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Mom, you’ve been the greatest constant in my life.

Without you, your love and your guidance, this book would’ve never happened. 
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The President stands at his podium looking out at the small and scattered crowd. He smiles. He waves. He does all the things he’s supposed to do to make the public believe he’s a real and likable and caring guy. But if you look past his charm and the polished exterior that he’s been training and honing for decades, look deep into the eyes and the lines that mark his face, you’ll see that there’s nothing but contempt for the common man and smugness in his abilities. All he wants is the power of the office and the money that it brings. 

He lowers his hands and clears his throat, “Forty years. Four terms. I thought it was over. I thought that would be my last. And then you surprised me and elected me for a fifth term. For another ten years...”

The crowd cheers. They whoop their approval. They clap with unabashed enthusiasm. 

The President raises his hands to temper their excitement, “Things are changing. And things will continue to change. All around the world and here at home.” The President approaches his next words carefully. “There are nations building arms and developing the art of war–”

“Cut off their funding.”

“Ban their weapons.”

The President uses his hands to silence the crowd again, “We are still at war, albeit, a cold one, with yet another nation--”

“Burn them to the ground.”

The President shakes his head, doing his best to ignore the comment and continues, “And yet another nation refused us entry into their lands--”

“We own the world, not them.” 

The President hides the faint smirk that just barely crosses his lips, “While another still has built a fleet of ships. They carry them deep out to sea where we cannot observe their actions--”

“Build a wall to block the sea.”

“I fear that we may only have one ally in this world. An ally that is too weak and ill-equipped to help us in our time of need. An ally who is fragile. And one who may be too gullible and will fall for our enemy’s weakest argument, their propaganda, in their crusade against us. I fear we are alone in this world.”

The President bows his head. Letting his words hang. Letting them sink in while allowing the fear to become real. 

“If they aren’t us then they are against us,” the shouts from the crowd flare up again. 

“They’re terrorists.”

“They’re against our way of life.”

The President lifts his head and watches the shouts. They go from bad to worse to downright dangerous. 

“And against what it means to be Culmenian.”

“We must stop them.”

“We must put an end to them.”

“That’s why the system must change,” the President says. “There is no other way, or easy way, around it. We all must pay our fair share of this burden. We have to double, maybe triple our military. We have to shrink most of our budget in the short-term to make us all stronger in the long.”

The crowd explodes with approval. The claps and cheers are more than deafening. 

The President smiles. His teeth sparkle and the corners of his eyes curl up like little horns as he watches the poor offer up money they don’t have to save their lives and their way of life from a faceless enemy they don’t even know exists. 

And somewhere in the crowd, though hidden from view, are Wido Twinning and his son, Quint. They stay hidden because they aren’t welcome. Not by the President. Not by most Senators. But most importantly not by the citizens of Culmen.

Quint watches. His eyes, his heart, his mind all in earnest. He’s only six, but as he stands there in front of his father, Wido’s hand on his shoulder keeping the boy close and safe, he catches a glimpse of what he wants to be. Of who he wants to be. 

This was the day Quint became curious. 

 

 

 

“What are all those?” The six-year-old Quint asks his father. Amazement and wonder fill his young, limited, yet ever expanding mind.  

“What are what?” Wido knows what Quint is referring to, but expects and encourages the boy to use his words. 

“Those,” Quint makes a sweeping gesture with an outstretched hand as he and his father lie on their backs and stare into the night sky. “Those shiny dots up there.”

Today is a rare day in Culmen, the capital city of the entire planet, but somehow a country of its own. Culmen sprawls across and climbs atop the highest mountain in the exact center of Tellus looking out over the world. It’s cursed with being in a perpetual state of snow, and even though it’s snowing, its only light and the breaks in the clouds give Quint and Wido a perfect view of the diamond riddled skies. 

“They’re stars,” Wido leans up on an elbow to watch his son learn. Quint learning is an amazing thing, at least to a father who has nothing else in the world. Maybe it is to others, or maybe it’s just Wido, but you can see the wheels turning in the boy’s head like the gears in a clock, because it’ll only be a matter of time for the knowledge to strike and for Quint to understand. “Giant balls of burning gas. Extending, we can only assume, forever into space.”

Wido waits for it to strike, but it doesn’t come. Quint, as with all six-year-olds, has no concept of space, forever, or the infinite. The thing that sets Quint apart from most other six-year-olds is his willingness to accept the things he cannot grasp. He tries to put aside what he doesn’t understand and focus on the things he does. He tries to make sense of his father’s words in pieces, beginning with the concepts he knows, and gradually moving toward the more difficult. 

Too much time has passed and Wido fears the clock is broken. Quint just continues to stare into the stars, bewildered yet amazed, without averting his gaze. 

Then he figures out a question to try and make sense of the nonsense, “But how do you know?”  

Now Tellus is not technologically advanced and Culmen may be the hub of the planet’s technological innovations. They use coal and steam as fuel, and candles and torches to light their houses and streets at night. But they don’t lack for curiosity or education in the physical sciences. 

“For generations. Centuries. Maybe even millennia,” Wido tries to explain, adding his unique flair and excitement to his lesson. “The greatest minds of our planet have studied the rocks and dirt on Tellus, the waters in our rivers, lakes, and oceans, and the skies beyond our world. The great observatory in the south courtyard of the castle has been studying the skies since the Eremi learned to make glass.”

Still no strike. 

“But I don’t get it. How can they see? If they’re giant balls of gas, they’d have to be really far away. And where does the gas come from? Why don’t they burn out like the torches on the streets? And if they can’t get to them, how do they know they’re gas?”

Wido’s at a loss and fears he may have broken his son. He doesn’t know the answers to all of these questions. 

Wido is nothing more than a simple architect with only a mild interest in the sciences. He lies back down and gathers himself, trying to recall anything and everything he’s ever learned about the stars and the skies. 

Wido takes a deep breath and exhales slowly as he figures out how to begin his confession, “I don’t know, Quint. I’ve never studied the subject a great deal and I’ve only taken what I did learn as fact. But I can tell you that those stars are far away. Hundreds of millions, hundreds of billions of miles away. A distance that is too large for even me to comprehend. Our own sun is likely a hundred million miles away and it seems close. 

“The Eremi have a way of developing glass that can magnify objects, much like the way Culmen’s edge has a way of magnifying the world. The scholars studied our sun, its properties and characteristics, as well as those in the stars. They’re the same.”

TICK. The gears in Quint’s mind have finally got the clock moving, “And we can tell that our sun is just a ball of fire circling around us?”

Wido leans back up onto his elbow, his heart pumping the excitement back through his veins, “Yes. Almost. It actually isn’t circling us. What they’ve observed, on other stars, is that they are the center and they have massive balls of rock that rotate around them. So they could only conclude that it’s the same here on Tellus.”

TICK. The gears move a little more, “We’re just on a ball of rock going around a fiery ball of gas?”

“Yes.”

GONG. And there it is, the clock strikes. Quint’s eyes get wide, his pupils dilate, and a slight, almost half smile pushes his puffy cheeks up. It’s what Wido has been waiting for. It’s what Wido lives for. The days and nights he can spend with his son, sharing the few things he knows about the world and teaching him to be a good man. Because for all the fame Wido once enjoyed and all the injustice he’s suffered, there are two things he has never forgotten: how to be humble and how to be good. And they’re the two things he insist his son be. 

Quint spent much of his early life waiting patiently and waiting anxiously for his father to come home from work so they could look out into the world, or lie on their backs and look up into the night sky and talk. He wanted to ask questions. He was eager to learn. 

There wasn’t a subject too dull, or a topic too big. Quint loved it all. 

The only things he ever avoided talking about were the buildings of Culmen and his mother.

 

 

 

Culmen was built by Wido Twinning. Not the entire city, but all the terribly awkward buildings that flood its streets and line its sky. In the old days, Culmen was just the castle and the city stretched out but never up. It was cramped. It was crowded. But most of all, it was miserable.

The streets had a kind of romance to them, in that they were paved with cobblestone. A feature Wido enjoyed since he came from Avra where all their streets were dirt. Wido didn’t make any changes to them. 

The buildings were all one story and made of some sort of weak lumber and cheap brick that would crumble if you rubbed your fingers on them too forcefully or if the wind blew too hard. They were small and they were depressing. These were what Wido wanted to change. 

When he was young, Wido had ideas. Ideas that were far too advanced for the simple minds of Avra. He had ideas to make farming easier. Ideas to make transportation faster. Ideas to make houses more comfortable. But all his ideas made the people just the opposite. It made them uncomfortable. 

The people of Avra loved Wido, but were stuck in their ways. They didn’t like change. They didn’t like new ideas or new technology. And they certainly didn’t like anything foreign. But for everything they didn’t like about Wido they still encouraged him to continue thinking and dreaming. They just encouraged him to think and dream bigger. 

Everyone in Tellus wants to live in Culmen but, for some reason, only the best and brightest ever make the trip. No one else feels special enough. Which is a shame, because everyone is special. It’s also a blessing, because though Culmen is massive, they’ve run out of room to build. The Avrans saw the brightness inside Wido, they knew how unique and special he was, and they knew that talent like that shouldn’t go to waste. 

Wido was still considered a boy by some, but a man he was when he made his trip to Culmen. He had dark brown hair and dark brown eyes. He had a beard, because all the men of Avra grew them when they became of age. Though his was short, it was as dark as the night and projected maturity and masculinity beyond that of which Wido had known. 

The young architect and engineer from the fertile plains of Avra traveled the distance, on foot, of some thousands, tens of thousands of miles to live in Culmen twenty years ago. He had great ideas, and beautifully drawn plans for magnificent buildings that would stretch high into the sky. Ideas that would revolutionize the city. Ideas that would make him a hero.

Wido brought his plans to the President. And the President, which he is formally called though he is more of a king or emperor, anointed him the head of all building projects in Culmen. 

Wido set to work transforming the flat, one level city into a city of heights. He made a fortune and lived the life of a celebrity. 

Many families and many people lived together; sometimes eight, nine, ten people to a single room. And this man, Wido Twinning, freed them from their crampedness and lack of privacy.

Wido had great ideas and he had beautiful drawings. But it would seem Wido was not too keen at practical application. The buildings never looked the same standing before him as they did drawn on his paper. 

Some of his buildings leaned to the left or to the right, or to the front or to the back, depending on which side you looked at them. Some of his buildings started straight but then, abruptly, jutted out to some odd angle for no apparent reason. And even others began and ended straight but had some trouble getting there along the way. At some point on their way up they took a detour in their straightness, and, I would say curved, but there was nothing even remotely round about the turns these buildings took on their way into the skies. 

Wido became increasingly frustrated by his lack of success at turning his artfully created plans into the same artfully constructed monuments of brick and stone that rose from the streets. He spent many sleepless nights walking from building to building, staring back and forth from plan to creation trying to figure out what went wrong.

The people of Culmen grew even more impatient than Wido. The families that lived in the crookedness were uncomfortable and their furniture wouldn't fit right. And the families who lived just fine in their straight homes found the buildings unsightly. They said it gave the city a wicked appearance that was beginning to embody the citizens as well. 

It was only a few short years before Wido was ousted from his post, but in his time as the head of all building projects in Culmen, Wido managed to blanket the entire city in his ghastly buildings. There was no room for more. 

Wido had also built himself a massive fortune, one that didn't bend like his buildings or look unsightly to any onlooker. But when Wido was relieved of his duties, the President ordered that all funds he acquired become property of the state. Since Wido had defiled the city, they saw the money as stolen. 

And so Wido left his home, one that was built perfectly straight, next to the Castle of Culmen, with no money, not even a penny, as poor as when he arrived. His spirit broken and his will destroyed. A failure. Depressed almost beyond recovery. The only prize Wido got to keep was his wife.

Veronica Varo-Twinning, they say, was the most beautiful creature the planet of Tellus had ever seen. She was the prize of Culmen. Her features were soft and feminine, her body curved in all the right places, her skin glowed as if she wore makeup, but none had ever touched her delicate face. And her hair was the lightest of browns almost blonde, or maybe the darkest of blondes almost brown, depending on the light she was in or the eyes you saw through. She was radiant. She was stunning. She was Quint’s mother.

Quint never knew her though. After Wido was fired and all his money seized, the Twinnings, sans Quint, were forced to the edge of the city. The poorest of the poor neighborhoods. The only section of the city that Wido was never able to get to in his tenure. And the only patch of land where one of his buildings was too big to be built. Just a small, nearly flat slice of dirt that sat between the jagged face of the mountain and the edge of the world. Doing a good job at separating them from the rest of the city. 

Veronica fought for her life. She fought for her money. And Wido had made her a lot. The only thing she didn’t fight for, however, was her husband. It was all in vain. Moot. Because the law of Culmen, and no one is supposed to be above the law, is that marriage is for life. Divorce is death. And if there was one thing Veronica valued above all else, more than her looks and more than her money, it was her life. 

They were poor. They were untouchable. And since Culmen was built on top of the highest mountain in Tellus, they had no room for error. They were pushed to the absolute edge, where one wrong step meant one long fall against an unforgiving terrain. 

Veronica hated her life. She felt nothing for Wido. While he was off doing his work, Veronica would stare out into the world. The view, as amazing as it is, looked bleak to her. Depression embodied her. Hatred consumed her. And then she fell pregnant. 

Veronica was selfish. She only married Wido because of the fame and money he had. She only stayed with him after he lost it all because she wanted to live. Everything she did and everything she thought was to benefit herself. Everything until now.

 When she first realized what was inside her, the focus of her hatred and the haze of her depression lifted. When she felt the first kick, colors got brighter and scents got sweeter. When she saw babies on the street and out in the world her heart felt warmer and she felt lighter. And when she first uttered the name Quintilianus Twinning a single tear rolled down her cheek and she knew she was happy.

The happiness didn’t last long. Veronica died a few days after Quint was born. She gave birth to the boy and fell ill, which left her quarantined from her family. Wido was urged and ultimately forced to take the baby Quint home while the doctors tended to his wife. A few days later news arrived of her passing. The doctors said there was nothing they could do and that it was common among the poor, leaving Wido to blame himself. Leaving Quint to grow up motherless and also blaming himself. 

 

 

 

Quint grew up as the poorest boy in all of Culmen, possibly even the poorest boy in all of Tellus.  He lives in what can only be called a shack on the outermost edge of the city, though shack may be a generous term. It doesn’t have four walls or a full roof. The wood it was built from is old and has long since started to crack and crumble. On some boards the slightest touch causes the wood to pop into little explosions of dust. And, on many nights, if Wido isn't back from his, what he calls, work in time to shovel the house before bed, Quint sleeps on a bed of snow since it never stops snowing in Culmen. 

Wido doesn’t have a job in the traditional sense. No one would hire him since they blamed him for the mess they considered the City to be. And because money is hard to come by, for most in Culmen, people don’t want to risk the few customers they have. So Wido spends his days scouring the city's garbage for old blankets and clothes to keep his son warm. He searches for old food that some fat bastard--who doesn't know what it's like to want--threw out, so he can keep his son fed. 

