green as magic channeled from Pastra's arm.

      It was an incredible sensation, that of her system being scoured of pollution. The clarity that came to one's eyes and senses and mind. The energy that felt unlocked from one's muscles. The sickness and irritation receded from Reph's face and hands. Her nose and cheeks cooled and calmed down. It was like ice-cold water on a hot and sweaty day after an hour of suffering in parchment, all over her skin. The webs detached themselves and evaporated like water into jade sparks. Moments later, the sparks dissipated into nothingness.

      Finally, Pastra pulled her hand out of Reph's mouth. “You're good to go, my friend,” she said. She reached for her pocket mirror with the clean hand. Pastra had mentioned how useful she found the little thing, how much easier it was to get people to pay up when they could see for themselves that they looked better than before. Reph suspected the doctor also got the traditional use out of the mirror, that of prettying herself up. She looked quite well kept for someone who spent their time roughing it in the wilds and hamlets, healing on freelance. Sticking her fingers in places most people never saw or wanted to see.

      It was too bad the healing she'd just performed did nothing to the urge to steal. Reph felt a tug of it when she saw that shiny pocket mirror.

      Pastra held it up for Reph to see. Reph let her own image distract her from the trinket itself. Her pallor was restored, eyes clear of red.

      I look good, she thought. Way better. Pastra knows her shit.

      “Damn, Pastra,” Grinla said, nodding at Reph's new appearance. “You made it look easy. Just a little green push with your fingers in the right spot, and boom. Weeks of suffering waved away like a bird in the wind.”

      “It is easy,” the woman said with satisfaction, “when you've done it for a few decades.”

      “How old are you again, Pastra?”

      “Myself? I'm coming up on thirty-five. I began when I was twelve. Done a few sports events from time to time, healing injured athletes, but for the most part I've just traveled from place to place.”

      “Nice, nice. Thirty-five before the Resurface, I assume?”

      “Yes, before the year is done. How about you?”

      Reph let them get on with chatting and stood up to stretch. Her body felt good. She felt incredible, better than she had even before getting spat on by that spider. The problem was, she was surrounded by Pastra's things. She had to get out of here, and fast. Before the urges made her do something stupid. Before she broke her Code.

      “I'm gonna go run in circles or something,” Reph said as she stepped past Pastra and toward the tent door. “I feel way too good after that for sittin' around.”

      As she spoke, Reph made a subtle grabbing gesture with her hand to signal to Grinla the real reason she was leaving. Grinla gave a one-shouldered shrug in discreet acknowledgment.

      “Sounds good. Don't trip and fall on anything,” she replied.

      “Or I might make even more money today,” Pastra added. Reph let the tent flap fall behind her with a cringe. Another benefit of leaving at that moment: she wouldn't see Grinla pay for the service.
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        * * *

      

      “Enjoy your walk?” Grinla asked. Reph nodded, panting. They stood outside Pastra's tent with her, Reph having just returned from her jog.

      “Getting spiderwebs in my throat was really startin' to take its toll on me,” she said. “It was startin' to hurt to breathe.”

      “Well, damn. Thanks be to Pastra.”

      The healer shook her head, parting her hands in a deferential gesture to the skies.

      “Thanks be to Glow-Gwevonot,” she said. That was another thing about Pastra that Reph knew Grinla liked. The huntress had a great respect for the humility devotion could imbue in sincere followers. It made sense to Reph; Grinla despised the opposite effect that devotion seemed to have on other religious adherents. Grinla claimed she herself was more religious than Reph thought she actually was. Maybe she had been, before Reph knew her, but not anymore. Either that, or it really had humbled her. Most of the religious people Reph had known before Grinla, in Fer-Jak, were arrogant pieces of work.

      The three stood just outside the doctor's roofless tent. The sun was high in the sky. The smoggy clouds of Jakarn hung in the north, while the clear blue of Ferilo's sky shone in the south. The canyon they'd harvested the spiders from was barely visible on the horizon to the north, a good two days' walk from the healer rendezvous point and, fortunately for Reph, not any longer than that. The canyon was on the border between Jakarn and Ferilo, lands on the very edge of legality of Jakarnian power production. It was obvious; above the canyon where the spiders crawled, one side was visibly healthier and grassier. Especially in the spring. The water in the streams was clearer, the soil richer.

