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      Raise the Battle Flags


      ——Northern Holylight.


      This place was a veritable terrain of trials. Unlike the arid wasteland that was Eastern Holylight, the northern region of the country was a place of volatile climate. Blazing heat assaulted the land one day and with a roaring blizzard the next. The very landscape was a relic of the Mythical Era in a way.


      At the twilight of the ancient Mythical War, Gatekeeper had served as the last line of defense against the incoming Hellion army...until it, too, was trampled. After the fortress fell, Northern Holylight became the primary battleground where the human survivors, led by the Wise Angel, clashed with the King of Devils’ army. Light and darkness collided time after time until the very air was tarnished, every body of water evaporated, and the sky was eternally dimmed.


      The Hellions and their brutal victories pushed the front line down to Eastern Holylight. Battle raged on until all that was left in the north were numerous craters and enormous chasms that cracked the earth so deeply they almost seemed bottomless. The humans managed to repair the fortress after the war, but two thousand years did nothing to improve the ruined climate of the north, its devastation a memorial to the massive scale of the ancient war.


      And now, a Xenobian legion of five thousand strong had poured into that unforgiving land like a pack of hunting dogs.


      “It’s getting mighty cold, Boss... The heat was just about killing us earlier,” one of them grumbled.


      “That’s ‘General,’ to you, dimwit. You’ll address me by my sparkly new title.”


      “Heh, that’s right. What do we do now, General?”


      “We wait for butterflies... This place isn’t much of a hunting ground, anyway.” Zorm smirked. Before he’d taken on the mantle of general, he had served as Leon’s right-hand man.


      In short, Zorm was a crass commander. He was a brutal mad dog that had no qualms about pillaging, razing, raping, kidnapping, or torturing civilians. Even during Zorm and his dogs’ current campaign, they had torn through town after town on their route, pilfering everything they could find, tearing jewelry off the dead, and having their turns with any young woman unfortunate enough to catch their eyes.


      No doubt, this description would leave anyone in disbelief. How could a military act so cartoonishly savage? Fact, however, is sometimes stranger than fiction. Plenty of news stories in our world describe militant groups so morally bankrupt that they belong in the dark ages. Perhaps Zorm’s legion was not an outlier at all.


      “Boss—I mean, General? Another village elder is here to see you,” said one of Zorm’s men.


      “Take whatever he brought and kick him to the curb.”


      “Yessir!”


      Less prosperous towns and villages often cobbled together whatever supplies they could to offer armies marching their way through, begging for their settlement to be spared. The offering was a worthy investment for most villages, no matter how destitute, if it meant preventing these armored brutes from slaughtering their working population, defiling their women, and setting their homes ablaze.


      Zorm’s henchmen muttered a kernel of truth for once: “These militant nobles are a heartless bunch. Aren’t they supposed to protect these poor bastards? Their precious tax dollars at work.” In part, commoners paid their taxes in hopes that they would be protected in times of need. Nobles who refused to provide that very protection to their people were breaking the contract, in a sense.


      “Stupidity is human nature,” Zorm quipped. “They’re paying for a pipe dream. No army’s gonna protect peasants when their own asses are on fire.” The statement was ironic, since his legion was the one holding the torch that had started the blaze in the first place.


      A cheer came from the front of their cavalcade, drawing their attention.


      “Sounds like butterflies, Boss!”


      Zorm cackled without noticing that his right-hand man had neglected to use his proper title again. “Butterflies” was code for the supplies that the Madam continually tried to send northward.


      “Boss, how come rich nobles never seem to have a thought between their ears?”


      “Heh! The hardest work they’ve ever done is move a fork and knife over their dinner plate. They think they can give one little word and their package will show up anywhere they want.”


      By nature, nobles believed that everyone lived to serve them like their butlers and maids, that their staff would figure out a way to fulfill any impossible whim. In Zorm’s eyes, the Madam was the epitome of sheltered nobility.


      “Give them a little chase. Just enough to spook them,” Zorm commanded.