Most of the clothes and blankets he finds are ripped and frayed, not solid enough to keep warm. And more often than not, Wido goes hungry so Quint can eat. But Quint always has food, sometimes not enough to quell his hunger, but always enough to keep him alive. 

Quint is a strong boy and Quint is a smart boy. He knows talking about his mom only makes Wido sad. But he also knows that talking about anything else, and everything else, as long as it means Wido can bond with and teach his son, makes him happy. So, that’s what he did. He spent the days of his life, every day of his young life, asking Wido questions. Learning what Wido knows. And absorbing every last drop of information Wido could spare. 

 

 

 

Nothing bothered young Quint as he grew from the six-year-old lying on his back watching the night sky to the fourteen-year-old he is today. Nothing could pry the smile from his face, or break the chamber of happiness that lives in his heart. 

Quint has the greatest thing anyone, adult or child, could ask for. Quint has the greatest view in the world, the greatest view in any world. Like I said, Quint lives on the outermost edge of Culmen, one step farther and he would fall over the edge and bounce and roll down the rocky face of the mountain and, most likely, impale himself on some sharp, jagged rock the city was built upon. 

And since there was nothing blocking Quint's view of the world, he could see everything. Everything from the ground under his feet to the farthest reaches of Tellus, wrapping the entire planet and almost to his back.  

Wherever he looks the view magnifies, tens, hundreds, thousands, even millions of times so that it’s like he is standing in even the most remote areas the planet has to offer. 

When he looks into the jungles of Truncatis he imagines he is a Truncatian. He’s harvesting and eating the sweetest fruits and smelling the most exotic, fragrant flowers. He’s swinging from their vines and wrestling with their Gladiator Apes. He’s a giant among giants. He’s their most decorated hunter and fearless gladiator. And every time he goes there he’s exalted by the king.

“I’ve never been there myself,” Wido tells Quint as they sit and watch the world. “But the Truncatians are giants! The biggest breed of person in all of Tellus. At least triple, sometimes quadruple the height of even the tallest men from any other nation. And they supply the world with the hardest and most durable wood.”

“Are they strong, the Truncatians, Dad?” Quint knows the answer, but he likes these moments with Wido.

“Strong? Of course they’re strong,” as Wido speaks the words, he acts them out, though gently, on Quint. “They can pick up full grown men with ease and wrestle them to the ground without breaking a sweat or struggling in any manner.” 

“Not only that,” he continues, “but they’re sharp and cunning. Not in a mischievous or evil way, because they’re the most gentle beings on the planet, but like a cat against its prey in its hunt for food.” 

Always, after Quint’s adventures with Wido to Truncatis, he pretended to be in the jungles himself, and tried to sneak up on Wido and take him down. 

When his attention is set upon the icy lands of Glacialis he becomes a Glacier, being able to empathize with the frozen people of the land, but reveling in the thought of eating the freshest fish, sliding down the hills with the other children and diving into the frigid oceans to tame the wild whales and drag them to shore by hand. He stands on the deck of their massive ships and captains his way out into the frozen seas. 

“They are some of the bravest and hardest working people in the world,” Wido says.

“How so?”

“They live in the cold and fight for their lives just to supply our lands with fish and ice.”

“We live in the cold, too.”

“Ahh. But it’s not even half as cold here as it is there. We wouldn’t be able to live in a shack like ours and survive in Glacialis. They say the people there have thicker skin to better insulate themselves.”

“Is that true?”

“I don’t know. What do you think?” 

Quint would often think hard about this, but then conclude, “I think it makes sense. That they would.”

“And why is that?” Wido always encourages Quint to use his own mind and reasoning.

“Just look out there, anywhere, everywhere. Everyone, in every nation, is different. It seems as though they’ve grown to fit into and survive in their own surroundings.” 

All Wido can do is smile, not knowing if Quint is right, but, instead, knowing that his son, who is still just a boy, can reason better than most grown men.

Looking at the deserts of Eremus he’d become an Eremi, shrouded in cloth, eating the exotic meats of lizards and scorpions, and fighting with the shiniest, often obscenely curved, metal swords he’s ever seen. 

“Great warriors, the Eremi are. But don’t mistake that for hostility,” Wido reveled in the thought of going to Eremus, the only other land he had ever traveled to.

“How can they be great warriors but gentle?”

“They use their skills to teach the young agility and strategy and the power of the brain. But they are humble and honorable. They would never create war, but they will defend themselves against it.”

“Can you teach me how to use a sword?”

“I don’t know how to myself,” Wido would say in Quint’s younger days, but as the boy grew and Wido found junk that could replicate a sword, though not the great curved metal ones of Eremus, he and Quint would practice and pretend they knew what they were doing.

From the moment Quint got his practice sword, he spent a portion of every day watching the Eremi. He took notes and made drawings of the different attacks and defenses the students learned so that he could try to replicate the same moves with his father. 

But most of all, he watched the girl. He didn’t know her name because the sound didn’t magnify like the view, but he knows that she’s the prettiest and most talented girl he’s ever laid eyes on. 

When he turns his head to the forests of Lignum, he sees himself as a Lignumian living in their huts of arched timber with walls of wicker and roofs of thatch. He’s riding the deer, performing in the sunrise and sunset rituals, and battling his opponents in their epic staring contests. 

“Hope you never have to deal with a Lignumian, son,” Wido says every time, and without hesitation, as they set their sights on the forests.

“Why, Dad?” Quint asks, again every time, though he knows the response by heart.

“They’re an untrusting lot. Manipulating and scheming. Always looking out for themselves and a way to dominate the world again.”

“Again?”

“Yes. Though the stories are now quite faded, they still inspire a great deal of fear and hatred. The greatest, or worst, rather, family in the history of the world came from Lignum. The Rhyes,” Wido sighs a deep and heavy sigh at the name before continuing. Gathering up his thoughts, choosing his words carefully. “Let’s just say that if they still ruled, we would all, you and I and everyone you see out there, be slaves to the whims of the Lignums.”

“Can you tell me the story?” Another question Quint asks every time, knowing the response he will get.

“Not today. But it’s a story you will and must learn, because if you don’t, you will fall victim to their manipulation.”

“I wouldn’t, Dad,” Quint says, brimming with pride, as Wido pats him on the head.

“I know you wouldn’t, son. But I’ll tell you what, when you’re looking out there, and only in Lignum, see if you can find a normoyal.”

“A what?”

“A normoyal. They’re an ugly, ugly bird. Said to have been created and bred by a pair of magical thieves. The duo would break into your house, rob you blind, and turn you into their pet. A pet that would do their bidding and scouting. And some even say murdering.”

The myth of the normoyal did exist, but Wido knew the absurdity of it. It was a story, the rich say, that was created by the poor to try and control them. He tried to explain that to his son, but Quint still believed in magic and fantasy and would sometimes spend hours staring into Lignum searching its edges and skys for the elusive bird.

But no land was a better land to look at, in Quint's eyes, than the fertile plains and rolling hills of Avra. Avra was the home of Wido before he traveled to live in Culmen. The Avrans are farmers, living off the land, growing crops and raising cattle. They are simple folk with simple homes and simple values. 

Only one man has ever left Avra. And that man is Wido. 

He had wild ideas, too complicated for his family, and too complicated for his neighbors. Wido was never a brave man, but the people of Avra encouraged him to take his ideas and his talents to Culmen, where they would be understood and accepted. They didn't see Wido as a burden, and they didn't want to get rid of him, they just wanted him to be as happy as they were. Living the life he was supposed to live. 

With enough endorsements, Wido decided to take the risk and head out on his new adventure. He hugged his parents and waved goodbye to his neighbors. They held a celebration in his honor on the day of his departure, and he headed out alone, with nothing but a sack full of dried meat and grains strapped to his back.

Wido was and still is the hero of Avra. Everyone in the country knew he would be a huge success, even though word never reached them of his arrival, or his quick ascent as architect and engineer, and his just as quick collapse into poverty and near banishment. 

Quint would stay up nights with his father staring into Avra, looking at and getting to know his grandparents, aunts and uncles, and cousins. Learning about his father’s school day friends and romances, the boys who bullied him and the boys he bullied. The girls he chased and the girls who chased him.

These were the happiest times in Quint's life, spending time with his father, the man who sacrificed so much so that he, Quint, could have everything his father struggled to provide for him, and learning about where he came from and who he was and is. Who he truly is. Not the outcast of Culmen, but the Hero of Avra. 

Wido is never boastful. His meager beginnings kept him humble when he was rich and famous, and even more so now that he's poor. But when he speaks of Avra there’s an excitement in his voice. A happiness that Quint rarely ever hears, and only ever sees in his father when he gazes upon him. There is also a longing in his tone when he speaks of his days as an innocent youth. Wido tries to hide it as best as he can because he doesn’t want Quint to think he regrets his decision to leave his home, and, in turn, regret Quint. Because Wido has no regrets, other than the fact he can't give his son a happy and healthy life. But it isn't always possible for Wido to hide, what he considers, the shameful emotion in his voice. 

Quint never takes offense to his father’s longing, it just makes the stories more interesting and real and emotional for him. Wishing, someday, he could do more than look upon Avra. Wishing he could travel to the country and visit with the people who he has grown to know so well, who have no idea he even exists. 

Quint never wanted to gaze the fields of Avra without his father and his stories, but it’s hard, especially for a young boy. And every time he does, with or without Wido by his side, he is filled with even more happiness, and even more pride in who his father is. See, they still, twenty years after the departure of the only man to ever leave Avra, celebrate him as a hero. The entire country is a monument to Wido, with signs and banners and statues commemorating him. They've named schools after him and even hold a Wido Day Festival every year on the anniversary of the day he left.

But recently Quint has been unable to look into Avra. It’s been years since he’s been able to hear the stories that make the country so cherished. Now, all he has are giant wooden blinders to stare at and tales that are forever getting quieter in his head. 

Quint dreams of journeying to Avra and boasting of his father’s accomplishments, because, you see, Quint doesn't see the buildings as ghastly and wicked, he sees them as beautiful and unique; a feat of engineering that they've held up without repair for nearly twenty years and show no sign of decay. If it wasn't for Wido, in Quint's mind, Culmen would still be an unhappy, overpopulated, miserable place to live instead of an ungrateful one that vilifies the only man, that Quint knows of, who tried to make it a place one could be proud to call home.

 

 

 

It’s black. Not just dark. Black. So black that Teyrnon thinks he’s gone blind. So black that if he walked in and put his hand to his face, he wouldn’t be able to see it. So black that even the bravest of all people would walk away scared of the dark. 

Teyrnon pulls back the curtains. 

“Shut that light out you miserable old fool,” Elle screams. Her voice so sharp it could cut glass, so high it could make you feel like you’re trying to balance on the tip of the antenna that they put on the top of skyscrapers. 

And for the brief second the dull and slow light made its feeble attempt to break into the room it wasn’t any more comfortable than the darkness. The walls of the circular room are covered in nonsense. The ramblings and drawings and attempts at equations of a lunatic. 

Elle sits in her rocking chair. Her hair ghost white but somehow understood that it was once jet black. Her skin withered and wrinkled and soft. Her eyes missing. Or maybe just hiding behind her eyelids that have been sealed shut from sitting in the darkness for too long, fused to her cheeks because they knew they would never be needed again.

“You don’t have to fear my darkness, Teyrnon.”

Teyrnon tries to chuckle, “I don’t.”

“Very well, then. Come closer.”

“I cannot.”

“Ah. Is that so?”

“You keep your home much too dark for the average person to see.”

“But you are not the average person. And you, of all people, know this isn't a home.”

“And yet it is still too dark for me.”

“Then stand where you must. And listen. The one you seek is here. A boy. Almost a man. But you already knew all that. He will make himself known. And he will make himself an enemy to powerful people.”

“And you’re certain?”

“I’ve been locked in this dungeon for more years than you’d ever care to admit. My only release from the ‘great’ Teyrnon,” Elle says it with more than a hint of sarcasm, “is offering up the boy you seek. I could’ve lied to you years ago if I thought I’d get away with it.”

“I’m sorry my dear, Elle Reyn-”

“Tor,” Elle interrupts. 

Teyrnon ignores her and continues like she never said anything, “-But your release will not be guaranteed until I’m certain this is the boy I seek.”

Teyrnon slams the door on his way out. 

 

 

 

Quint is fourteen. He has a mop of milk chocolate brown hair that's as straight as hair can be and shines like the fake plastic hair of a doll. His hair cups his smooth, innocent face that resembles a baby’s and stops just above his small brown eyes. Quint isn't big. He’s tall, but not big. Some have even gone as far as to describe him as a skeleton with skin. 

But none of that matters to Quint, because he’s smart. The smartest boy in all of Culmen, possibly the smartest in all of Tellus. He is so smart, that he even makes adults look dumb. Not because he calls them out on their idiocy or tries to flaunt his intelligence in others faces, he just makes them look dumb by comparison. 

Quint has many hobbies. He likes to build things out of the junk his father finds for him. He likes to improve upon the inventions that already exist. He even likes the world of politics. 

When Wido is off to work, scrounging the dump sites and garbage cans for food and clothing, Quint is hard at work creating and inventing, or, if he doesn't have any junk to build from, or he’s just not in the mood, he's off to Culmen Castle to watch the leaders of this fine land debate and argue and, though it’s rather rare, compromise. 

Today, almost exactly one week before Quint turns fifteen, was an eye opener for the young boy. He became bored with his building projects and, with nothing better to do, he went to the old wooden chest with its ornamental metal trimmings. It’s impeccably crafted and delicately decorated that it looks like something that came from a carpenter in the Forests of Lignum. 

Wido found it sitting by the side of the road a few years back. Someone obviously didn't want it because the latch was broken and they were too lazy or cheap to get it fixed. 

Wido brought it home for his son to store his secrets in, but what Quint used that chest for wasn’t his most prized and cherished possessions or his books and journals. And his secrets rarely even caught sight of it. What Quint put in there was an outfit. A stylish pair of black, un-pleated cotton trousers that had an almost magic-like shimmer when he walked, a purple button down shirt that was so deep in color it reeked of royalty, and a long-tailed jacket to wear over top. It was so precious to Quint because pleats are out and long tail jackets are all the rage in Culmen at the moment. 

Quint throws on his clothes, doing his best to smooth out any wrinkles, and heads as fast as his skinny legs can carry him, which, by the way, is quite fast, all the way to Culmen Castle.

It’s a pleasant day in Culmen. The snow is falling so lightly that some are going as far as saying it isn’t snowing at all. And it’s warm, relatively speaking of course. One of the warmest days in Culmen’s recent memory. The streets are busy with shoppers and people just out enjoying the day, which makes it harder for Quint to get to his destination than if there were a blizzard and the streets were bare. 

