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Fall of Age 973 P.X.D. ~Midlands Valley, Sebel

Night had descended upon the forest. A crescent moon was hidden behind the drifting clouds, providing lunar luminescence. Lieutenant Colonel Cenavi Inmar’s boots came down on the carpet of dead leaves, eliciting a crunch. The yellowing leaves of aspen trees drifted downward on the Jingsehi officer’s armored shoulders. The rugged warrior didn't bother to brush them off any longer. Even in their death throes, the foliage had one final song to give, and the Jingsehi was keen on listening in. Even though his blood was marred by commoner lineage on his mother’s side, his hair was dark green and vibrant, including his bushy sideburns, neat mustache, and full beard. As a Sechia Alii highborn, he heard the song of every bit of greenery in the forest from the moss on rocks and logs to the tallest pale-white trees. A scar ran through his hair, parting it as it came down his forehead and splitting his left eyebrow. His crimson eyes were hooded, and wrinkles had developed on his pale green striped face. His armor was that of a knight’s, though his rank and experience allowed him to bestow his uniform with a long violet cape with a puffy collar around the neck and a similarly colored robe draped about his waist. An ornamented sheath hung at his hip, but it gave him no power today. On this frigid night in the Midlands Valley, the old Jingsehi was overcome with consternation. His trap had finally been sprung.

As the officer headed toward the northern edge of their perimeter, he saw lantern lights in the dark, three to be exact. Two of the soldiers immediately turned to face him as he approached and saluted.

“Greetings, sir!” they announced. Visible breath left their mouths.

Sergeant Erbur was a peasant who’d found purpose and honor in King Theine’s Royal Legionnaires. His helmet had metallic ferns on its sides, casting ominous shadows on his young yet stern face. His lime green curls were hardly visible in the amber light of his lantern. Draped in his hauberk, dark boots, and gloves, Sergeant Erbur was the model of the junior officer corps's youngest and most vibrant soldiers. 

The other soldier was not an officer but a scout, commonly called an“outflanker.” Light Cavalrymen Galli Hayle wore her lime green hair loose, keeping it roughly neck length with bangs tied back. Her almond shaped eyes were evident of her Mosura Highlands heritage. She wore a padded gambeson over a tunic that reached down to her knees, coupled with canvas trousers and leather riding boots.

The third soldier did not rise to greet the superior officer at all. Stress left his hair a mustard-greenish color, and his beard was patchy. The same pale green coloration had affected his nose bridge and cheek stripes. A thick cloak was over his shoulders, and his bow and arrows were on the forest floor beside him. His horror-stricken eyes were locked onto the creature writhing around not far from his boots. Lieutenant Colonel Inmar greeted the other two soldiers before they parted to let him get a closer look for himself. He glanced at the third soldier only briefly before making his assessment. 

The animal struggling on the carpet of dead leaves had soft yet long tan fur with a stocky body, bushy tail, and relatively stumpy legs. Its legs were bound by thorny green vines that drew blood and wrapped tightly around its short snout and even its small ears. The puny mammal was only thirty inches long, but snarled and growled at the Jingsehi as they surrounded it. As it squirmed, the vines tightened like the embrace of a boa constrictor. Every breath and exertion drained the beast even more. The Lieutenant Colonel almost felt pity for the animal. There was no time for such emotion, however. His worst fears had been realized.

“When was the bushdog captured?” Inmar questioned as he squatted to examine it.

“Less than half an hour ago, right here in quadrant two,” reported Sergeant Erbur. “Shall I put the little beast out of its misery?”

“No need, sergeant.” The Lieutenant Colonel extended his gloved hand over the bushdog, then closed his fingers into a fist. At his command, the enchanted vines tightened their embrace until bones snapped. With a final ragged wheeze, the bushdog laid its head down. Inmar rose at last and faced his subordinates. His expression was solemn.

“We all know what this means. The Sebelian armies can’t be far behind us. Right here and now, we must decide our course of action.” The Lieutenant Colonel eyed the warrior who refused to stand. “That means we’ll need all hands on deck, Private Dendron.”

The warrior ran his dirty fingers through his messy hair and bowed his head.