      “Heh heh heh... You betcha!” With the crack of a riding crop, his henchmen galloped away.


      Zorm’s men had pulled off this operation many times before. A little chase to intimidate them and the coachmen would cut their cargo loose and run for their lives every time. By now, Zorm’s men were well accustomed to the game.


      Soon, the brutes returned with a wagon packed full of goods, greeted by amused whistling from the soldiers who’d remained with the cavalcade. It was almost too easy.


      “Boss, this one’s got bags full of gold coins and cases of fancy wine!”


      “Fancy wine, huh? Apparently, the tycoon of the South mistook this war for a high society ball.” The men burst into laughter at his jab.


      Like a sheep to slaughter bringing its own dagger, this foolish noblewoman continued to deliver her riches to them. As bizarre of a situation as it was, none of Zorm’s men questioned the pattern. It was all too common for the ignorant rich to demand the impossible, only for their staff to obediently try their best to comply, all the while muttering how impractical the demand was.


      “If nothing else, they know when to run,” said Zorm’s henchman.


      “I’d be running at the first sign of trouble too, if I had to answer to a noblewoman like that. No one could survive that long-term,” Zorm answered.


      In a strange way, Zorm and his men sympathized with the coachmen. It would have been next to impossible for anyone to deliver their cargo past the armies currently swarming in the north. What chance did a fully loaded wagon have against soldiers on horseback? No coachman was stupid enough to risk their life for such a foolhardy demand. Zorm’s men had come to learn that a little bit of chase was more than enough to scare them away.


      “Another village elder’s here, Boss. Want me to give him the usual?”


      “No, bring him here... I want to ask him something,” Zorm commanded.


      The elder was visibly shaking as he was brought before Zorm, fearfully holding out the leather sack containing every coin he could scrape together from his village. Seeing that all the coins were bronze, Zorm let out a grunt. Compared to the bags of gold coins he had just scored from the carriage, this was nothing but pocket change.


      “Take it back, Gramps,” he said.


      “P-Please... Our village has nothing more we can offer...” the elder stammered.


      “Don’t get it twisted. But if you insist on offering me something... We’re looking for a site to set up camp.”


      “W-We have no more than eighty in our village... We couldn’t possibly host this grand army,” said the elder.


      Zorm hid his frustration well. While they had found the perfect location for catching butterflies, the volatile climate—from blistering heat to violent blizzards to torrential downpours—had taken its toll on even the brutes. Zorm desperately needed a place to set up camp and rest his men and horses if he wanted to settle down and relish his lucky streak with the Madam’s cargo.


      “Isn’t there any other spot around here?” Zorm demanded.


      “There is a fortress northwest of here, but it was abandoned years ago. Now it’s all but a ruin.”


      “Fortress, huh? Take us there.”


      “J-Just a moment! My old legs are too frail to take—”


      “Shut up and walk!”


      Forcing the elder to lead, Zorm’s military resumed their march, setting course northwest.


      Zorm kept an eye out for an ambush, but his legion soon arrived at the fortress without any encounters with their enemy. The fortress had obviously been abandoned for decades, portions of weathered bastions and skeletons of structures the only remnants of its former glory.


      “What the hell is this?” Zorm snarled.


      “I-I was told that a gang of bandits once settled here...” the elder pleaded.


      “There’s barely a roof to go over our heads! What a pile of shit!”


      The elder hung his head, attempting to weather the storm of Zorm’s temper and entitlement. Apparently he expected the utmost hospitality after invading their land.


      “I know you’re pissed, Boss. But the guys need to take a breather pretty soon,” his second suggested.


      “Fine... Get them to clean up the place so it’s at least usable.”


      “Yessir!”


      At Zorm’s command, the legion of five thousand jumped to work. The legion cleared debris and patched up defenses. While his men worked for a whole night and day, Zorm remembered to post watchmen on the bastions, but there was not even a hint of enemy presence.