Quint stands at the end of the path where his house meets the street and the city, looking up the mountain, trying to plan his best route to the Castle on the peak. 

The crowds don’t bother Quint in the slightest. He’s usually so cheery and optimistic and enjoys the beauty and uniqueness in everything he sees. The exception is when he’s dealing with stupidity. He has little patience for that. Some days, Quint takes his time in his journey to the Castle just to savor the sites and the people and the snow, but today isn't one of those days. 

While he was tinkering around, he remembered something exciting. Something important. He remembered the Senate is discussing a radical change for Culmen. One of the senior incumbents, Balbinus Balbus, an old crackpot with long, but thinning, wispy hair and bushy silver eye brows that are so thick they cover his eyes, is going to present a new proposal. Something, he said, he's been working on for quite some time, that'll make the lives of every citizen of Culmen jump for joy and live in perfect happiness until the end of their days. 

Mind you, Balbinus is a crackpot and most of his ideas are a waste of time and breath, especially because he stands there and stammers on and on, almost incoherently. But every now and then he comes out with something brilliant. And that is what Quint is hoping for today. 

It's a good thing the boy has little bulk to him. It makes it easier for him to weave between people or slide through wide set legs. And Quint never runs out of breath. He keeps running and running and doesn't get tired and doesn't slow down until he gets to where he wants to be. 

He can finally see Culmen Castle in front of him, just strides from where he stands. It’s made of shimmering white marble that gloriously rises up from the ground. Four tall bastions, one on each corner, topped with black marble triangular roofs. They’re connected by the enceinte, draped with the flags of all the nations of Tellus. Beyond that lies a courtyard that leads to the main structure. Five pentagonal turrets, one to represent each nation, that connect to an enormous cylindrical pillar which rises high above anything else on the entire planet, topped, again, with a black marble roof. This pillar represents Culmen. 

Culmen Castle was built long before anyone can remember. Long before the days they began keeping historical records. Which, by the way, was a long time ago. The Lignumians claim they know the story, but, since they are crazy, manipulative and evil, no one believes their tales. It looks out of place, or rather, the rest of Culmen looks out of place when huddled around a Castle as elegant as this. Other than his home, with his view, this is Quint's favorite place in the entire city. Being here makes him feel rich. It makes him feel special, important. 

Quint rushes past the turrets that house the representatives that are supposed to act in the best interest of their respective nation. Then the head of each house takes their issues and rulings and votes to the Senate Hall, which is just inside the main pillar of the castle. 

It's a beautiful place that uses the rock from the desert nation of Eremus with the wood from the jungles of Truncatis and ivory from the ice lands of Glacialis along with the rope made in the plains of Avra, all intertwined showing the intricate artwork that the forest people of Lignum pride themselves on. 

The room itself is round and rather short. A taller man would be forced to stoop, a Truncatian wouldn’t even fit. The spectators stage is only ten feet wide from the wall to the railing, where they look down upon the Senate Hall.. 

Since it’s a nice day, there aren’t many folks watching the proceedings. Of the attendees some may be students, or possibly aspiring politicians taking notes, but no one of any real significance.

Quint loves the relatively bare room as he stops at the edge. Everyone is there. 

Aelianus Varius, a man of middling height who only got elected to represent Truncatis because of his charming good looks. 

Cato Imbrex, a short, mean looking man, who is anything but. He represents Glacialis. 

Eremus’ representative Egnatius Eppia, a bored man who only stays in the political realm because he thinks there is nothing else he can do. 

Teyrnon, a tall slender man with a long nose and an even longer beard, the only representative not from Culmen, because the Lignumians don't think the Culmenians, or anyone else for that matter, would ever have their best interests at heart. His expression is always stone. He’s always prepared for battle because the tribes of Lignum have been mocked and ridiculed since almost the beginning of time. But, hit in the right mood, he knows how to laugh and crack wise himself. 

And, of course, the President, the portly old man sits at the head of the round table. You can tell the head of any round table by the size of the chairs. The head is always the biggest, or nicest, or most ornately decorated. The President’s is all three. 

“Nothing’s happening,” Quint thinks, “What could be going on?” 

Then he notices the man of the hour, Balbinus Balbus, is missing. And at that moment, the very moment Quint realizes he isn't there, Balbinus and his jolly belly, waddles through the door and takes his seat.

“We're here because of you,” Teyrnon says. “It's your floor, why are you sitting?”

“Oh. My. Yes.” Balbinus looks around, realizing that he did, in fact, sit down. “I guess I'll just stay seated then. Shall I?””

“That is very uncustomary,” this was Aelianus, always a stickler for the rules. 

“Ahh. But we can make an exception this one time? Can't we?” Balbinus looks around for objections. No one cares, unless you consider Aelianus' annoyance, but no verbal disagreement. “Good. Good. Very well then. Where were we?” Balbinus smiles around the table, waiting for another response. Impatience is beginning to ripple through the Senators. 

“You called us here,” Cato rightly, but meekly, points out. “Said something about a radical change. Or something or other. Making Culmen happy again.”

“Ahh, yes, indeed I have. Very well. Very well. I shall begin then. It has occurred to me, not just recently, but, rather, a notice I've been keeping track of for the past, we'll say, almost twenty years. I've had my post here as Senator for Avra, now for,” Balbinus does some quick counting on his fingers. “Well, for about fifty-two years. Boy, I'm getting up there in years. Maybe it's about time I consider retirement. I do say, my funds are in order-”

“Balbinus! Back on point!” Teyrnon is usually the one with the quick temper. Though don't take that as him being mean. More like efficient. 

“Ahh, right. Right. Sorry. Where was I? Oh my, yes, about twenty years now I've been keeping notes. Terrible notes. The notes themselves aren't terrible, mind you, they're right on point, but the content is what is terrible. My observations. The citizens of our fine city, Culmen, you know, they've been acting out. They've been more, shall we say, melancholy. And rather increasingly over these some twenty years. It started off small, and, almost innocently, for those without a keen eye. But I saw it for what it was. At least, I thought I did. I couldn't truly be certain until a pattern emerged. So I took my notes. I kept fine records too. With hundreds, maybe thousands of examples.” 

Balbinus holds up a thick stack of papers bound together with twine, “I'll read them to you.” He unties the papers and clears his throat to begin reading.

“Balbinus?”

Balbinus looks up from his notes, unsure if he actually heard his name muttered, “Cato? Did you ask my name?”

“He knows your name,” Teyrnon's patience is wearing thin. “He's wondering if you plan on reading all of your notes and keeping us here for the next twenty years?”

Balbinus looks at his recordings, realizing, for the first time how thick they really are, “Ahh. I see your point.”

“Then get to yours.”

“Very well, Teyrnon. Always keeping us on topic. In the moment. Very good. Very good. Thank you. I'd lose my head some days if it weren't for you. Anyway, my point, as you so graciously asked, is this: our city has degraded into near chaos. Granted, we don't have the greatest of weather, but that never dimmed the hopes of the Culmenians. No. It never turned them into petty criminals and bullies. No. They've always been a happy, loving people. That is, until the day that the man from Avra, Wido Twinning, arrived and defiled our beloved city with his putrid buildings.” 

Quint is paralyzed by these words. He wants to shout, but can't out of shock. So he is forced to continue to listen. 

“Now, mind you,” Balbinus continues, “you may say I have no ground on which to stand, accusing another of creating the chaos in the world, but the man I accuse is a man from the nation I represent. So, I argue that I have more right than most. And I understand what the people of Avra want. And what they want is not to have their names, the name of their great land, degraded as our city has been.”

The President, who rarely ever speaks in these meetings, but rather listens intently so he can cast the best vote possible since his vote counts as two, moves his hand from his mouth and simply asks, “What is your proposal?”

“Ahh, Mr. President, so nice to hear your voice, see your interest. My proposal is twofold. First, hire, not one, but a group of builders to tear down our city, one building at a time, and rebuild it with fresh, beautiful, glorious buildings that represent Culmen and accentuate the Castle. And, second, that man, that Wido Twinning who still lives in our city, stealing our garbage and living for free. I say we banish him. Cast him out, back to where he came, to never return, upon penalty of death.”

Quint's shock, though still intense, allows him to release a loud and resounding “NOOOO!” 

The Senate comes to a sudden halt, as all the members, and the few observers look at the white-faced boy, almost in tears, as his eyes roll to the back of his head and he collapses with a soft but echoing thud on the marble floor.

 

 

 

Quint awakens. The meeting is over. He doesn't know the outcome, and is lying in the snow pile he calls his bed. 

Wido looks down over him, “Thank goodness you’re okay. You scared me, Quint.”

Realization begins to settle in on Quint. Memories from the past few hours trickle back like the annoying drip, drip, drip, of a leaky faucet that is impossible to completely turn off. Quint sits bolt upright, looking around for any sign of what might have happened in the Senate meeting, but knowing there would be none. 

“What happened?!” He begs his father. “What did they decide? I've got to get down there.” He jumps up and, still in his shirt and trousers, throws his jacket over his back. 

Wido grabs the tails, holding him from going anywhere, unless he takes off the jacket, of course, “Not so fast, my boy. Come. Sit down. We need to talk.”

Quint’s arm frees itself from its sleeve and as the jacket falls to the floor dampening in the snow, Quint’s spirit dampens as well. He gives up his struggle and turns to his father. 

Wido rarely ever uses this tone, one of concern, so this must be important. And Quint has never been one to disappoint his father when he has a matter of this magnitude to discuss. 

Quint sits down, his little eyes staring up at his father, concerned and almost fearful. Wido is tentative. He doesn't want to hurt his son. He doesn't want to make him sad. He, Wido, doesn’t have the heart. But, if he refuses to do what he has to, he regrets to even think, that something more dire than the smile on his boy's face fading may come to Quint. 

“How do I say this? I... I want you to know you aren't in trouble. Not in the slightest. Your age saved you from that. They, the Senate, once they found out you were my boy, did however levy a punishment against you,” Wido stops, sensing even more concern in his young boy’s heart. “Is everything alright?”

“I'll be fine. Just finish. Please.” Quint’s a brave boy. And a strong boy. 

“Very well. When they found out you were my son, they banished you from attending any more Senate meetings. They also... They also banished you from the Castle all together.”

Quint's heart sinks. As does Wido's. He knows that Quint loves nothing more than the Senate. But Quint's mood isn't down for too long. I'm not sure if the sadness just passed that quickly, or if he pushed it down and pushed on, or if he is just too happy of a boy to let any tragedy, big or small, effect his mood, but he jumps right up, puts a smile on his face, and says, “That's alright, Dad. I don't need them.” 

Wido sees the smile and brightness in his son again and, believing it to be sincere, he swells up with happiness. He doesn't know how and he doesn't know why, but Wido knows his son is special. 

It will be years before he finds out just how special. And though Wido will witness greatness from his son, he will be long dead before Quint ever reaches his full potential. 

 

 

 

In the days leading up to his fifteenth-year anniversary, nothing particularly spectacular happened to Quint. He tinkered with his junk. He tried to build and invent, but nothing of real substance came to him. Just some more worthless junk or cheap knockoffs of already better ideas. His mood might've been a bit blue had he thought about his banishment, but whenever it crossed his mind, that's all it did--simply cross and never linger. 

Quint had thoughts, visions, fantasies about the great celebration that was to be had in just under a week’s time. When a boy turns fifteen in Culmen it’s a big deal. It’s a stepping stone, if you will. The moment that marks the first rite of passage into manhood. Quint knows it won’t be anything extravagant or extraordinary, but he knows, or thinks he does, that his father will celebrate as much as he can afford.

These thoughts, the ones Quint has about his celebration, are all extinguished the morning of his fifteenth though. Quint wakes, eager and excited for the day, but Wido isn't home. Wido, Quint knows, has forgotten all about his anniversary and is out working. 

“A disgrace,” Quint thinks. “No man should have to work on the day of his son’s first rite of passage into manhood.”

 Quint, though he has never felt these feelings before in his short life, is furious. 

He storms to his chest and throws on his handsome outfit. Rushing through the streets, he stops in front of a window and straightens his clothes. He wants to look his best for what he’s about to do, and who he’s about to see. 

He stops for only a moment though. Today’s a particularly cold and blustery day, and his journey is not a short one. 

Knowing he isn't allowed in Culmen Castle, Quint waits outside. He has a perfect view of the entrance, standing just at the bottom of the stairs. Being Fivesday, Tellus' equivalent of Earth’s Friday, Quint knows the Senate will be dismissed at midday. They never stay late when a weekend is upon them. 

So he waits. 

It doesn't matter to him that he'll be there for hours, his fury won't abate. He will stand there. His glare fixed on the entrance. However long it takes. Even if the Senate runs long today.

The Senate mustn't have had much to talk about. The moment the horn blows, announcing midday, they emerge and Quint is fast to work. 

"Mr. President. Mr. President," he shouts to no avail, but also undeterred. He continues. "Mr. President, your policies and punishments are antiquated and unjust! Your seat should be vacated and you replaced by a competent servant to the people!"

Finally, Quint’s words catch the President’s ears, stirring the monster inside. Maybe he knows the boy’s right or maybe he’s just quick to defend himself. Either way he turns sharp with a stare that could pierce the unpierceable and kill the unkillable. His anger shows through his usually normal, well controlled charm and patience, searching for the source of the insults. His gaze, at last, resting on Quint. A smile, though slight, crosses his lips, "You're but a boy of what? Six?"

"Fifteen. And a man. Today, in fact," Quint has no problem interrupting him, no matter the position he holds or the power he wields.

"Very well then, fifteen. What do you know, what could you know of politics or the demands of my position?"

"Probably more than you."

Though it goes against his better judgment, for the President never engages in public arguments, or any argument with a civilian, he allows the boy to speak his mind. The sting of the insults burrow deep, because he possibly knows deep down, that Quint’s words are true and wants to make him look like a fool, “Say your piece, then, and be done with it.”

Quint thinks, but just for a moment. He knows that if he takes too much time the President will get bored and leave him there, his words unspoken, “My father doesn’t deserve the treatment he’s received. You owe him an apology. A public one. And are bound, by honor, and the oath of the office you took, to clear his name.”

“And who is your father?”

“Wido Twinning.”

The President snorts in derision, “Wido Twinning deserves more than what he got. If it were solely up to me,” he sneers back at Teyrnon, who has been eavesdropping since the beginning, but doesn’t stop his rant, “he would’ve been banished from our city altogether. Possibly executed. Which, as I think about it, should’ve been his punishment. Because then I wouldn’t have to deal with you. Just look around at what he’s done to this city. It’s a disgrace.”

 “I have looked around. I see beautiful, elegant, unique feats of architecture. There isn’t another soul in this city, on this planet, who could design and build like this. And, the most amazing thing of all, is that they haven’t eroded, or decayed in almost twenty years. They look, still today, as they did the day they were built. Saving the city and its people a lot.”