“They’re coming for us. They’ll slit our throats and drink the spilled blood. No burial awaits us, lads. The Sebelians will string up our bodies in the trees and turn us into target practice in no time.” 

Before settling in every night for rest, scouts like Galli planted trapper seed pods in the soil around their perimeter on all sides. When creatures of a decent weight walked within even two meters of their resting place, the magic pods activated, ensnaring the target. Whether they were crushed by the bindings outright or kept alive was entirely the will of Lieutenant Colonel Inmar, who enhanced the pods himself before doling them out to his subordinates. He was the most powerful mage in the 75th Royal Legion and had a direct connection to each of the pods, as did his scouts. Everyone there understood that the bushdog was a scouting agent of the Sebelian forces. Once the beast failed to check in, the enemy would pinpoint their location without much effort. The question was how to respond.

Lieutenant Colonel Inmar cleared his throat. He would’ve done anything for a pint of rum, but such luxuries were long gone. All that was left was survival and honor. He spoke plainly. “I won’t mince words, comrades. The 75th Legion is in tatters. Almost half our men cannot fight, but they still cling to life. I say that speaks volumes. We’ve traveled so very far, and salvation is at hand. It’s time we stopped hunkering down and made the final push to the Head of the Valley.”

Galli contemplated this quietly while Sergeant Erbur stepped forward. He’d served under the Lieutenant Colonel for the last decade and had never questioned his superior. Several battles had gone by then, and his faith remained unshaken even now when the Law of Might had cast them aside. “You want to link up with General Mirabil Xanti-Longavian. I think that’s a solid idea, sir. We can assemble the men in a few hours and be ready to move.”

“Are you all insane?” Private Dendron jumped to his feet with a wild look in his eyes. All weariness and pain were gone, replaced by an animal-like alertness and sheer panic. “No! No! No! We can’t go through with this!”

“Hold your tongue, private!” shouted Sergeant Erbur, raising a hand to strike the soldier if need be. “You have no real business being here in the first place! You should be at your dugout with the rest of your garrison! You’ve been sneaking around lately, and I don’t like it one bit.”

The sergeant put a hand on the hilt of his sword, something everyone noticed. Private Dendron took one step backward but went no farther. He gritted his teeth before reaching for the dagger strapped to his boot. His fingers edged closer, but ultimately, he decided against it. The crazed look remained in his eyes.

“Aye, I’ll go back to my dugout. I’ll even keep my mouth shut and my head down. It won’t matter. The 75th is demoralized! The minute they catch a wind of a suicide run, they’ll mutiny! They won’t throw away their lives anymore for a war that makes no fuckin’ sense!” He fell to his knees and grabbed a handful of leaves. The broken soldier tossed them into the air, some blowing away in the wind as others came to rest on his uniform and hair. “Let the Sebelians have this wretched land!”

“That’s treason, soldier. Choose your next words carefully.” The sergeant’s words had an icy edge to them. 

The private uttered a strange noise, something between crying and broken laughter. He brandished his neck like a fowl ready to be decapitated. “Why bother? One way or another, we all die, comrade.”

Sergeant Erbur grimaced and drew his sword, only for the Lieutenant Colonel to raise his hand. “Stand down, Buerq.”

The sergeant froze at the sound of his first name. Under the visor of his helmet, his eyes had gone wide. His bewilderment notwithstanding, he followed the order without fuss.

Lieutenant Colonel Inmar came closer to the lowly private and came down on one knee before him. Private Radi Dendron of Panitum Province, the commanding officer, recalled pristinely. He’d no doubt been little more than a plantation worker at home. Judging by his riding skills, Inmar figured maybe a middle-ranked stable boy. He’d taken pride in his work the first few cycles, going into each battle with a smile and a gleam to his pink irises. That was until two months ago when his garrison had been ambushed in the night while stationed at a village on the Midland Plains. Private Dendron had been the only survivor from that slaughter, and his only reprieve had been reassignment to a different garrison. In the subsequent battles, the young man hardly slept and rarely ate. His only concern was staying alive, even if it cost him his sanity. A few cycles ago, Inmar would have had the private stripped of rank and uniform and had him reduced to latrine digging and burial detail. Back when I still believed Jingseh could win this war, he thought. To outright say this would cause panic to spread like wildfire. In these uncertain times, he gestured to the private in an open invitation to speak.