      By the next day, thanks to the tireless work of his legion, Zorm was looking over his temporary fort. “Good. Let them rest in shifts,” he ordered.


      “Boss, why don’t we crack open the wine we’ve been stocking up on?” a henchman tempted.


      “We’re in enemy territory.”


      “Yeah, but we’ve all been working for that stick in the mud for years... The boys need to cut loose every once in a while.”


      Zorm’s face turned bitter at the memory. Leon—their former commander—had forbidden all forms of pillaging. Alcohol had had no place in his army. Zorm, on the other hand, had always seen the battlefield as a place to pursue all forms of lust without repercussion.


      His mood evidently soiled by the memory of Leon’s solemn attitude and commands, Zorm spat out, “A moronic stick in the mud. He kept kissing the king’s ass, the picture of a loyal commander... In the end, His Majesty gave him the boot himself.” With a guffaw, he continued spilling his pent-up disgruntlement. “You overachieve on the battlefield, and they either keep you at arm’s length or get rid of you. That dumbass couldn’t even figure that out.”


      A hero could soon become a threat for anyone in power. Consequently, heroes had to always watch their backs. For all the glory that came with the title, being a hero wasn’t always worth the time.


      “Forget about that killjoy, Boss. Let’s celebrate our score with that noble wine.”


      “Ha! Always with your eyes on the prize. Just keep enough guys on watch,” Zorm said. Crass as he was, Zorm had survived war long enough to remember that they were, indeed, in the middle of enemy territory. Still, he couldn’t help but lower his guard somewhat. His legion had enjoyed victory after victory in their campaign, along with huge scores of the Madam’s shipments. Self-restraint became all the more difficult as they amassed gold and silver—plus artisan meats and cheeses, no less.


      “How long do you think they’ll hide out in their fortress, Boss?” His henchman drank directly from the very expensive bottle of wine in his hand. “Damn, that’s good!” he slurred.


      Zorm had, naturally, calculated the moves of the militant nobles by putting himself in their shoes. The task was more intricate than it seemed, but Zorm had practiced it well over his years on the battlefield. Of course, his calculations were limited by the capacity of his own mind. His strategies would prove entirely useless against brilliant tacticians like Harts and men who existed outside of Zorm’s worldview like Tahara.


      “If they leave their nest, we’ll shoot them down. They know that. Most likely, they’ll stay boarded up until the war’s over, and they’ll negotiate a surrender to keep a portion of their land.”


      Zorm’s prediction was based on wartime practices common on this continent. The Northern Nations—so often at conflict with each other that they’d established a war season, ensuring they only fought during certain times of the year—settled conflicts in a way that maintained the integrity of both sides involved. This was particularly commonplace in civil wars like this one. Fighting to the point of annihilation would only make the entire nation more vulnerable to foreign attacks.


      “You don’t think they’ve got the stomach to keep fighting?” the second asked.


      “How can they fight without a water supply? The outcome of this war was already decided long before it began,” Zorm said.


      “Ohhh, that sounded a bit like Leon, Boss!”


      “Don’t make me sick.”


      The pair laughed like hyenas.


      Zorm’s legion reveled in a portion of their spoils, oblivious to Harts’s army approaching them in the shadows. Northern soldiers were forged by their trying land; they knew well how to exercise stealth in each of its states. They found no difficulty in marching concealed by a sandstorm, or digging and diving into a trench in a matter of minutes. Zorm’s watchmen—complacent in their false sense of security—would be no more of an obstacle to Harts than a row of scarecrows.


      Having finally established a suitable camp, the Xenobian army, drunk on exquisite wine, celebrated their victory streak that was about to come to an end. In the moonless dark of night, shadows climbed up the crumbled bastions and silently slaughtered the watch with panther-like grace and force. Once the watchmen were stilled, the shadows congregated. These were the wives and daughters of the militant nobles, who had more guts and physical strength than most men on the continent. Each of them needed no more than one slice of a knife to kill their target.


      “It’s almost too easy,” one of them noted.


      “They really don’t realize we have them surrounded, huh?”