“Boy, you’re babbling nonsense. If I didn’t know any better, I would think you were the son of old Balbus over there. Where is your father? And why aren’t you with him?”

“He’s working. If you call what you’ve forced him into work. He can’t even afford to take one day off, not even to celebrate my fifteenth year.”

“Ahh. I see now. This is all just about you not getting presents on your birthday. The greed of a narcissist. I’m bored with this now. Be on your way or I’ll lock you in jail, no matter what age you are,” the President turns and walks away from the argument. His cheery demeanor plastered back on his face as he engages in conversation with, what appears to be, a lobbyist or campaign donor. 

Quint just stands there, his rage boiling over, shaking from his fury. 

“This is what it feels like to be mad,” he thinks as he debates what to do. Whether or not jail is worth shouting some more, or even worse, physically assaulting the most powerful man on the planet.

Teyrnon has other plans. Quint can be valuable to, not only him, but his father and to Tellus. He approaches Quint, his walk more of a glide under his unusual robed garb. He glances toward the President, as he doesn’t want to be noticed. Teyrnon places a concerned hand on Quint, whose anger fades with the touch, “Quintilianus Twinning, it isn’t worth it.”

Quint looks up into the great, but pale eyes of Teyrnon. His mouth drops open and Teyrnon greets this with an unusual, and rare, chuckle, “I am not here to punish or scold. It is because of me that your father didn’t face harsher punishment. I, in fact, think you are right in everything you said to that abomination we call the President. And if you’ll hear me out, I think I have a way, because you’ve just inspired a great idea, to dethrone the dictator, restore your father’s name, and get Tellus back to the great land it once was. Will you, Quintilianus Twinning, hear me out?”

Quint just nods. He’s still speechless at the casualness and kindness in Teyrnon’s voice. He’s only ever heard him speak sternly or with anger.

“Thank you. I think I can afford you eighteen months in stalling the Senate,” he pauses to think, stroking his long beard with his long fingers. “Yes, eighteen months is most likely the longest I can do, but I think I can stretch it out that far. I’ve already opposed the proposal to tear down our city and build a new. I have time, granted by law, to discuss this matter with my house to see if they want to change my vote. They won’t. But I will still drag it out as long as the law allows. If you can agree to help.

“I am rambling now. Forgive me. What I need you to do, since I cannot, is go to every nation, collect five... Make them children around your age. Select only the best and brightest and courageous. Then return. Can you, will you, do this?”

Teyrnon waits patiently for Quint to answer. His hands folded in front of him. Quint, as he thinks, stares at the ground. His focus isn’t on anything in particular but rather the images in his head of what might come if he undertakes this task. 

He thinks about the intimidation of standing so small next to a giant. The exhaustion of the unbearable heat in Eremus. His mind torments him with the frigid temperatures and the hypothermia in Glacialis. And the torture he’s likely to endure being from Culmen and going to Lignum. 

But then his fears get scrubbed away, little by little, at the excitement of seeing just how tall the giants really are. Actually feeling the heat from the sun for once. Having the room and freedom to play in the snow like all the other kids. And seeing if all the stories and rumors about the Lignumians are true. 

Finally, and slowly, he raises his head to Teyrnon, who smiles gently, and says, “I’ll do it.”

“Ahh. Very good. You must leave now. And hurry.”

Teyrnon turns Quint around and gives him a gentle push to get him going. Quint takes tentative steps at first, but they get increasingly faster until he’s almost at a run, when a realization pops into Teyrnon’s head. 

“Quintilianus Twinning,” Teyrnon shouts causing Quint to stop abruptly and turn at the same time, almost forcing him to topple over. “One last thing, and it’s the most important. You must not ever, not even a glance, look back at the city Culmen. If you do, temptation will be too great and you will return. You will fail everyone. And it will kill your father. Promise me you won’t.”

Quint nods, “I promise.” 

 

 

 

Quint turns from Teyrnon and races down the street. He’s on the path home, but thinks better of himself, figuring that he should let his father know his intentions. So Quint heads away from his normal route home, veering left, and had he not, he would’ve ran right into his father. But he did, and so our story goes. 

Quint heads down a busy market street, vendors with stalls set up of every commodity pitching sales on the street to everyone within earshot. 

It’s actually quite a chaotic notion, since there are hundreds of shoppers talking amongst each other and searching for whatever items are on their lists, and dozens of vendors shouting over each other and the crowd. No one can hear what is being said in this nonsensical, jumbled mess. 

Quint is the only one in the crowd who seems to have any semblance of a plan. Excitement and fear, a nervous anticipation, and every other closely related yet conflicting emotion courses through his veins as he thinks of his adventure and what the future will hold. 

How will the people of each nation react when he arrives? Will he be accepted or shunned? Will he be able to do all the things each nation is known for or will he only have time to get in and on with his journey? All these questions, and more, fly through his mind as he weaves his way and flies through the can of sardines that is Market Street. 

There is just one question that hasn’t yet occurred to him, and it’s the only one he needs answered before he gets to where he is going: How does he tell Wido? What does he tell Wido? 

As this enters his thoughts, the fast-paced excitement slows to a near halt, not only in his mind, but in his actual physical pace, causing Quint to stop. Causing him to freeze in his tracks. Unnoticed by the shoppers because he is such an unremarkable looking boy, the waves of the crowd sweep him off his feet and onto his back, but just as quick he rolls onto all fours. They begin to trample him, turning his concern from a dreaded talk with his father to a scramble for life and limb.

CRUNCH. A man in wooden sole shoes steps on three of Quint’s fingers and continues to walk, not bothering to look down at what he stepped on. 

CRACK. A woman in heavy snow boots kicks Quint in the ribs as she takes a hard step forward, knocking him onto his back. And like the man, not caring what her feet are crashing into. 

OAF. A heavy-set woman in dangerously stressed out heels steps onto Quint’s stomach, taking his wind and almost piercing his gut. Quint, however, does catch the attention of this woman, and as a result, the immediate street as a whole, because this heavy-set woman isn’t too nimble on her feet. The abrupt and squishy step that is Quint’s midsection causes her to topple over herself, creating a gaping hole in the crowd and leaving her there screaming and moaning in agony, cursing the wretched boy playing on the ground. 

This is the distraction Quint needs. As the men, and it takes a lot of them, try to help the hefty lady to her feet while she just lies there not assisting their efforts, forcing them to lift her dead weight, Quint is able to hop to his feet and flee before anyone can nab him and charge him with all the ridiculous crimes that only seem to be in place when it benefits the people with the correct status. 

Quint, being sort of raised on the streets of Culmen, knows the city better than most people know the backs of their hands. He knows all the shortcuts and what most would call secret passages, though they’re just accessible holes in fences, or extra wide sewer drains and other various things of that nature. He can, and will, use anything to his advantage, most days, to traverse the streets as quickly as possible. And today, especially, is no exception. 

Wido’s main working grounds are a junkyard in the north-western quadrant of the city, just a few blocks from the old Twinning hut. It isn’t a place that the authorities allow people to play or walk or, in the case of Wido, search in, but since they don’t exactly know he’s doing it, it never occurred to them to have a patrol on the lookout. It is a massive pile of putrescence stretching as far as half a dozen city blocks and nearly as tall as some of the buildings. It’s a maze, with narrow paths just wide enough to drag a garbage cart through in search of an ideal spot to toss the contents. 

Quint has always been in awe of the junkyard. He finds it repulsive of course, but inspiring as well. He often wonders how the yard got started. If they began dumping in the center and working their way out equally in all directions, or if they started at one end and worked to the other, or if there was no method whatsoever and they just threw the garbage wherever they felt and it grew from there. The things that go through the boy’s mind are stunning, and often simple, when he has a daunting task ahead of him. 

He searches and searches, calling out for his father when he feels brave. First with shouts of “Dad” then, realizing that Dad could be the name of almost any adult male in the city, he changes his call to “Wido”. 

Searching the entirety of the yard is a great feat in and of itself, but Quint failed in what he set out to do. Wido is not here. 

Feeling defeated, Quint leaves the yard, and as he does, a thought occurs to him:  the only other place Wido would be, if he isn’t working, is home. With his spirits soaring again, he sets off, racing the few blocks to his house. 

But, alas, he’s disappointed again. Wido isn’t there either, and there is no sign that he was ever there that day. Quint plops down, this time truly defeated, in the bank of snow he uses for his bed. 

As we’ve discussed plenty of times in the past, these sour emotions never seem to last in Quint. Almost as soon as he throws himself down, his determination and excitement comes back and he is on his feet again, heading out of his house. Forgoing any notion to find his father, Quint decides to leave his faith in one man. Teyrnon. A Lignumian.

 

 

 

Had Wido’s actions, or interactions, been any different today we may not even have this story to tell, and quite possibly the futures of Tellus and our characters would be vastly different. 

Had he planned a celebration with his son, instead of in secret, Quint would’ve had no reason to leave when he woke up. Once he got to his “hide out” in the junkyard had he not encountered teenagers going through his possessions hidden there or had the pawnbroker, who he went to sell a semi-valuable piece of jewelry he found, not tried to lowball him and force him to haggle over a fair price, or had the shop owner or the baker allowed him immediate entry into their shops, Wido could very well have been back home in time before Quint awoke. But, and this may be the most important of them all, had Wido, upon arriving home to an empty house, not hidden his son’s birthday surprises before storming off to the Castle, where he was certain Quint would be, Quint may have decided to stay after all. 

But none of those things happened and Wido, who searched for his son day and night and day and night and day and night again to no avail, now approaches the Castle. The whole weekend passed and it’s now Onesday, the beginning of the Senate’s new week. Wido didn’t get a second of sleep while he searched. Exhausted, he resigns himself to his lowest and last resort. Walk up to the man he fears above all others, a man who has threatened him on more than one occasion, and ask him for help.

Onesday mornings are reserved for public meetings. A few hours where citizens can gripe or grieve or propose anything they’d like to their Representatives. The matters are then discussed in a private meeting and the ones deemed worthy of pursuing for further discussion are held in the open Senate. 

These public meetings are held in a great room with the same theme as the public Senate arena. The Representatives sit up on a stage, the President in the middle with a large backed chair, appearing to be carved out of exotic hard woods and lined with the most precious of all the precious metals. The other members to his left and to his right sit in chairs not worthy of any praise. Pews, at least forty rows cut into quarters by walkways, fill the rest of the room. All in all, this room has a capacity of over thirty-five hundred people. And it’s nearly full. 

The meeting is well underway, and coming dangerously close to its end. The President asks for any last business when Wido arrives. 

Fear of the President is one thing, but fear of losing his only child is even greater. Wido walks up to the man and simply says, “My son has gone missing. I’ve searched for him, without sleep, for three days. I need your help. I need Culmen’s help.”

“This meeting isn’t for asking the Senate to look for help in personal matters,” the President declares. “And, by the way, it is over.”

“By my time, we still have five minutes,” Teyrnon says, receiving a death glare from the President. “And, unless I’m quite mistaken, that is exactly what these public meetings are for.”

There are murmurs amongst the Senate and citizens alike. Wido is certain they are all voicing their agreement with the President. The President looks around, realizing everyone is on his side, “Nobody cares about you or yours. Now get out of my Castle before I have you for contempt.”

Wido’s in shock. He has no idea what crime he committed by simply asking for the safety of his son. He bravely replies, “President, Sir, I can’t see what I’ve done wrong.”

And before Wido can finish, the President barks back, “You’ve ruined my city with your abominable buildings! Now out with you!”

Wido stands there, head hanging, tears welling in his eyes causing his perfect vision to become hazy and distorted. But never letting a tear escape. He can’t bring himself to move. Allowing the President to continue, “It would be better for Culmen, hell, for Tellus, if the Twinning family didn’t exist to wreak havoc on the sight of its people. Better if the name dies with you, Wido Twinning. A fifteen-year-old boy won’t last but maybe a week in this snow.”

The well of tears pours forth like the great and mysterious Cataracta Waterfalls in Lignum. Wido stands there, motionless, lost in doubt and on the border of despair. The Senate adjourns the meeting and everyone, all thirty-five hundred plus the Senators, leave around him.  

“You look defeated.”  

“You shouldn’t talk to me,” Wido replies, unable to bring himself to look at the man who risks everything just talking to him. “If they see you, they’ll probably send us both to the gallows.” 

Teyrnon laughs, deep and short, though not sarcastic or forced in any way, “They can try, but will not succeed. You see, Wido Twinning, I am Teyrnon. I represent the house of Lignum.” 

Wido’s head jerks up, surprised that a high ranking, powerful official would be concerned for him. Teyrnon, however, misinterprets his reaction, “I’m mildly surprised your son hasn’t mentioned me. He seems to like to frequent our public meetings.”

“He has, your highness... Your honor... Master, sir.”

Teyrnon laughs again, only this time it isn’t a short guffaw, it’s more drawn out, but just as sincere, “Just call me Teyrnon. It is my name, and if you can’t use a man’s name, what kind of man would you be?”

“I’m not a very good man. Or a very well-liked man.”

“Well-liked, maybe not. But not good? I beg to differ. Your son is a remarkable boy. Without a mother, all the credit must fall on you.”

“She died just days after giving birth. It’s a miracle Quint even survived.”

“I know their story very well. But that isn’t the matter we’re here to discuss. So, I give you further proof of your goodness. Just look at those buildings out there. This city is gorgeous and wondrous. No other man could’ve accomplished, or even hoped to accomplish what you have. This city, in its own right, is yours. Now that we have my feelings on that matter out of the way, we will leave the self-deprecating talk behind us. Shall we?” 

Wido nods.

“Good. Now back to my original question,” Teyrnon stops for a second, thinking back and correcting himself. “I guess it was more of a statement, but I could oblige and rephrase it as a question. Why do you look so defeated? Because you shouldn’t.”

Wido stares at the man, all the awe he once felt is gone. Replaced by confusion and concern for the old Lignumian’s health, “You were at the meeting. I’ve lost my son.”

“Ahh. Well, I see why you’d be feeling this way. But you haven’t lost anyone.”

“No?”

“No. I’ve sent him on a journey.” 

Wido’s brow furrows in confusion. 

“Culmen, and Tellus for that matter, is broken,” Teyrnon continues. “They’re sick. They need a boy, or girl, gender doesn’t matter. They just need someone like him, someone still innocent enough, to cure them.” 

Wido’s confusion grows, “I’m not a very bright man. I was once gifted in some areas, but riddles were never one.”

“Your son is traveling the world for me. He is gathering the brightest young minds from every nation. They will heal Culmen, but more importantly for you, I might add, is that they will show the city the beauty in your work and restore your name.”

Wido’s heart drops into his stomach, but only for a moment before it lunges back into place and pumps all the blood from his body to his head. Pumping it so fast that it boils and fills his face with the hot redness of rage, “You’ve sent my son to die? You’ve sent my son to die!”

“I’ve sent your son to save the world,” Teyrnon remains calm.

“It’s the same thing!”