“And what would you have us do, Private Dendron?”

“We wait for the eastern legions to link up with us, as planned! We have trenches already in place and archers on all sides, sir. We can hold this patch of land!”

Sergeant Erbur scoffed. “You want us to sit here in the forest until the enemy reaches us and cuts our guts out? Impressive maneuver!”

“Here we have cover! We’ll put up a fight! Out in the open, we’re routed in an hour! No, minutes!”

The Lieutenant Colonel put a hand to his chin, mulling it over. “Have you no faith in the General? She’s much closer to us than the western or northern legions. We’d be holding this position for weeks waiting for General Quoiad.”

“With all due respect, sir, Longavian is a crazed fiend who wishes only for death. She abandoned the defense of the North for a vanity campaign in the South. She abandoned us!”

The remark came off as that of a hurt child. Even stranger, the hardened Lieutenant Colonel felt a bit of that agony himself. Before the Sebelian insurrection, the Longavian name had been revered. The only Sechia Alii House greater was the House of Theine, which had ascended to the throne of the eastern continent. Pinus Ave Longavian, the Jingsehi who’d first set foot on the shores of this continent, had met his end in the Midlands Valley. His daughter had carried on the fight for another two decades, taking a heavy toll all the while. In just the past cycle, two whole legions had been encircled.

Do we still hold the northern territories at all? Inmar was left rattled by the mere thought. For over a century, Jingsehi ships had sailed out of that magnificent port. The Sebelians betrayed us. We built them up, and then in return, they stabbed us in the back! The Lieutenant Colonel’s silence doused the fire within the Sergeant. Worry crept onto his face.

“Sir? Are you—”

“I’m fine, Sergeant.” The reply was metallic and curt. The subordinate held his tongue and held back. The commanding officer turned his gaze to the scout among them. She’d said not a word during the entire exchange. She watched the proceedings with a stoic expression so far.

“Cavalrymen Hayle, what do you think? You’ve laid eyes on the path ahead, right? Your sorcery can’t be stopped by night.”

At first, the scout said nothing and merely held out her pointer. An olive-brown moth with stunning broad wings landed on the makeshift perch. The white line on its body and wings resembled the one on her uniform.

“Yes, I have, as have the other scouts.”

“Well, what do you reckon?”

“My familiars report that the terrain is mostly flat and easy going. There are sparse trees but sizable rock formations that can serve as protection at sporadic intervals. Smaller stones may take a toll on the wagons. I estimate it’s almost six leagues to the summit base.”

“And you saw no sign of Longavian’s camp? Still?”

“An impenetrable mist shrouds the entire ridge. I cannot see what lies ahead.”

Inmar’s brow furrowed at the revelation. Such intelligence wasn’t promising. In prime condition, the 75th could march five leagues in a day, but they were in bad shape. They hadn’t heard from another legion in several months. When Fort Radiance had finally been felled, supply lines had been cut off. Right along with it went vital intelligence. The most disciplined military in the world has humiliated itself, he thought. Inmar’s fingers dug into his thigh.

“What if Longavian is dead already?” Private Dendron ogled each one of them to get his point across. “For all we know, her forces are already slain by the Giganato. It could be southern savages waiting for us!”

“Then we die either way,” Colonel Cenavi Inmar replied firmly.

“But—”

“There’s nothing more to discuss,” the commanding officer said. “I’ve heard your arguments. I find them engaging, but you forgot something crucial. Trenches won’t last long against their soil manipulation spells. Men will be buried alive right from the start. From there, it’ll descend into close-quarters combat, and we’ll be cut to pieces. Taking the ridge gives us the high ground and a better defensive position. More important than all that, however, is the dignity of the 75th Legion. If we are to die, then it won’t be like a rat in a cage. I’d rather fight with all I have until my last breath.”

“I stand with you, sir,” Cavalryman Hayle said.

“As do I,” added Sergeant Erbur.