      “Well, not entirely surrounded...but I’m sure they’ll regret ever being born.”


      The women waved a signal from atop the battlements. In a moment, flaming arrows flew through the dark to find their marks: an especially flammable concoction of pine tar, saltpeter, oil, sulfur, and naphtha, placed at each of the deteriorated gates of the old fortress. Each package of tinder was rare and costly, but the militant nobles were receiving enough aid from multiple forces that their price was no object. The explosive mixes, dubbed “Militant Flame,” all caught fire at once and blew the fortress gates to pieces.


      “What the hell was that?!”


      “F-Fire! We’re under attack!”


      The scorching explosions shook the Xenobians out of their drunken stupor.


      Zorm came bounding out of his temporary quarters near the center of the fort. “Dammit... Who the hell was on watch?! Did the crows pick their eyes out?!”


      His henchman let out a scream behind him. “Boss, all the gates are on fire! What do we do?!”


      The nobles’ retaliation had only just begun.


      The hardy women, who’d remained atop the bastions, sniped commander after commander with their arrows, clearly having done their research on who to snuff out to maximize confusion among the Xenobian ranks. In swift succession, fire arrows soared over the fort walls, striking additional Militant Flames that had been planted within the fortress. The interior structure, too, was rapidly engulfed in crimson flames.


      “Those shriveled up skeletons have lost their minds...!” Zorm fumed.


      On the contrary, the archers’ skin shone in the firelight. Not only were there no signs of dehydration on them, they looked immaculate for being on the battlefield.


      On this continent, bathing was a privilege reserved for the rich. It was expected that commoners would be caked in dirt and body odor. Northern Holylight was no exception until just recently, when the absurd tycoon came along with his world-shattering public bath. Rejuvenated in mind and body, the Militant women fired arrows with all their might, shooting down their enemies like game birds. It was clear that all of the Xenobians would burn or be shot sooner or later.


      Zorm scanned the fort in every direction and managed to spot a way out. “West! The blaze isn’t as strong at the west gate! Send our guys running west!”


      “B-But there’s still a lot of fire...!”


      “Tell them to dunk their heads in water and charge! Now!”


      Zorm’s second rushed to the front lines, where he scolded the befuddled men and sent them running. True enough, they saw that the fire in the west towered much shorter than the flames engulfing the rest of the fortress.


      Meanwhile, Zorm had possessively stacked a horse-drawn wagon full of his loot, ready to rescue it at all cost. “Hey! Did we break through the gate?!” he demanded of his henchman upon his return.


      “Th-They set up traps!”


      The soldiers who soaked themselves with water to run through the western wall of fire were met with a gruesome fate. As the flames caught their hair and clothes, spikes laid beyond the gate pierced their feet and immobilized them. They could do nothing but wail as the inferno swallowed them.


      The soldiers who made it past the spikes were met with even more brutal traps: pitfalls with sharpened bamboo at the bottom, mace traps with giant logs, bear traps, and even viper pits. A comprehensive exhibition of deadly fates awaited the fleeing Xenobians. What’s worse, the grease-based fire became only more ferocious when anyone tried to extinguish it with water.


      Most generals would have reconsidered their exit strategy through the west gate, but not Zorm. He was a man who had spent his career using war and bloodshed as opportunities to scratch whatever itch he had at the time. If he’d learned anything through his debaucherous campaigns, it was self-preservation.


      “I don’t care. Pick out the most useless new recruits and shove them through!”


      “B-But, Boss... There are traps on the other side...” his second said again.


      “That’s the only spot where the fire isn’t spreading as fast... They didn’t have enough supplies. The traps are supposed to be a deterrent,” Zorm calculated.


      “So that gate’s the crack in their armor!”


      “Exactly.” Though far from a genius strategist, Zorm could at least put himself in his enemy’s shoes. Moreover, he had more than enough cruelty, much more than required of a general on the front lines. “Besides, a trap is useless once it’s sprung.”