“Hmm,” Teyrnon ponders the statement. “Usually. You’re right. But, we all know, only one person to ever save our world has ever gotten a bad name.”

 

 

 

There is only one way to enter or exit Culmen, and it’s in the east. When the Castle was built, so was an enormous archway entrance. It’s said that it was built as an entrance for the sun, but that has long been removed as magical nonsense especially since Culmen rarely gets any sun as it is. 

As Quint approaches the archway, he marvels in its enormity and its beauty. The white and black marble intertwined and smooth as though cut from a single stone. 

A guard, dressed in regal attire, royal purple pants and jacket lined with gold and what can only be described as a golden breastplate with the Culmen crest embossed on it. His costume, because it’s clearly more that than a uniform, is topped off with a golden helmet lined with a large, what we will call, mohawk of purple feathers. He stands at attention facing out of the city. 

Quint approaches and passes by without a word to the man. 

“Hem, hem,” the guard clears his throat. “And where do you think you’re going?”

Quint looks up at the man, who although must be some years beyond middle age, still looks like a boy, “I’m heading out. Gonna travel the world. See what it has to offer.” He tells the guard in the most nonchalant tone he can manage, thinking that the tone alone will help get him his way.

“This is not an exit, you know.”

Quint looks around, “Where is it then?”

“Where is what?”

“The exit.”

“We do not have one.”

“Then how do I leave?”

The guard lifts his mohawked hat and scratches his head pondering the question as deeply as if he were just asked the meaning of life, “I don’t understand what you’re asking.”

“What is your purpose?” Quint changes tactics, realizing the guard is just a simple-minded fool. Hoping he can be easily outwitted.

The guard gathers himself to his full height, maybe attempting to add a few inches, and pulls proudly on the flaps of his jacket, “To guard the city from intrusion.”

“Intrusion?”

“Yes. Intrusion. Or maybe it’s invasion. I often confuse those meanings.”

“From who?”

The guard flashes back, if only for a moment, trying to remember his training days, “Come to think of it, I don’t exactly know. I’ve been here, at my post, for... Let’s see... Just over twenty years. And in all my time only one person has ever come in. But no one has ever left. And I intend to keep my perfect record.”

“The way I see it is that you’re just a waste of money. A misappropriation of public funds. And, tell me, what is one unarmed guard gonna do against an army? Because if there is an intrusion, they will come armed and in force.”

The guard stares at Quint, his eyes stone and his face empty. Apparently standing at the entrance to Culmen, day and night for twenty years isn’t very productive for the mind. He snaps out of it and asks, in all seriousness because he feels foolish that a young boy is smarter than he is, “What are you traveling the world for anyway?”

“To restore my father’s name. And, hopefully, to bring some justice back to this city.”

“Your father?”

“Wido Twinning.”

“Ahh,” a brilliant, toothy smile crosses the guards face as he revels in a fond but distant memory. “I remember him. Good man. Bright man. I see where you get it from.”

Quint is taken aback. No one has ever had anything good to say about Wido, “So you don’t think the city is atrocious like everyone else?”

The guard steps back and looks into Culmen. Quint, fearing that he shouldn’t realizes that he hasn’t passed the threshold yet, and joins the man in his gaze. 

“I thought, many a year ago, that it was a disaster. Then, I don’t know, one day I looked up at it and it was beautiful. It was like I had new eyes. Or they rebuilt the city.” 

Quint looks back and forth between the city and the expression of mystified awe on the guard's face. Although Quint likes the city’s skyline, he doesn’t see it, or understand how anyone could see it, in the way the guard does. He doesn’t interrupt, but let’s the guard continue, “I know I’m not supposed to, but, now I spend just as much time looking in as I do out.”

“Then that settles it!”

“Settles what?”

“If you look in as much as out, then this is both an entrance and exit. Depending on the way you’re looking, of course,” the guard nods and smiles his agreement as Quint continues. “I’ll just have to wait until you’re looking in.”

“I’m looking in now!” The guard’s excitement is overwhelming. This is the first time in all of Culmen’s history that there has been an exit, and he is the one who created it. 

“Then can I be on my way?”

“You may,” the guard bows to Quint and gestures him through. “Good luck, young Master Twinning. And happy and safe adventuring”

Quint steps across the threshold and his entire perception changes. The best he can explain it is like an electric shock, but with no pain. Just a jolt. The magnification of Tellus is gone, and the world becomes wide and far. He takes one step backward, but not far enough to be back in Culmen, as he gathers his courage and heads down the mountain. 

 

 

 

The path that leads up to Culmen begins at the base of the mountain on the eastern side, directly below the great arch, and spirals through and around the mountain, forever upward. Quint, however, is going down, so the path looks, to him, much different than it has to anyone else. 

It used to be paved and elegant, with an excellent walking surface. But today, since it has gone so many years without use and without care, the surface is marked with potholes and rubble, patches of varying degrees of snow, the odd stiff and shriveled plant, and the occasional and sometimes petrified droppings of an animal Quint is certain he’s never seen. Quint takes extra care as he descends the steep slopes. 

Day turns to night and Quint has barely made a dent in his trek downward, or so it seems. He thinks about heading back. If the mountain is going to take weeks, then the world will certainly take years, even decades. 

He stands there thinking about giving up so early in his adventure. Staring down the mountain trying his best to follow the path to make out how long it’ll be and where it might be going. He takes a half step down and then another back. Again and again he turns and dances in place. Quint decides to just camp here for the night. 

Quint pulls off his pack and tucks it under his head as a pillow. He doesn’t have anything for a blanket and scans the immediate area for something. Anything. But what he sees isn’t what he was looking for and he isn’t even sure it’s real. 

The rocky face of the mountain changed. He isn’t sure if it changed while he was looking at it or just before. He blinks and shakes his head. His eyes are playing tricks on him. He asks for a blanket but gets this instead.

A house, or what appears to be a house, carved right into the side of the mountain. Candlelight flickers inside and smoke billows from the chimney. Quint, thinking his eyes must be deceiving him, ventures closer, stopping every few steps to rub his eyes and refocus, expecting the house to disappear. It doesn’t. And Quint is now at the doorstep.

Quint stands, unsure of himself for a moment, then raises his fist to knock. He clenches his eyes tight, scared about who or what he is about to disturb. He swings his arm. It hits nothing. 

The pit in his stomach drops even further as he opens his eyes, clenching his face against any harm that may fly his way. 

The door is gone. Not gone, really, just open, but he can’t see it. He can see, however, a cozy little room with two over stuffed armchairs setting beside a small table with a teapot and two cups all in front of a warm and inviting fireplace. 

“Ar’ya gonna come in, or jus’ stand there and waste all me ‘eat?” An old, cackling voice shouts from somewhere inside. 

Quint pokes his head in, looking around for the owner of the voice. 

“Well, if ya need ta see me b’fore entrin’ ‘ere I am,” an old, leathery, pockmarked man with a long, scraggly, wispy white beard and, apparently, only one working eye stands up from one of the chairs and turns to face Quint. He would’ve been a tall man, but the hunch in his back is so pronounced that it makes him appear two feet shorter than he is. 

“Well, now ya see me, don’cha?” The man says, revealing that he only has about three teeth left in his mouth. “Come in then.”

Quint does as he’s told, though the apprehensive pit doesn’t get any smaller. As he walks in, the door closes of its own volition behind him. Quint jumps and recoils back. 

“It’s fine. S’posed ta do that. Innit?”  The old man says as he sits back down. “Now come sit. ‘Ave a cuppa wit me.”

Quint sits in the chair and the old man pours some tea. As he sits, he notices just how comfortable the chair is. It’s the most comfortable thing he’s ever sat on, and he thinks he would even say that if he had sat on every chair in Tellus. Relaxed now and unafraid, by the sheer comfort of the chair, Quint takes the cup of tea and sips with the same reaction he had to the chair, though with flavor and not comfort. 

The two sit there for a while in silence. Quint unsure of what to say and the old man reveling in some distant memory he once enjoyed, “Oh me, that was a good time.” He turns to Quint. “So whattcha ‘eadin’ up to the city fur?”

“I’m not going up. I’m going down.”

The old man opens his only working eye as wide as it’ll go and leans in toward Quint, “An’ they lettcha? They ain’t never let no one. Not sure if lets the right word, even. Maybe more like no one’s ever wanted ta leave. Tha’s it then. Whattcha ‘eadin’ down fur?”

“I’m trying to restore my father’s name. Wido Twinning. You probably don’t know him.”

“Wido Twinnin’? Wido Twinnin’? The name rings a bell. Don’it?” The old man struggles through his many memories from years long gone. “Ah. Wido Twinnin’. I know the face. But–“ He stops abruptly and stares deep at Quint again. “Can’t be ‘is son. ‘E’s barely a man ‘imself. Jus’ passed through ‘ere the other week, ‘e did. R’member ‘im plain as day. ‘Ad big plans to build the city.”

“That was twenty years ago. He did all that and they’ve all but banished him. Teyrnon sent me out to help him.”

The old man perks up, “Teyrnon. Now there’s a man fur ya. Wish I’m as sharp as ‘im at ‘is age. Thirty-five ‘undred and thirty-six, ‘e is. Or sommit like that. I’m jus’ a baby, me. Only thirty-two ‘hundred and forty-four. Me thinks. It’s ‘ard to keep track after so long.”

Quint observes the old man in skeptical disbelief as he settles back into his chair, takes a sip of his tea, and takes himself back to another one of his distant and enjoyable memories. Though Quint wonders if any of his memories actually happened. 

“What’s your name?” Quint asks abruptly. Nervous that he may have sounded rude.

“Me name?” The old man thinks for a moment, not catching or caring about Quint’s tone. “Hmm. Been so long since I’ve used it. They used ta call me. Wha’ was it? Emrys? Tha’s it! Emrys! Not sure why though.”

Quint’s never heard the name before, but he knows where it’s from, “So you’re from Lignum?”

“Guess so. If tha’s what ya see. Not anymore though, am I? From ‘ere now, ain’t I? Been here some ‘undreds, maybe thousands of years er so. Don’t really r‘member, me. Been too long, stopped keeping count. Was sent ‘ere to give travelers in caution an’ advice.”

“Have you ever been up to Culmen?”

“Me? No. Ain’t allowed. Well, at least, me thinks me ain’t allowed. Not really sure. Never asked. Why do you?”

“I was wondering how good of caution and advice you could give if you’ve never even been there yourself.”

“Ain’t need to go to a place to know what it’s like. We, as you call me, Lignumians know the truth of Culmen and the people who destroyed it. Just a word of caution, it may look beautiful on the surface, but deep down it’s a cancer. The Varo’s destroyed everything the Rhyes built and turned it to corruption.”

Quint, as unexpected and abrupt as a blaring alarm clock interrupting a pleasant dream, remembers a conversation with his father. A conversation that was never elaborated on, but one that came with a dire warning: never trust a Lignumian. 

“I have to go,” Quint says as he rises to his feet, almost spilling his tea.

“So soon? But it’s still night. An’ ya still need yur sleep.”

“Yeah, I just remembered I forgot something.”

“Well, which is it? You r‘membered or forgot?”

Quint doesn’t have an answer because he doesn’t fully understand the question. 

Emrys puts a surprisingly strong and boney hand on Quint’s shoulder. He gently guides him back into the chair, “Ain’t nothin’ to worry ‘bout ‘ere. I ain’t gonna ‘urt ya. And whatever you forgot I can provide you with in the mornin’. Now sleep.” 

Emrys releases his grip and Quint drops immediately into sleep.

 

 

 

Stretching and yawning, Quint awakens not realizing where he is. He’s just happy to be comfortable and able to sleep through a night for the first time in his life. A warm fire blazes in front of him as he lays there and tries to recall his dreams, or even if he had any. He can’t really remember, but he thinks that if he did that they were pleasant. 

“Ahh. You’re awake,” says the odd, yet familiar voice Quint recalls from the previous night, erasing all the residual haze from his mind and crushing any hope that he’d remember his dreams. As Quint jerks himself upright, Emrys continues. “Slep’ like a log, ya did. Better get ya some fillin’ before we sen’ ya on yer way.” 

Emrys holds a large bowl filled with unappetizing grayish, brownish goo out for Quint to take. But Quint just stares at it, repulsed and concerned that he shouldn’t eat anything this Lignumian has to offer. 

“Take it now or it’ll get cold. Go on.” 

Quint does as he’s told. He takes the bowl, but still refusing to eat as Emrys settles himself with a noisy sigh of relief into his own chair and begins eating his own bowl of goo.

Though it goes against his better judgment, and probably only because his stomach is eating at his insides, Quint takes a cautious nibble. It’s good. Actually, it’s better than good. It’s delicious. Quint wastes no time in taking two, three, four more bites as his fears vanish and he looks up at a proudly beaming Emrys, “What is this?”

“It ain’t poison, ‘at’s fur sure,” Quint tries to cover up his embarrassment at being called out, but is unable. 

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be. Yer prolly smart enough, not ta trust no one, ya see. But let me tell ya, I’m prolly the only friend you have out ‘ere in this world right now. If it weren’t fer me, you’da been eaten alive last night, you woudda.”

Quint looks into his goo and stirs it, ashamed of himself but still with doubts about Emrys’ true motivation.

“Rabbit stew. That is there. Mountain rabbit. Ferocious little creatures. Tedious flayin’ too, but s’all worth it. Eat it up. The suns just startin’ ta break, you’ll be walkin’ against it so you won’t ‘ave much travel time today.”

Quint finishes his stew and packs his bags. Emrys supplies him with enough dried mountain rabbit to last him two months and some mystic water from the spring he calls Cataracta. 

“A sip,” Emrys tells him. “S’all ya need. Anymore’ll kill ya. Mark me words, when yer thirsty, only take a sip. Now, where ya ‘eadin’?”

Quint never gave much thought to how he would traverse the planet. “I guess I’ll figure that out when I get down the mountain. I mean, I know the layout of Tellus quite well.”

“Ya do?” Emrys is surprised that such a young boy who’s never left Culmen could know anything about the Lands it rules. “’ow?”

“I look out into the world all the time. I watch the people,” shy and a little embarrassed, he continues. “I try to have their adventures.”

“Stupid boy. Whatta ya know?” Emrys walks away and shuffles through some rolled up parchment in a cupboard. “Where do ya live? Like, where do ya look out at the world from?”

Quint thinks briefly before replying, “It would be... The North West, I guess.”

“You guess?” Emrys’ frustration is coming to a head as he shuffles through the tubes not finding what he’s looking for. 

“North West. North West,” he mutters to himself. Finding what he’s after, Emrys pulls one of the tubes from the stack and unrolls it as he walks toward a table. Slamming the rolled-out parchment down he says. “Get over ‘ere, boyo. Is this what it looks like?” 

As Quint approaches, he looks down at the unrolled parchment. It’s a map of Tellus. Culmen, and the mountain it sits upon, is in the south-east corner, while everything else is sprawled across the rest of the page. 