      This surface was a pretty one. Reph, like most who'd lived to see only one so far, didn't know how she'd get used to another one as much as this place. Reph hadn't ever had a proper home. Sure, she'd grown up in a particular city, but always on the streets. She'd never lived there. Just survived. So, without a specific place to call home, and after wandering the whole surface with Grinla for years, she found herself vaguely attached to everywhere. What to do when everywhere became nowhere in a few months, she didn't know yet.

      “You two had best be going now,” Pastra said. “There's trouble stirring south of here, in Ferilo.”

      Grinla looked up from the bag she was lifting onto her shoulder. “What do you mean? A beast from the Undersurface gone loose?”

      “No. I've heard rumors there's been a minling breach in the western regions.”

      Grinla's expression lost much of its enthusiasm. “A minling breach? Those happen once in a while. How bad?”

      “Some called it an invasion.”

      “An invasion? Like, War of the Shuvots type business?”

      “Worse.”

      Grinla frowned. “That doesn't seem likely.”

      “It seems equally unlikely that a rumor that stupid would reach me if that were all it was,” Pastra replied. “I've heard a lot of rumors. They're practically one of my trades, traveling as I do, talking to people as distressed as I meet. I usually know how accurate they are by now, and this one receives some notice from me. It’s probably an exaggeration, but it is nonetheless concerning. I've been in this region for a month or so now, but I think I'm needed further south after that news. Will you both carry on hunting?”

      Reph was still watching Grinla's reactions. She deferred a lot to the older woman. The problem was, Grinla turned to look at Reph, and she looked uncertain for once.

      “It's still just a rumor,” Grinla said quietly, “but my homeland? Minling breaches happen, but not to us.”

      “Everyone says that,” Pastra said dismissively. “Especially Ferilos.”

      “Look, I served my time in our army. Let's just say, Ferilo is the last place you'll find a minling wandering around where he doesn't belong, much less a horde.”

      “True to form,” Pastra said. “Oh well. I'm leaving. Glows willing, we'll cross paths again.”

      “We'll go away so you can pack up,” Grinla said, and the two turned to leave. “Wait, Reph?”

      “Yeah?”      “Don't forget the spider bag. It's yours. You killed it, you carry it.”

      Reph sighed. She was well aware of how heavy the game bag always was when one hunted with Grinla. She had been carrying it this far, while Reph had been poisoned. Usually, the idea of carrying her kills appealed to her. But the first few days after the takedown, when the feeling was strongest, had already been spent injured. Like the silk now scrubbed from her mouth, it poisoned the satisfaction.

      Oh well, she thought. I'll make the most of it.

      A gentle gust of wind blew Reph's golden hair around her dark face as she crouched. Her body felt so much better after Pastra's work. Running and lifting heavy things felt good.

      It's nice to feel strong around Grinla, Reph thought as she hefted the bag. That was the most painful part of those webs. When she'd look at me.

      Grinla's face and voice had only ever shown concern and friendly insults these past few days. Yet Reph still felt like Grinla looked at her differently when she was weak. Something else she was starting to accept as how it would always be.

      “Let's be going,” Grinla said. Reph drew even with her, they waved to Pastra once more, and left.

      The sandy ground beneath them crunched softly under their boots. Bushes dotted the land. Reph took in her surroundings like she hadn't in a long time; she'd seen the world through ugly silk trapping for two days. Her eyes felt clearer than usual after Pastra's work. The smells, sounds, and views of the countryside were one of her favorite parts of the huntress life. One of its greatest advantages over the streets, especially the streets of a Jakarnian city, which lacked in all three of those departments.

      “Was that expensive for a healer?” Reph asked after they'd made some distance.

      “No.” Grinla shook her head. “Lowest price I've ever paid.”

      “It was almost three hundred diceworth. Isn't that a lot?”

      “You tell me; you were the sick one.”

      Reph cringed internally. I knew I shouldn't have brought this up. “Fair enough.”

      “Besides, each of these spiders' eyes will be worth at least fifty if we can find the right buyer.” Grinla winked.

      Phew. That means I'm in the clear, mostly. It'll take three quarters of a spider to pay for that mistake, which is better than I thought. Still, that's three hundred less diceworth to work with.