      His henchman smirked. “Yeah, you’re right.” He, too, ran to the west gate.


      Things moved quickly from there. As Zorm predicted, by sacrificing many men, the Xenobians paved an escape route with corpses. Those higher on the pecking order shoved the new recruits forward, spears to their backs.


      “Wh-What the hell?! We’re on the same side!”


      “Shut up and keep walking!”


      “If any of you stop, I’ll stab you right here and now!”


      Desertion was always a threat in the army, and the barrier troop was tasked with keeping their weapons at the ready, just in case. As in modern-day wars when criminals were sent running to clear a minefield, the rookies were to spring whatever deadly traps lay ahead and clear the way for those behind.


      Naturally, the new recruits did not walk to their deaths easily.


      “Enough! They want us all to die!”


      “Screw this! Make them go out first!”


      Tragically, the Xenobians began fighting each other, causing a traffic jam around the west gate, as a conflagration raged on in the fortress behind them. The new recruits refused to take another step without a fight, but the others were willing to push them by force to escape the fire. A pathetic snapshot of human nature and an all-too-common sight during natural disasters.


      Watching the travesty from atop a bastion, Harts and Sambo chuckled. “A trap is useless once it’s sprung... The words of a man who’s never put his own life on the line.”


      “How shortsighted. He has no regard for those he intends to sacrifice.”


      Harts had concocted a means to eliminate this Xenobian troop without engaging them in combat. His plan had come to fruition, as the flames, traps, and their own comrades were killing off so many Xenobian soldiers as they spoke. Black smoke permeated the fortress, the roaring flames licking at the backs of the fleeing soldiers.


      It might have been easy for Harts and Sambo to sit back and watch as the remnants of Zorm’s legion destroyed themselves, but they had no intention of giving this particular enemy such a quick death.


      “Shall we begin, Sir Harts?”


      “Yes. Bend the bars of their cage for them.”


      Sambo made sure Harts was ready before inhaling sharply. Then, a thunderous voice shook the entire battlefield.


      —God’s Gift - Thunderous Voice! (The user’s voice echoes over the entire battlefield. The user can choose if their enemies can hear it.)


      What are you standing around for?! There’s a lake ahead! Make a run for it! 


      Sambo’s booming command caused the dam of Xenobians to break. Soldiers in the fortress stormed the west gate, forcing the foot traffic to move again. Now that the legion had a tangible goal, it seemed they would stop at nothing, each Xenobian rushing like a mad bull to reach the lake.


      “A lake! There’s a lake on the other side!”


      “Water, water, water!”


      “Out of my way! Move!”


      “Stop! Don’t shove! There are tra—”


      “You stupid assho— Aaagh!”


      As his men plunged into chaos, Zorm shouted from his station in a vain attempt to keep them from charging straight to their doom, but his commands were drowned out by the raging panic and roaring flames like a mosquito buzzing in a rainstorm. “Dammit! Who the hell gave that order?! Stay where you are, morons!” With every second that Zorm tried to hold them back in vain, more and more of his men were shoved into traps, trampled by their comrades, suffocated by smoke...all of them driven by the desperate urge to escape the dreadful blaze.


      Seeing that the Xenobians were too frenzied for Zorm to stop them, Harts gave Sambo the signal to send a hidden troop into action.


      It’s showtime! Sambo’s voice boomed, audible only to his own soldiers. Corral the beasts! 


      Sambo’s soldiers rose from where they were, crouched beside the road stretching out the west gate, barraging the Xenobians with lances and arrows seemingly out of nowhere. Xenobians pushed to the edge of the road were skewered and discarded, accelerating the panic among Zorm’s men.


      In hindsight, the Xenobian troop had acted exactly how Harts had planned for it to, from setting camp in this fort to attempting to escape through this particular gate.


      “Shall we show them to their graves?” Harts asked.


      “The last of them have made it out of the gate,” Sambo observed.