Private Dendron exhaled as he stared down at the ground. He grabbed his armaments, slinging the quiver on his back where it belonged. He had somehow calmed, though he still ran his grimy fingers through his hair to reassure himself. “You’ve kept us alive so far, sir. That’s good enough for me.”

The Lieutenant Colonel put his arms behind his back and held his chin high. The 75th had spent months on the run through the Midlands Valley. Creeks and rivers had been little more than death traps, and stragglers had been picked off like vermin. No more.

“Then we all understand what’s at stake. Our decisiveness is our strength. To make up for the extra time we’ll need to cross the exposed areas, we must start preparations right now. I want us to be on the march before the first light! Any questions, my fellow servants of King Theine?”

“No, sir!” The reply was energetic and robust, something akin to their first battle on the southern continent.

“Good! Wake the men, and grab the bushdog. It’ll make for an excellent stew.”
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In the twilight hours before dawn, the Lieutenant Colonel’s forces prepared themselves for the journey. Weapons were cleaned as bedrolls were squirreled away. Others gathered in prayer circles and prayed for the protection of woodland spirits. Poor bastards, thought Inmar as he passed by on his steed. He was mounted upon a swamp elk. Its species was known for its stunning antlers and green-tinted fur. How ridiculous to believe the sprites of this land will bless us with their salvation. We are things that do not belong.  A weed in a garden. The swamp elk snorted, exhaling visible mist from its large, wet nostrils.

“Right, Daisy, we’ll be movin’ along, just as you wish.” Inmar went about his business without disturbing his praying soldiers.

It was a cold morning with thick fog, nothing like the eastern coast mangrove swamps of Zorba he was accustomed to. The senior officer rode through the various squads to inspect their progress. The Jingsehi troops moved fervently as he commanded, even before the sun had risen. They worked by torchlight when absolutely necessary, but the creeping dawn brought light as well as an air of uncertainty. Worse still, his morning vetting was a stark reminder of the 75th’s current condition. When they had first landed on this strange continent in the south, they had numbered six thousand as was the standard for the Royal Legionnaires. Over half a decade, they'd been whittled down to little over thirty-seven hundred. Those who remained were wounded, tired, and hungry. Many had lost limbs from either Sebelian weapons or meat rot. If that wasn’t enough, the rations of dried foods were all but gone now. It was hard to claim any of the men were in fighting condition, but they understood the most important lesson of survival: one made do with what they had.

As the sun rose to bless the valley with its warmth, the 75th moved out. The mass of men were seemingly slow going, but soon, the pace set in. Despite their weariness and wounds, the 75th still moved as one teeming mass with structure and cohesion. As a reminder of their insignificance in this foreign land, the massive mountains of the Midlands Valley were off to their left and right.

Atop a small grassy hill, Lieutenant Colonel Inmar watched his men disembark. Normally, he’d be at the head of the formation, or tucked away in its heart. He remained off to the side today, not far from the rear, to watch his soldiers traverse the flat landscape. The largest units were the spearmen. These Jingsehi were clad in little to no armor, though most had been loaned a sheet of chainmail to wear over their tunics. They walked on foot. Out to the sides of the massive group of soldiers were the cavalry, also mounted on swamp elk, giving them maneuverability and speed when watching the rear and getting a lay of the land ahead.

A bleating bellow drew the officer’s eyes. In the center of the formation were a few dozen thorned faces. These reptiles were gentle grazers with hooved feet and a distinct bony frill about the head that partially covered their back. They were called thorn faces due to the trio of horns on their head, two of which were longer brow horns and a third which topped their upper beak. They were longer and many times heavier than any elk, easily nine meters and well over five tons. They were lightly armored on the face, frill, and back, and their tremendous strength made them perfect for hauling wagons full of the wounded or barrels of food. Mighty as the beasts were, they were centered in the formation to protect the wounded.

Even from his distance, Inmar saw his men's dismay. They looked about incessantly or hung their heads low as they trudged onward. The spectacle of the defeated men, the pride of Jingseh, dampened the mood.