      “Awesome,” she said out loud. “Then I can finally buy myself a better bow!”

      “Heh, yes you can. That slaughter sword still doing okay?”

      “Yeah, after you cleaned it, it looks good as new to me.”

      “Nice.”

      Grinla's expression and voice changed subtly. She tried to act normal; she always did when she brought up something she knew was uncomfortable, but Reph had learned to see right through that before she'd even met the woman. Reph could hear her question before she said it.

      “You didn't nick anything?”

      “No,” Reph said.

      Grinla smiled. “Good work.”

      Usually, Reph felt elated when Grinla congratulated her. When it came to the urges, though, Reph just wanted to change the subject as soon as Grinla would let her. Grinla knew that, so Reph usually didn't have to. Like right now.

      “The mountain’s startin’ to look funny,” she said, pointing at the Wayfind to the southeast. “Looks very top-heavy. Glow-Miriki, doin’ her thing and keepin’ it upright, so the next surface doesn’t just fall down on us. ”

      “Just like the High Islands,” Reph added.

      The two walked in silence for a few minutes, their thoughts gradually drifting toward the same thing.

      Pastra's rumor might mean a change of plans.

      “Well, you wanna hear my plan?” Grinla said.

      “Yes, please. What do you think of what Pastra was talking about? About the invasion to the south?”

      Grinla waited a moment before answering. “I still think 'invasion' is probably a strong word. But it worries me.”

      Reph glanced at her sister with a raised eyebrow. “Really?”

      “Yeah, really. That's my homeland she's talking about. Dad still lives in Gerulo, you know. That city is toward Gwevonot, not in the west, but still.”

      Reph did know. They had been planning to visit Papa Dawano before next month, the month of Schufan. Gerulo was a city near the capital, Robono. If a master shaper, a member of the nobility, didn't live in Robono, then she'd live in Gerulo. It was a large city, and Grinla's hometown.

      “All right,” Reph said. “Well, I guess I just didn't take her as seriously as you.”

      “It's still just a rumor,” Grinla said quickly, “but I wanna keep our ears and eyes open. We'll go to Fer-Jak and trade these bits in, make a good chunk of dice, and then we'll go south to Ferilo. There's no Ferilo combined battalions in Jakarn at the moment, if I recall correctly, so I definitely don't wanna get caught up in the draft there if it gets bad.”

      “A draft, like they do in those Gwevonotian border scuffles? That'd have to be pretty bad, wouldn't it?”      “Yeah. Still.”

      Reph shrugged. She was just excited to recoup the expense she'd incurred on them. “All right, boss. Lead the way.”
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        * * *

      

      Relaya could hear movement closing in from all directions. Her scuffle had attracted some attention. Death approached from all sides. It was like those first few moments all over again, when the minlings had surged like a tide of tainted white.

      That’s more like it.

      A nasty shriek from behind made her turn about with her sword swinging, cutting down another attacker. Two more rushed at her from a hilltop. From the passage behind, a group of four rushed forward. Relaya decided it was time for an offensive defense. She yanked a kite shield from the hands of a fallen ally and charged the two minlings, switching to one-handed with her bastard blade.

      The two minlings were suddenly very frightened at the roaring, towering sergeant. They’d killed so many that they’d grown overconfident. They expected terrified prey from now on. During their hesitation, one was bashed onto his back with the kite shield. The sword sliced through the air, and the standing minling was cut to the ground. A moment later, the first was impaled against the dirt.

      Relaya turned and saw that another two had joined the group of four that had almost reached her.

      Always more of them.

      A clash of voices was followed by a clash of spears on shield and sword on flesh. There were getting to be too many of them. Relaya was glad there were several at a time; the blind things were much deadlier when they didn’t have to worry about hitting each other.

      Two fell with one stroke. One dashed behind Relaya as she cut down another to her right. She felt a spear thrust into the plate on her back. It hurt and made her stumble forward but didn’t break the metal. She knocked down the two in front of her with her stumbling. She dropped the shield on them and spun around with her sword held in both hands.

      “Die!”

      There was a terrible sound of frail bones breaking, flesh tearing, and a gurgling scream. The minling behind Relaya collapsed in two pieces to the ground.
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