Quint looks it over, and although it looks exactly as he knows the world to be, it doesn’t seem right, “That’s what I see, yeah. But.” He pauses, unsure of how to say what he wants to say.

“But what? Spit it out. It doesn’ feel right?” Quint just looks at the angry Emrys. “That’s ‘cause it ain’t. Why d’ya think you can see the whole world from one place? An’ from everyplace fer that matter?”

Quint never really thought about it. He knew that Culmen was in the center of the world, and he knew that there were only five other nations, but he never thought about why they would all be to the north west of Culmen, directly in his view from his house. He just shrugs his shoulders and looks down at his feet, embarrassed that he’d ever been so naive.

“Look up ‘ere, Boyo. An’ stop feelin’ sorry fer yerself. I bet all of ‘em up there think the same way. ‘Old this.” Emrys indicates the map as he walks back to his stack and digs through again, looking for something else. 

He finds it, another rolled parchment and walks back to Quint, unrolling it, “This.” Emrys says as he spreads the new parchment across the table. “Is what Tellus looks like.” 

It’s a real map of Tellus, with Culmen in the center and the five nations, six if you count the Deadlands, stretched across the parchment in all directions, “Feel better?”

The question was a trick. It did, in a sense, feel better as in how Quint knew the world to be, but in another sense, it was so much worse. 

The quest that he is about to embark on, though already daunting, just became so much more in Quint’s mind. He gulps and looks up at Emrys, whose anger and frustration fade as he sees the newly found fear in Quint’s eyes. 

“It’s not that bad. Look, after you leave ‘ere, jus’ ‘ead fer Lignum. They’ll. No, tha’s not right. Don’t go there first. Go there last. Stupid Boyo, jus’ let me figure it out,” Emrys studies the map and forms a plan for Quint to traverse the planet as fast as possible while landing at Lignum last. “Looks like it’s through the desert first with ya then.” 

Emrys details a route for Quint. From Eremus to Avra. There he would catch a Glacialis trade boat and head to the frozen tundra. And then another one up to Truncatis, “Avoid the Deadlands, Boyo. If ya value yer mind an’ enjoy yer life, avoid the Deadlands and use them boats them Glaciers ‘ave.” Emrys rolls up the map. “Take this with ya. Jus’ in case.”

Quint takes the map and adds it to the bounty he has already received from Emrys. He walks to the door. As he puts his hand on the doorknob, he thinks about how he could’ve ever mistrusted this old man. Quint looks back at Emrys, feeling guilty, but unsure of what to say that could make up for all the untrusting thoughts he had. He simply says, “Thank you.” And leaves.

Trying to put Emrys out of his mind and prepare himself for the long journey down the mountain, hoping he can make it before the sun sets again, Quint takes his first steps out into the early morning haze. 

He’s stopped dead in his tracks. Shock consumes him as confusion rattles his mind. He stares at the impossible sight ahead of him. He clearly remembers only trekking down about one quarter of the mountain the night before. He tries hard to visualize the scene in his head, but what his eyes are telling him, in this moment, is that there is nothing but desert ahead of him and, though he refuses to look back and up, because of the promise he made with Teyrnon about never looking back to Culmen, that the mountain and its great heights stand behind him. 

Quint stands there for a moment, trying to figure it all out, but he can’t. 

He turns to go back into Emrys’ house. It isn’t there. The door is gone, and the house is nowhere to be seen. 

Quint’s thoughts are more than racing. They’re crashing into each other at every turn. Had it all been a dream? It couldn’t have been. His pack is full of everything Emrys gave him. Was it magic? It can’t be. Magic isn’t real. He walks absentmindedly as the implausible thoughts get shot down by the logic in his brain. The only solution, that Quint could rationalize, is that Emrys is a master trickster, honing the craft that was created and perfected by the Lignumians at the beginning of time. Or at least at the beginning of recorded time in Tellus, and gave rise to the domination of Tellus by the family Rhyes. 

Emrys had fooled Quint into believing he was a decent person. He had tricked him into believing that all the stories about the true nature of who the Lignumians are might not be true. But, after seeing the extravagant and elaborate trickery first hand, Quint knows the stories, even though they were never fully told to him, just snippets and the whispers of ghosts, are true. 

When looking out into the desert, the land of Eremus, from Quint’s humble home, it appears small, or at least, easy to traverse. But being here in person, Quint is finding out that the opposite is true. 

He has been walking for hours, the sun is at its highest point in the sky, and even though Quint is walking with it, he feels he isn’t making any progress or getting any closer to civilization. He hasn’t seen anything other than sand so far. No cacti. No rocks. No animals. He’s seen nothing. Nothing but sand. The dunes are soft and hard to walk through, and in many places they rise and fall so steep that he has to almost crawl up one side and slide or roll down the other. Making his journey that much more difficult. 

Quint refuses to stop and rest or stop and eat. He munches on his dried mountain rabbit as he walks, and ignores the pains in his feet and legs and back. The only things that he is unable to ignore are the cramps in his side, between his ribs, and his dying need for water. 

He forces himself to walk through the pains of dehydration, regretting his oversight in neglecting to pack water. But Emrys had packed a canteen for him. Quint drops to his knees and swings his bag from his back and digs through it. Carelessly tossing its contents aside until he finds what he’s searching for. 

The canteen though it is only a simple brown leather sack, is glorious. As he looks at it, and, of course, when he tells this story, it isn’t just a mere canteen, but rather, it glows with a savior’s light and sings the songs of angels. 

Wasting no time, Quint rips the cork stopper from the lid and guzzles half the canteen in one gulp. He takes a deep breath and finishes off the remainder. His thirst was quenched immediately, sooner than even he realized, so he packs his bag and continues on his way. His energy high. And his spirits now renewed. 

It doesn’t take long, although it will take a few weeks before Quint remembers the words to the warning about taking more than a sip, for the mystical water to take hold. Quint barely takes ten steps when his vision begins to flicker. Rubbing his eyes, he keeps on walking, thinking the heat of the day is getting to him. It’s more than one hundred degrees, and this is a relatively mild day in these parts of Eremus. And Quint is used to Culmen, where it gets no hotter than thirty. 

The sand starts to blow around him, but in an unnatural sort of way, and without any, what would’ve been a welcoming breeze. It swirls up and around, like pinwheels, and turns from its usual golden to a dark brown. The sun spreads out through the sky as though it were the clouds, but, like a normal day in the desert, there are no real clouds, just the newly formed shining orange cirrocumulus set against the now blood red sky. 

Quint continues to walk, trying to shake and bang his vision back to normal, unaware that he is actually dying. The swirling sand turns to black and the sun clouds white as two lizards about the size of Quint himself, approach him from behind. There is nothing unusual about the lizards, apart from their size, that Quint can see, and, for some reason, they don’t seem to faze him or strike him as odd. That is until the larger and meaner looking of the creatures looks to his companion and says in a delighted hiss, “Me thinks it’s wounded.”

“It don’t appears to have no weapons neither,” the other observes as he surveys Quint with a sharp eye. “Thinks it’s bigs enough?”

“Anything’s bigs enough. Besides, it’s plenty bigs to feeds our clan.”

It takes a moment for Quint to register that they are not only talking, but talking about eating him. That’s when the fear and panic set in, which is only a bad thing as it allows the poison in the water to circulate his body that much faster. 

Quint’s heart begins to pound loud enough that you could hear it from ten feet away. The scene through his eyes is still the swirling black sand and white sun clouds set against a dripping blood red sky. His sight is flickering in and out and in and out again. He tries to run, though not being able to see, and in the soft sand, it’s not an easy thing to do. Quint stumbles and falls down a dune, losing consciousness as he does.

 

[image:  ]

 

The Auditorium of Shomiyr, in Eremus, is a massive room that can hold upward of ten thousand people. The Eremi are an intelligent people by nature and have discovered a multitude of uses for sand. They are able to compress the sand into sturdy bricks, and used those bricks to build the building. They can heat the sand to turn it into glass, and use that glass for windows; though most of the time the shades are drawn on the windows, because the entertainment held in the Auditorium requires special lighting. The chairs that line the aisles and flow gently downhill, so the viewers in the back have a better view of the stage and not the head of the person in front of them, are also made of sand. Sand is used for everything because sand is all they have. 

Most of the time the Auditorium, when it’s being used, is close to or even at full capacity. But today, however, there are only fifty-one bodies consisting of The General and the elite corps of her Army.

The General is a golden skinned, dark haired beauty. Nothing about her says soldier, other than her clothes of course. Her features are soft and delicate. Her hair is long, flowing, and shimmers in even the dimmest of lights. But the most worrying thing of all is that she’s only fifteen years old. She stands on the stage, head down, as still as a statue. Her elite corps watches her with respect and anticipation. 

“Training. Drilling. Theory,” she raises her head. Slow. Dramatic. And only for effect. She surveys her soldiers, all of whom are just as young as she. “That’s all we’ve done. It’s all we know. We have attack theory and we have defense theory. We have nothing but theory. So let me ask. Who among us knows for certain that anything we do is even effective?” 

Every hand goes up, bringing a small, almost unnoticeable half smile to The General’s face. 

She shakes her head, “How do you know?” 

She pauses to give her question time to settle in, “Have you ever been to war? Have you ever used my, our, tactics in any real life situation?”

The hands begin to drop one at a time. Their owners think about the quandary and conclude they aren’t certain. The General watches in silence until there isn’t a single hand in the air. The faint smile on her lips now showing in her eyes. 

“That’s better,” she turns and begins walking away, to the back of the stage.

“But General,” the shaky, timid voice of a young boy cracks the silence offering the only contrast to the soothing clop, clop, clop of The General's boots as they march across the stage. Cart begins to sweat, fearing he may have upset The General. He isn't known for speaking up, and she isn't known for taking insubordination lightly.

Cart isn’t what you would call an elite soldier in the traditional sense, but this Army is anything but traditional. First and foremost, it’s comprised of young kids. You see, the Eremi have a long tradition of teaching military tactics to their young. They believe a young mind is more impressionable and easier to mold. That’s why most of the soldiers here, and most of the soldiers in general, are teenagers. 

It isn’t a requirement for their young to sign up, but most want to. The honor it can bring to a family, if you’re selected to be an officer, and the money that comes along with just being on active duty, Eremus isn’t a wealthy nation, are reason enough. And once you enter into adulthood, it is expected you leave the Army in favor of starting a family of your own. That is why there are no soldiers, or officers, older than their early twenties.

Cart may not be strong or fast or handy with a sword, but what he does have is a great aptitude for learning and theory. Which in Eremus is just as essential, just as important, to being an elite soldier as the physical side of combat training. No other student, and by student I mean soldier in the classroom, can even compare to the abundance of knowledge that resides in Cart’s head. There are days where even the teacher feels inadequate.  

“What are you telling us? History would suggest-” Cart tries to continue but is cut short by The General as she turns back. Quick. Sharp. 

“That we must go to war!”

A collective gasp from the seats nearly sucks the air out of the auditorium. The soldiers turn to look at their neighbors. Nervous and horrified. But worst of all, a little excited. 

Something wet, thick, a little gritty and a lot chunky lurches up from Cart's stomach. He fights through the pain and pushes it back down, “But the world is at peace.” He says with the stench and the burn of vomit in his throat. “Why would you want to change that? End that?”

The General advances to the edge of the stage to get as close to Cart without seeming threatening, “The world only looks to be at peace. In truth? It is far from peaceful.”

“So what are you saying?” Asks a girl with a mild hint of a sardonic inflection. 

Intisar is the most feared warrior in the entire desert, even though she may look unassuming. War and battle are her bread and butter. And anything that would bring on a chance for her to showcase her skills, to really prove what she can do, is welcome to her, “We should start a war?”

“Yes. And no.”

Farris has been watching the proceedings far removed from the general population. He enjoys having a view where he can see The General and the whole of the Army, so he can witness all the action and reaction, and, by doing so, get a more accurate assessment of the situation. 

Farris bows his head for a moment, centering his mind, trying to get a full grasp of what he thinks is the meaning of these proceedings, before he rises and ambles forward, toward the stage. Farris is only seventeen, but is already bigger, in height and muscle, than most grown men. The only thing that sets him apart is his smooth, soft, tight skin. He may be young, though older than The General, but he is the Deputy General and his mind works like that of a forty-year-old, and a man who is a veteran at many trades. No one knows why, but he has always been older, in mind, than he is in years. 

He stops at the stage, staring into The General’s eyes. He’s looking for the secret she’s holding on to. The thing she’s not telling anyone. The reason why they’re all here. But he doesn’t find it. 

“General,” he says, calm and blunt, though not insulting. “You are not making any sense.”

The entire Corps is thinking the same, though they wouldn’t dare walk up to The General and put it so plain. They’ve seen many a soldier stripped of service for such offenses. That’s why they are glad that Farris is thinking the same way, and that he alone, can speak to The General in this manner. She listens to him. She understands that she can be nearsighted and stubborn. And she knows she needs someone to keep her in line at times. And that’s why she promoted Farris. He is, almost, the opposite of her. She needs that and she knows it. 

“How so, Deputy?”

“You speak of war. Yet there is no enemy. That the world isn’t at peace. Yet there hasn’t been fighting in centuries. You say you do, yet don’t, want to start a war. How can we create a war that already exists by not starting it?”

The General’s smile has now grown menacing. She enjoys Farris’ confusion and leads it on a little longer as she stares from face to face, until she’s looked at every soldier in her elite corps, sitting in their seats, most on the edge, before returning her gaze to her Deputy. 

“Not a war against another nation. That is not what we’re about. You know that,” she pauses for effect, hoping to add suspense. “I will never be the aggressor, and will only fight to defend the people of these lands. And, though there is no fighting in the world, that doesn’t mean that there is peace. Don’t be so foolish as to think the two are synonymous. But what I intend, is a war amongst ourselves. I want to put our theories to the test. I want to divide our ranks, equally in numbers, and in strength of course, and go to war against each other.”

This time the air is sucked from the room, which, apparently, is the reaction The General was looking for. 

Farris merely puts his head down, a habit of his when he is trying to gather his thoughts and not overreact. He turns, and just as calmly as he walked down to the stage, walks back and returns to his seat. 

The soldiers, during Farris’ meander back to his seat, protest The General’s suggestion. None of them worry that they could be court martialed if they all have the same voice, because then everyone would be court martialed, and The General wouldn’t have an Elite Corps. Also, they don’t care, because they would rather be out of the Army than warring against one another and possibly dying just to show The General that her tactics work.

The General, however, ignores all their cries and protests. She just watches Farris walk and sit, and asks, as gently as he would, “So, are you in agreement with my plans, Deputy?”

Farris looks up, his face blank, and as he always does when he agrees with her, drops all military pretense, “Yes, Tourniquet, I am.”

 

 

 

It's the darkest black. Or maybe it's the blackest dark. Either way it's black and it's dark. 