“We’re making excellent progress, sir.” Sergeant Erbur joined the Lieutenant Colonel on the grassy hillside. He, too, was on an elk, his right as an officer within the 75th. 

Inmar couldn’t find the words within him. As they sat in silent observation of the passing army, both caught sight of a Jingsehi soldier at the edge of a wagon. He was unsteady on his feet for a moment, only to turn around and pull down his trousers, exposing pale buttocks. Watery excrement spilled out, and the man fell backward, only to be propped up by his fellow soldiers. They held rags to their faces as they helped him stay in place to finish his business.

Sergeant Erbur grimaced at the sight. His helmet couldn’t conceal a disapproving glare. “Some of the men have become rather uncouth during this ordeal. I see now why the People of the Shrub are seen as beneath the Sechia Alii.”

Inmar scoffed, watching the stream of shit with contempt of a different shade. “Can’t be helped, Sergeant. Probably another case of dysentery. That or bad berries again. Besides, the most high-born of the motherland aren’t here to guide us in the ways of etiquette, are they?”

Sergeant Erbur was shocked to hear the cynical statement. He could not move even as the Lieutenant Colonel urged his elk onward. The commanding officer knew he was out of line. Disrespecting the revered Sechia Alii of his homeland could be a death sentence in the wrong company, even at his rank. With so much on the line and uncertainty at an all time high, Inmar couldn’t find himself giving a shit.

“Come along, sergeant. We have a way to go.”

Another three hours passed, and soon the forest was far behind. As the scouts had reported, trees were nonexistent in the alpine meadow. No matter how much they marched forward, even after the first two leagues, a thick fog still concealed the head of the valley. For some time, Inmar did nothing but keep his eyes on the veil that masked their destination. There was no telling what lay within it. The footsteps of thousands became little more than a minor disturbance as he trekked alongside the legion.

“This place...it still manages to be stunning at times.”

The commanding officer hadn’t even realized Sergeant Ebur was still trotting alongside him. Tearing his gaze away from the mist that awaited them at the end of the valley, Lieutenant Colonel Inmar took note of their immediate surroundings. They’d entered an area littered with white-faced stones, some peppered with etchings of black. Even more numerous were the woody shrubs that grew anywhere from half a meter to thrice said height. Though no men were allowed to stop, they took the time to pick fruit off the branches as they passed. When the Lieutenant Colonel and the sergeant passed one for themselves, the senior officer brought his elk to a halt for a moment. Hanging from the branches were bright red winterberries. Unlike their pink cousins that thrived in the forest, they didn’t induce a stomach-destroying reaction when eaten. Grabbing a handful, the Lieutenant Colonel enjoyed the burst of sweetness. He couldn’t deny that the cold and boggy meadow had a natural beauty to it.

“I suppose you’re right, sergeant,” Inmar relented.

As the army marched forward, strange antelopes skittered about in herds half the size of the 75th. They looked quite like beasts they could see at home, but these grazers here had a pair of bloated nostrils that hung off their lips. Dark markings were on their white-furred cheeks. Inmar gazed at the far-off mountains that framed the valley. Geological surveyors had reported crystalline minerals within the Midland Valley, making it a priceless piece of land. If all had gone according to plan, those minerals would’ve been extracted like the excavation pits in the limestone deposits of Jingseh.

Pointless to think about such things now, Inmar thought, just soak it all in while you can.

The moment of reverie was shattered at the sound of galloping hooves. Inmar and Sergeant Erbur turned back the way they’d come to see Cavalrymen Hayle and three other outflankers dashing toward them. Frantic looks were on all their faces, all except one troop, who appeared ready to fall off his elk. An arrow protruded from his right shoulder, staining his cloak with blood. Within moments, Inmar understood the ruse had ended, and with stunning speed.

“Lieutenant Colonel!” Cavalryman Hayle shouted as she drew nearer. She barely managed to slow her steed before colliding with the senior officer. “The enemy is upon us!”

A cold tingle ran down Inmar’s spine. Their time had run out, and long before he’d hoped. His head spun so much that he felt ready to fall off his saddle. In a matter of seconds, his shock melted into a fiery bravado. He’d watched too many Jingsehi fall apart at the critical hour
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