      Directing their men to cut off the Xenobians’ path back to the fortress, the generals kept pressing their enemies forward. The terrified Xenobians scrambled to flee in the only direction they could, trampling over each other in the process. Ahead of them lay a chasm scoured into the earth by the ancient battle between the Wise Angel and King of Devils, stretching easily 150 kilometers across. Over the edge of the cliff, a bottomless plunge into the abyss awaited the herd of Xenobians.


      The Xenobian rookies at the front of the pack noticed the dark death before them and cried in alarm.


      “Stop shoving! There’s— There’s a cliff right there!”


      “Shut up! That’s the lake, isn’t it?!”


      “Hurry up! They’re right on our tail!”


      Alas, the current of the frenzied Xenobians was too great.


      “Stop! It’s a chasm! Stoooop!”


      “No... I don’t want to die! Stop shoving me!”


      Some primal instinct must have told them that there was no return from the depths below. Their pained pleas fell on deaf ears as they were pushed off the ledge and plunged into darkness, forming a human avalanche.


      Harts only pressed his troop more, chasing more and more Xenobians off the cliff as if they were wild beasts.


      In the midst of sorrowful screams, Sambo remarked, “That was quite the trick, Sir Harts, to have them dive to their own doom...”


      “They are not worth an honorable fight,” Harts responded. This Xenobian troop had torn through Holylight in cruel conquest, tormenting innocents in their wake. The look on Harts’s face suggested he saw this as a fitting end for the barbaric invaders. Before long, five thousand Xenobians had disappeared like mist fading at daybreak. Only Zorm and a few of his lieutenants remained.


      “What the hell...just happened?” Zorm muttered in dismay.


      Sambo approached him, holding a lantern that gently illuminated his surroundings with the high-purity Light Spell Stone within it. Other commanders with their own lanterns followed suit, wordlessly surrounding the scraps of Zorm’s legion.


      “A rather anticlimactic end for a parade of villains...” Sambo taunted. “Any last words?”


      With murder in his eyes, Zorm unsheathed his sword. “Shut your damn mouth... You couldn’t even take us in a fair fight!” Being chased by flame and arrows to a bottomless pit was not a battle by Zorm’s definition. It wasn’t humane.


      “Why would we offer a fair fight to beasts wearing human skin? Naturally, we deal with pests differently than we deal with honorable opponents of war,” Sambo said matter-of-factly.


      “A pest...? Is that what you just called me?” Zorm growled.


      “Nothing goes over your head, does it?” Sambo teased.


      “You’re dead meat!” Zorm charged furiously at Sambo, who evaded Zorm’s blade with ease and even tripped him just because he could.


      While the other militant nobles guffawed at Zorm’s spectacular dirt-eating, Sambo only chuckled. “A slave to your temper... You were far too underqualified for your job. Perhaps as the leader of a few dozen bandits, you might have found success.”


      “Who do you think you’re talking to?!” Zorm charged again, furiously swinging his sword. Sambo reluctantly drew his own blade, only to be disarmed by a powerful strike from Zorm. The Xenobian general cackled. “Take that, old man... Whoa!” Before he knew it, Zorm was lying belly up on the ground. Sambo had let his blade be knocked away to create an opening to tackle Zorm to the ground. “What the hell did you—” Zorm screamed in agony as his right ankle was shattered with a hideous crunch.


      Sambo had enough experience as a warrior to be adept in most styles of combat, but he was a master of joint locks. Even in his old age, he could break or dislocate any joint in his opponent’s body once he got close enough. “To be young and arrogant again... A battle doesn’t end when your opponent lets go of their weapon.” Sambo kicked Zorm’s sword away before destroying both of his wrists with a series of precise stomps. He then hoisted Zorm up with strength belying his age.


      “W-Wait... I surrender! I surrender!” Zorm pleaded through his agony, seeing that Sambo was walking towards the chasm.


      Sambo responded almost too cheerfully, “There’s only one way to solve a pest problem, and that’s extermination. Try again in your next life.” Without hesitation, he threw Zorm into the abyss.