This is how Elle's room always is. It's her cell. Her prison. 

The creaking of the rocking chair would be annoying if Teyrnon could see, but since he can't, it's more creepy than anything. But somehow oddly comforting in the dark. 

Elle rocks. Teyrnon listens.

He's patient. Especially with her. She believes she's a Tor and has done everything to prove it. And she might be, but Teyrnon doesn't believe it and he doesn't think a name or blood controls her destiny unless she allows it to. It doesn't matter if he's right or not though, no matter what he believes he has to be gentle with Elle. But she's just as patient as he is. And, most importantly of all, she doesn't mind dying in these chambers.

“Lizards,” she whispers. 

“Lizards?” Teyrnon asks back.

“Lizards,” Elle whispers again. “Lizards,” she gets a little louder, but still more quiet than a talk. 

“I'm sorry, Elle Reyn-”

“Tor.”

“-But I don't understand,” Teyrnon says. His eyes straining through the black toward the sound of the creak. Coming up empty, always knowing he would. 

“Lizards,” Elle says.

“Lizards,” she gets louder.

“Lizards,” Elle screams. “AKZAAH!”

 

 

 

It’s a hot, dry day. The sun is a glowing, blinding ball.  Quint’s eyes open, and even though his eyes sting with the pain of brightness and have difficulty focusing, he can’t see the sun’s light. He tries to sit up, but a quick hand holds him down. 

“Stay lying. At least for a bit. Until you’ve had time to adjust.” a deep, heavily accented voice says in soothing tones. “You’ve had a rough couple of weeks and we weren’t sure if you were going to make it.”

Couple of weeks? Quint thinks about this. He tries to recall his most recent memory, following the maze through his neural pathways, catching flashes of unintelligible images from his dreams. But the only thing he can see, really focus on and understand, is him stepping outside Emrys’ house. 

He tries to open his eyes again, fighting through the pain and forcing them to stay open. They battle him, bouncing from hazy to focused to blurred and through again. 

They adjust and the pain subsides. More questions than answers fill his head as he looks around at his new surroundings. 

The walls, ceiling, and floor are all golden and grainy. Tiny shimmers and sparkles pop out as he moves his head around, adding to his headache and nausea. There are no windows, but the room is lit with a bright, almost white light from a fire being reflected off the most pristine metal Quint has ever seen. He can’t figure out how the metal causes the fire to reflect such a natural luminescence. Other than that, it’s only Quint lying on a bed that feels like a soft dune of sand, the man who spoke to him, and a table with various and odd tools. 

“Eremus?” Quint questions. His throat dry and voice hoarse. 

The man, who isn’t imposing in stature has a dark, almost golden skin tone. He smiles a bright and wide toothy smile as he adjusts the long white coat he wears, “That is where you are, yes. I suppose you’re beginning to feel better?” 

The man hands Quint a glass of water which he gulps down. 

“I think so?” Quint questions himself as he thinks and feels himself over with his mind. “How'd I get here?”

“Don’t know. I’ve been hoping you’d be able to tell me that when you awoke. Alas, I am to be unfulfilled. But, still happy you survived.”

“You don’t know how I got here?”

“I know how you came to be in my care. But I don't know how you ended up in the desert, no.”

“But,” Quint, confused, struggling with anything that even remotely resembles thinking, tries to pressure the man into a deeper conversation than Quint can probably handle at the moment. 

The man cuts him off, “I don't even know your name.” The man holds out his hand for Quint to shake. “I am Deuxraug Bandanna. Physician and surgeon.”

Quint shakes his hand, though unsure and skeptical, “Quint Twinning.”

A crease forms upon Deuxraug’s brow as he tilts his head curiously to one side and then the other as though seeing the boy from various angles might somehow answer his question, “You’re a curious one, Quint Twinning.”

There’s a pause as Deuxraug studies Quint and Quint wonders what his comment is supposed to mean and how to respond. Or even if he should. 

“How so?” Quint asks.

“Well, for one, you have a Culmenian given name with an Avran surname. For another, you should’ve died, but didn’t. I was surprised you still breathed when my daughter brought you to me. And even more so, surprised, now that you are awake.”

For everything Deuxraug just said, and everything that should be interesting and appealing to Quint; how Deuxraug knew the origins of his names, or that Quint survived astronomical odds to still be alive, the thing he focuses on should’ve been the least appealing of all. The daughter. 

“Your daughter? She brought me here? Can I see her? Talk to her?”

“Of course. We have already planned on it.”

 

 

 

It takes a while for Tourniquet to arrive and in the meantime Quint is able to get some real food and liquid that doesn’t come from a bag fed through a needle in his arm. He regains a great deal of strength and energy, and Deuxraug is allowing him to sit up now. When Tourniquet appears in the doorway, Quint’s heart leaps and gives him the strength to stand. 

Quint knows this girl, not personally, but he knows her. Or, that is to say, a version of her he created in his mind. 

This is the girl he fell in love with as he watched her, for many years, from his hut as he observed the world. He tries to speak but nothing comes out. His mind feels like it’s racing, but somehow simultaneously moving at the pace of a snail’s crawl. He can’t pinpoint a single thought. He just stands there with his mouth gaping open, watching Tourniquet as she watches him. 

“As many words as when I found you, I see,” Tourniquet jokes as she waits for the foreigner to speak. She crosses her arms as she leans against the wall opposite to Quint. 

“Forgive me. I. I,” Quint continues to try and rein in his focus. 

“You want to know how you got here.”

Quint nods and Tourniquet continues, “We, my Army and I, were out on a training mission in the desert. I won’t bore you with the finer details, and I’m sure, if you turn out to be trustworthy, that you’ll hear about them soon enough. 

“We were out on a mission, three days in, my scouts, who I had sent ahead to survey and look for the enemy, came running back to camp. Said there was, what appeared to be, a person lying face down in the sand being circled by some akzaah about a mile ahead. Clearly, I thought it was one of my soldiers, but there was no way two scouts could fend off a pack of akzaah. I packed up and brought my best unit. There were only two akzaah, but where there is one there are a dozen, so I knew there were more nearby. They were circling you, I don’t know why they hadn’t started tearing in yet.”

“They were talking,” Quint blurts out as a memory pops in his head.

“Don’t be an idiot, akzaah can’t talk.”

“No, they were. They were discussing taking me back to their lair. Sharing me for dinner.”

Deuxraug's head, again, flops from angle to angle as he studies Quint. He looks over at the contents of the boys bag that he's laid out and organized so neatly on a table in the corner.

“So they were talking. Which they don’t do,” Tourniquet fires, impatience covering her tones. “Then why were they circling? Another thing they don’t do.”

Quint drops his head in his hands. He clinches all the muscles in his face, neck, shoulders, and arms and nearly rips his hair out trying to remember. 

“Terynon!” 

And then it happens. Like a tiny explosion in his head the day in the desert pops back into his head...

He remembers gulping down the last sip he could squeeze from his canteen. Finishing the pouch without taking a breath. Stuffing his belongings back into his bag and continuing his trek through the endless dunes and planes and miles of sand. 

His brain cuts the feed off from his eyes, but only for a second and then repeats it a few more times. Quint mostly ignores his flickering vision, rubbing his eyes but continuing to walk. 

The sand rises and falls. Slowly at first and without making great strides into the air. But with every passing pulse it gets faster. Higher. More dizzying. Until it's swirling and circling and tossing itself around him like waves on a stormy sea. 

The golden, shimmering grains turn to a dull, dark brown. The sun begins to dissolve until it becomes more cloud-like but still orange and blinding and set in contrast to the now blood red backdrop that is the sky. 

Quint walks on. It must just be the heat and dehydration getting to him. 

The sun clouds turn to a dull white. The sky still the threatening blood red. The swirling sand now black. 

Two lizards, both nearly the size of Quint, stalk up and circle the dying boy as he stumbles on in the world he once saw, but no longer does, as Eremus. 

The lizards talk to each other. Their language understandable, but their speech patterns crude. They're going to kill Quint, and they're going to eat him. 

Quint tries to escape, but the overdose of cataracta water won't let him. He trips. He falls. But just before he slips into unconsciousness, he looks up. 

“Back you beasts,” Teyrnon's voice is powerful and echoing as he stands over Quint. His arms out as though he's controlling the sand that now circles around the two, creating a shield protecting them from the lizards. 

The lizards circle. They curse. They're looking for an opening. 

Quint passes out...

Quint looks up after he finishes his story. His face relaxed but excited, accepting his answer but wondering why Tourniquet doesn’t.

“What?”

“Not what,” Deuxraug explains as he lifts the canteen from the table and examines it. “Who. Teyrnon is a name. It’s from, in my best estimation, Lignum.”

Quint smiles and points to Deuxraug. He tries to speak, thinking someone finally gets it, but is cut off by Tourniquet, “Fine then. Who?”

Quint’s smile fades. His stomach drops, pulling his heart and face down with it, “You don’t know Teyrnon? He was there and he didn’t explain anything to you?” 

“I told you, there was no one else there. Just you and the akzaah.”

 “Which may be explained by this,” Deuxraug turns the canteen over and a few drops drip from the spout into the palm of his hand. “Cataracta? Maybe?”

It was a question to Quint about the previous occupants of the leather sack.

Quint and Tourniquet turn and in unison, “Cataracta?”

“It’s a water that comes from deep within Lignum. Concentrated, and in high quantities can be hallucinogenic. Even deadly.”

“Whatever,” Tourniquet cuts him off. “That solves that. Akzaah don’t talk. And there was no Teyrnon, or whatever you called it.”

“Him,” Deuxraug corrects. “And it solves nothing. We still don't know if that's what was even in here. But given the boy is friendly with a Lignumian, I can only assume.”

Quint shrugs. 

Deuxraug sips the water from his hand. Its effects are instant and outwardly noticeable. His skin shimmers. Or glows. Or does whatever it is they say a pregnant woman or girl in love does. His eyes widen, his pupils dilate. And there's something like a ripple, or a shiver, that starts at the top of his head and cascades down his entire body until it reaches the tips of his toes. 

“Yep. That's cataracta,” he says. 

“So we're good then? It's solved?” Tourniquet is outright annoyed now. “So, as we approached...” She begins her retelling as the world around them dissolves and they are there, watching her story unfold in real time. 

The scouts lead the way over dune after dune until they get to an edge that looks down into a shallow valley. Tourniquet, her two scouts, and three soldiers look down at the most bizarre scene they've ever seen. And possibly the most bizarre thing they ever will. 

A boy lies in the sand, motionless and unresponsive. Two akzaah circle him. But it's something they never do.

But that, though strange in itself, isn't the strangest thing about the scene. Around the boy, extending ten feet in every direction, a dome of sand encircling him, barricading the akzaah, holding them back. 

“What?..” A soldier turns to Tourniquet with a question in mind but unable to properly define it in words. 

“I don't know,” she's apparently good at reading minds or is thinking the same thing. “And I don't know how long it'll last.”

“What should we do?” A scout asks.

“What can we do?” Tourniquet is getting annoyed at being the only one with answers. And they are supposed to be the elite of the elite. “We save him.”

Intisar is already on the move before the words come out of Tourniquet's mouth. She's somehow jumping and sliding down the side of the sandy hill with the grace and athleticism of a world class skier. Swords raised in both hands, prepared to strike the second she reaches the lizards.

Tourniquet quickly follows her lead, though with a little less grace, but just as stable just the same. Unlike her scouts and other soldiers who fall and roll and slide down as though it's some sort of game. 

One of the akzaah turns and spits at Intisar. She dives out of the way. It's long been rumored that the saliva of an akzaah burns like acid and has enough poison in a teaspoon to kill a thousand people. 

Intisar rolls and bounces back to her feet. 

One akzaah approaches her as the other continues to circle Quint. Its teeth bared. Its fangs glistening and dripping with its thick, venomous saliva. 

Intisar twirls her blades. Unfazed by the beasts threats. Taunting it. 

The two square up and circle each other. Sizing each other up and planning their fight. 

Tourniquet jumps on the lizard's back and thrusts her sword through its head. Severing its spinal cord. 

The akzaah circling Quint turns and runs. But Intisar is too quick. She throws her sword. End over end it flies through the air and embeds itself in the lizard's leg. Intisar meanders up to the injured, immobilized lizard. She's menacing in her walk. She's threatening. She isn't the type of person you want to be on the wrong side of or have you cornered in an alley. 

Intisar raises her second sword high above her head and with all her might swings down, slicing the akzaah's head clean off. 

 “You were alive,” Tourniquet tells Quint. “But barely. That was the end of our mission. It wasn’t supposed to end like that, but you weren’t supposed to be so foolish to venture out into the most dangerous lands in all of Tellus either. And there we have it. You were an idiot and it cost my troops some valuable training.”

Quint lowers his head, ashamed, “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I was there.” He sighs. “I don’t know why I’m here.”

 

 

 

The thin slab of metal has been cured of any impurities and polished to the point that the reflection staring back is almost as clear as a mirror. Deuxraug stares at himself, wondering when he became so old. 

It's been a long time since he joined the mission, and he never thought this day would come. But as he tries to smooth out the newly forming wrinkles and press down the swollen bags under his eyes, he still wonders if it has. 

The thoughts swirl in his head. The arguments for and against battle back and forth. If he's wrong and he tells them, there are no consequences. But if he's right and he keeps quiet, then the world might just pass by without ever seeing, or knowing, its savior. 

The noose is thick and heavy. Deuxraug picks it up and puts it around his neck, the knot resting against his chest like the jewel dangling from a necklace. The cloak is heavy and the fibers look uncomfortable and scratchy. It's a dark brown, but not a vibrant color. It's dull like dirt that hasn't seen any rain in weeks, maybe months. He pulls the hood up over his head, tucks the noose inside, and double checks to make sure both the noose and his face are hidden from view before he takes one last deep breath, convincing himself he's doing the right thing, and walks out. His hard soled shoes clapping, echoing, against his hard stone floors. 

“It's him,” Deuxraug says. The cavern is no bigger than a courtroom and is almost designed like one as well. But it's dark and only lit by the occasional torch. Deuxraug, still hooded, pleads his case to a panel of nine other hooded figures sitting on a bench above him, much like the U.S. Supreme Court. “I'm certain of it. Well, nearly.”

“Which is it,” a figure near the left end asks. “You are certain, or are still in doubt?”

“I don't know.”

“Then this is just a waste of our time?” The rightmost figure says. 

“No. It's. I.”

“Just relax. Breath and gather your thoughts,” the center figure says. She sits higher than the rest, but only slightly. And though they are all shadowed by their hoods, she seems the most intent and interested. “Tell us your story.”

And so he does. 

He tells them about the Avran-Culmenian who should've died from his overdose of cataracta water, and then again by the teeth of the akzaah. But didn't. And not only did it not kill him, but he seems to be perfectly healthy. 