      “P-Please, doooon’t!” Zorm’s scream faded into the dark pit.


      Quivering with the realization that surrender was not an option, the surviving Xenobians drew their weapons.


      “W-We will never surrender...!”


      “That’s right...! I’ll take you bastards down with me!”


      “On the honor of us proud Xenobi—”


      Their words were cut short as their heads went flying. Harts’s Tornado Kick had cleanly decapitated them all.


      “There was no honor in your lives, so none shall there be in your deaths,” he concluded.


      Sambo cackled. “Sir Harts! Your kick has gotten much sharper since you experienced those...‘hot springs,’ were they?”


      Meanwhile, the other militant nobles tossed the scattered body parts into the chasm. In a matter of minutes, there was nothing left of Zorm’s legion.


      Amid the celebration of their one-sided victory, Sambo asked, “What next, Sir Harts? Will we march for Dona’s fortress?” This war would not end until they eliminated the root of it. Sambo’s personal grudge against the avaricious noble only fueled his motivation to conquer Dona’s stronghold.


      “I assume we won’t get the chance. He won’t leave Dona alone for long,” remarked Harts.


      “I see. Then what are we to do?”


      Harts stroked his chin and contemplated. Even if they were to march full speed for Dona’s stronghold, there would be nothing left of it by the time they arrived. Instead, it would be more prudent to prevent other forces from injecting themselves into this civil war, such as the Tzardom and Xenobia. “Let’s prepare for the unexpected, as best we can. Back to our stronghold.”


      “Roger that, General!” Sambo agreed cheerfully.


      Harts had managed to decimate the Xenobian legion without losing a single soldier of his own, and now he was going to coolly return to their base. While the militant nobles had scored a deathless victory in Northern Holylight, war raged on throughout the country. One of those battlefields was none other than the village of Rabbi...





      ——En route to Eastern Holylight.


      A cavalry regiment of fifty horsemen was galloping down the travel road en route to the village of Rabbi. The riders were clad in striking red garb and armor, their devotion to the hue so strong that even their horses were decked out in armor and headpieces of the same burning color.


      The sight of these peculiar riders—the Tzardom’s infamous Salamander Knights—would have sent any civilian in the Northern Nations running in the other direction. The Salamander Knights traveled to towns and villages only to arrest citizens and proclaim them heretics against the Great Light. After torturing the blasphemous nonbelievers, the Salamanders would set fire to their settlement and ride off to the next. The Tzardom hosted four of these knight orders, representing earth, wind, fire, and water, respectively. These inquisitors were the elite among the elite. All Elemental Knights enjoyed special recognition in the clergy-ruled Tzardom, but the Salamander Knights were feared even by their fellow countrymen, who never seemed willing to meet their eyes as they marched through the streets.


      “Where is the village that harbors demi-humans? We’ve passed nothing but these wastes,” one grumbled.


      “A land of savages too foul for our blood,” said another.


      “Demi-humans are prestigious targets.”


      “Indeed. If we take some heads back, the Pope will be pleased”


      They had once pursued Eagle, causing atrocities everywhere they passed. Their faces were completely devoid of compassion. In fact, they seemed almost too distinctly heinous to be called human.


      Even they, however, had once been an honorable knight order tasked with arresting criminals within the Tzardom. Once the Fire Clan took over the order, however, everything changed. Whenever the Salamander Knights couldn’t find criminals worthy of their punishment, they resolved to invent criminals, and frequently hunted down Satanists and witches solely to curry more favor with the Tzardom.


      “How long has it been since we’ve hunted a horde of demi-humans?” one knight asked.


      “We need to carve out all of their tongues. Even women and children of their kind will try to deceive us.”


      “Every slab of skin and lock of hair will fetch a good price among collectors and shamans.”


      This repulsive exchange was an ordinary one for the Salamander Knights. Blind obedience to the Tzardom’s sense of justice empowered them to dole out abject cruelty against others.


      “As you remember, gentlemen... We finish the job before the rest of the battalion catches up to us.”
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