He tells them how this boy with close relation to Avra is friendly with a Lignumian. No one, outside of the Lignumians themselves, are friendly with Lignumians. It has to mean something. 

He tells them how the boy is here, now, in Eremus. Though he admits that he doesn't know why. He just knows that other than trade, no one leaves their country of birth anymore. Why would this boy, this descendant of Avra, decide to leave, and decide to leave now?

“And the book says,” Deuxraug tries to finish his story.

“We are all well aware of what the book says.”

The deliberations happen right in front of Deuxraug but it's impossible for him to make out what they are saying. The grunts and clicks are so crude, yet so advanced. It is a language in itself with no real understanding of cohesion yet somehow oddly elegant. 

Deuxraug watches as the noises bounce from side to side, member to member, as though it's an opera or orchestra. He's mesmerized nearly to the point of enchantment. 

BANG! The center member slams her gavel, “Very well, we've reached our verdict.”

Deuxraug is thrust back into reality. 

“We thank you, member, for bringing us your concerns. However, we feel there isn't enough evidence to support your theory.”

Deuxraug drops his head, if only in spirit. If he didn't know it before, he does now. This is the boy of legend. The boy from the book of Avra. The boy whose son will save the world. If this boy isn't protected then Tellus will fall into ruin. And if this boy dies, Deuxraug is certain that the end of the world will follow soon after.

 

 

 

Quint’s memory is lost. Well, most of it is. He still has speech, and still knows who he and his father are. He pretty much knows everything he knew before drinking the cataracta, the only thing lost is the reason he is here in Eremus. The reason he left Culmen.

Maybe, I’m sure he’ll think later, that it’s because he doesn’t really want to endure the quest that he’s on, or that he actually fears the journey ahead. Or, and this is pure speculation, maybe he’s repressing those particular memories because he thinks deep down, that he’ll fail. After all, he doesn’t want to let his father down, though, at this point, he isn’t sure if Wido even knows where he is or what he’s doing.

Quint lays in his hospital bed thinking of Wido. Sad that he must suffer his injustice and torn apart that he, Quint, left so suddenly and without a goodbye. But as long as he's here in Eremus, he tries to fight past his feelings of remorse for his father, because there is one even stronger pulling at his heartstrings. Love. 

Since he was a little boy and learned the magic at the edge of Culmen, Quint stared upon Tourniquet. Though he didn’t know her name, he watched her grow. He watched her train.  And he watched her develop, both as a soldier and a woman. 

He always hoped of meeting and training with her. He watched her intently and tried to teach himself her way of the sword, though he knew he was mostly unsuccessful. And today, or, at least, a day very soon, will be the day his dream comes true. 

Weeks passed since Quint awoke. He's regained his strength and was released from the hospital. Quint explored the city with an appointed guide, Cart, the timid boy from the Auditorium. He took in as much as he could and tried, as best as possible, to learn the Eremi ways. 

This particular city in Eremus, its capital, Shomiyr, is not only their largest but also their most advanced. In most of Eremus the buildings and homes are made of soft dunes, but not here. In Shomiyr they’ve developed techniques of turning sand into brick and glass, which gave rise to structured, stable buildings with windows. The brick and glass were Eremus’ main exports, and the same materials used to build Culmen. 

Quint marvels at the sight of this almost magical metropolis. The buildings here shimmer. They are smooth and straight, as opposed to the sinister and almost childlike appearance of those in Culmen. 

“These bricks and glass were developed by accident,” Cart explains as he gives Quint his first guided tour. “As, it seems, were most great inventions.” 

Cart chuckles to himself as Quint pays him no attention. Lost in the wonder that is Shomiyr. 

“It wasn’t until a man,” Cart continues his student-less lecture. “I forget his name - Hmm. I’m not usually forgetful like this. I know I wasn’t alive when he came. Maybe his name was never passed on to me. 

“Anyway, this man is considered a legend. And some say he never even existed. But I say to them that the proof is all around us,” Cart gestures around at all the buildings, forcing his face into his best possible expression of awe. “This man came to Eremus, young, happy, filled with ideas. Ideas most told him, back in Culmen, would be impossible. But when he saw our stone, his face lit up. And his spirit and imagination lit up even brighter. 

“He said he’s been traveling Tellus in search of a solution to his problem. And that the stone is the answer. He requested we manufacture as much as we could, and that he, or someone, would return soon to pay us handsomely for it.”

Cart takes his gaze away from the buildings and notices Quint actually began listening to his story. Feeling proud and given a boost of confidence, Cart continues. “No one knew if the man could be trusted, so the city held a public council to vote on whether or not we should do as he asked. 

“Arguments raged for days, but, in the end, the argument that swayed the vote was given by a man many have claimed to have never seen before or since. I think they say that just to add more credence to the myth. 

“A tall, slender man, with a long flowing beard and was said to be as old as the city itself, stood before the council and the public. He said that even if the man doesn’t return, the stone could still be of use. That we could use it to protect our borders from unwanted guests.” 

Cart looks at Quint with a half hidden smirk, “The unwanted guests, of course, are the akzaah. 

“The vote was unanimous and within the year the man returned with an army. Not literal soldiers, just a lot of men to help. We hadn’t made enough. He said we needed more. No one knew what the man wanted our brick for. That was until we looked to the east one sunrise, just months later. A city was born. The most beautiful and magnificent thing any eyes have ever seen.” Cart finishes, but Quint is unsatisfied. 

“That’s it?”

“Yeah. What more do you want?”

“A point.”

Cart thinks. He recites the story in his head again, trying to figure out what he missed.

“Cart. Quint,” Intisar says, the latter with a flirtatious smile, as they approach the fort. Intisar is short and thick, not fat but athletic. She has shoulder length black hair, piercing eyes that can weaken even the strongest of men, but a voice that’s void of any humor. 

“The General has been waiting,” She escorts them through the gates and into The General’s Chambers. 

“General,” Intisar scans the room to get an inventory of all its occupants, “Deputy. They’ve arrived.” 

Intisar bows to her superiors and leaves, closing the chamber doors behind her.

Quint and Cart stand as unassuming as possible by the door. Not daring to venture any farther until they are invited. 

The chamber is small. It’s not cramped, but not anything as Quint would’ve imagined, had he thought about The General having an office. The walls are lined with books, but what catches Quint as curious is that there is no furniture, just a table in the center of the room, round, maybe six feet in diameter, with a detailed map, textured and to scale, of Tellus. 

Tourniquet and Farris are hunched over the map of Eremus in a heated debate. Their voices so hushed that Quint can’t hear what they’re saying.

Without looking up or any indication that she is finished with Farris, Tourniquet says, “My father says you’re healthy?”

No one replies. Tourniquet looks up and stares through Quint. He’s unable to tell if she’s emotionless or angered. He looks from Farris to Cart. They’re both staring at him. Apparently he’s the only one who doesn’t know Tourniquet is speaking to him. 

“Yes,” he tries to clear his throat, but it’s more a way to stall and try to build confidence. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Good. Then you’ll begin your training tomorrow.”

“Training?” Quint is genuinely confused. And another look around the room tells him, again, that he is the only one.

“Yes. Training. You want to stay here in Eremus you are going to train with the Army.”

An uncontrolled smile overcomes Quint. It’s his dream come true, to train alongside the mysterious dark haired beauty. His love. The girl he has, borderline, stalked his entire life. A girl who never knew he existed. 

“I’m glad you’re happy by this,” Tourniquet says, growing impatient with Quint’s lack of response. “That means you have at least one quality of a great soldier. Go. Now. Enjoy your last day off.”

As Quint and Cart turn to leave, inspiration strikes Cart, “That’s what we used to build our city!”

With blank faces, and a bit of annoyance from The General and her Deputy, everyone stares at Cart. 

“What are you going on about now?” Tourniquet asks.

“The point I was trying to make earlier. You weren’t there. Just Quint. It was about our stone,” He turns to Quint. “We saw how great Culmen had become. How beautiful the man had made it. And we wanted to emulate it.”

As Quint and Cart walk through chamber doors Tourniquet says, seething at the thought of anyone having an opinion like Cart’s, “There’s nothing great about Culmen.”

Quint looks up at the buildings and a thought, though tiny and quick, occurs to him. That, even though he loves the buildings of Culmen, these buildings here in Eremus are more beautiful. To the point that it should be a sin to say they emulate the ones that Wido built.

 

 

 

Quint is a master swordsman but only with the wooden sword he built from the junk his father brought home from the garbage dump. He used to spend many of his lonely days watching, studying, dissecting, and taking notes on the training sessions he viewed from the edge of his world. The one that lay mere feet from the dilapidated hut he called a home. The hut that he so often misses as he lies on his oddly comfortable yet foreign sand mattress these nights. 

Quint turned his notes into diagrams and pictures. He would follow along with them as he pretended to be part of the Eremi Army training. And he would use his wooden sword as he pretended to fight his father. 

He now has a new wooden sword and is no longer pretending. He isn’t fantasizing about being in Eremus or training with their Army. He is actually here learning, sweating, and bleeding right alongside them. The only difference is that in his fantasies he was training side by side with his mystery girl. The one he now knows as Tourniquet Bandanna. 

His footwork is impeccable. His attacks are nearly flawless. And his defense impenetrable. Tourniquet is impressed, though she keeps her thoughts to herself. She refuses to say anything. Being The General and a mere observer in the training sessions of the new recruits, it isn’t her place. She watches some of the training every day. Her focus on Quint, but her mind and loyalty on the general health and morale of her Army as a whole.

Swordplay isn’t Quint’s only area of study. He also sits through classroom lectures. Aqila is a tall and stocky girl, who is pleasant enough until she gets annoyed, which isn’t a hard thing to do. Her lectures, battle and defense theory, are boring. But Quint will take that over her attention and focus being fully on him. All the new cadets are required to take these classes. Six hours a day he dedicates to lectures, and notes, and tests. 

“This must be what school is like,” Quint thinks. “Proper school.” 

That’s the only aspect of his classroom experience he finds exciting, the fact that he never had a traditional school life. All he had was sitting by the edge learning what little he could from Wido. But it wasn't school, even though it's proving to be more than enough. Basic reasoning skills coupled with a little independent thought can get you farther than any textbook, or piles of textbooks, ever can.

Quint isn’t used to the rules that go along with being in a classroom. With Wido, Quint could interrupt if he disagreed with a theory Wido put forth. He could stop his lectures to question anything he didn’t understand or to question his father’s motives if he thought Wido was trying to force moral obligation into a lesson where it didn’t belong.  

“I don’t get why I’m being punished,” Quint complains to Cart the evening after his first day in the classroom. He sits at a desk in the room they share writing lines about why he can’t interrupt the lecture. “My questions and arguments were justified.”

Cart lies back in his bed, smirking. He knows all too well the plight of Quint, “It’s just how school is. You have to be 'considerate' of the other students.”

“I was,” Quint throws down his pen and rounds on his roommate. “They’re gonna learn that everything is cut and dry. One way. The beliefs of Aqila. When it’s not.”

“I agree with you. And I’d welcome a student like you if I were the teacher. But I’m not, so you’ll have to follow her rules.”

Quint slumps in his chair, defeated, “Why aren’t you?”

“Why aren’t I what?”

“The teacher.”

Cart sits up in his bed and stares into the depths of Quint’s eyes. Looking for the reason. Questioning his motives and asks, “Why?”

“You’re clearly smarter than she is. You know more about history. About theory. You’re more passionate about the subjects. And... And you’re not so rigid.”

“Rigid?”

“Yes. Rigid. Your beliefs aren’t set in stone. You’re willing to change, or at least question what you think is true if a better argument or evidence is put forward.”

Cart smiles from ear to ear. It’s involuntary and he can’t help it. He’s never had a friend like Quint and no one has ever given him such a compliment, “I’ve always thought I’d be good at it.”

“Well?” Quint urges him on.

“I don’t want it. I didn’t join the Army to sit in a classroom all day and lecture kids,” Cart heaves a heavy sigh. He gets up and crosses the room. 

Quint watches, knowing there’s something he wants to say, but worried that if he pushes him it’ll never come out. 

Cart stops and looks at Quint, “I.” He thinks better of himself. “You have to do your lines and get to bed. Your apprenticeship starts tomorrow.” And without another word or allowing Quint to rebut, Cart leaves.

Quint slumps in his chair facing his desk. He stares at his paper, his pen, and his bottle of ink thinking about the injustice and absurdity of his punishment. Wishing he could coax the secret out of Cart. 

 

 

 

The great hall they call the Armory is enormous. The largest structure in all of Eremus. It has to be because they traded equal amounts of stone and glass for metal with Culmen. And we all know the amount of stone used to erect the City of Culmen was boundless. 

The Armory not only houses the countless tonnes of raw metal, but also hundreds of ovens and anvils and molds and anything else they thought they might need to work the metal. They forged tools and utensils. Crafted swords and shields. But what the Eremi are proudest of are the shimmering metal corners and frames they used to decorate their buildings and their furniture.

“That’s what it is,” Quint exclaims as he’s given the tour of the Armory before his first day learning the metal smithing trade. “That’s what sets the buildings here apart. Not the only thing, but it’s what gives them their shine. That’s what it is.”

Fariq, master metal smith and foreman of the Armory, looks down his large hairy nose at Quint and smiles. The soot from practically living among the ovens has stained his teeth, “Yes.” He grunts. He’s good with metal, not with words. “My idea.”

Fariq waves for Quint to follow him and forget about the innovations of building and art. That’s not why Quint’s here. He’s a soldier now, so he must learn to forge weapons. 

“This is you,” Fariq gestures to a small oven. Beside it sits an equally small work space and anvil. Quint picks up his hammer and looks around to the hundreds of other smiths. His hammer is smaller and lighter than any of theirs. “You start small. Build your strength.”

Quint swings his hammer. Even though it’s small, it’s still heavy. It clangs against the anvil. The noise is sharp and deafening.

Over the course of the day, Quint didn’t set foot in a classroom or participate in any swordplay. Instead, he learned how to break chunks of metal and melt them down. He learned how to pour molds and cool them off. He learned how to heat up the dull blade and hammer the edge to transform it into a sword. It’s hard work and something Quint’s scrawny arms and narrow back aren’t up to the task of doing. But he refuses to quit. And after ten hours is finally able to present his first finished sword.

“Ha,” Fariq lets out a deep, barking guffaw. 

Quint’s pride melts into embarrassment, believing the laugh to be about the state of his weapon.

Fariq tests the different aspects of the sword, “First time? Not bad.” 

He runs his thumb across its edge, “Dull blade.” 

He slashes at the open air, “Off balance.” 

Fariq hands the sword back to Quint who takes it and examines the same properties. 

“All in all, good job,” Fariq pushes a heavy fist into Quint’s shoulder. It hurts and nearly knocks him over but Quint somehow keeps his balance and knows the gesture was a kind one. “Get some sleep. You learn more tomorrow.”

 

 

 

Even though his new routine and subjects are hard, Quint is enjoying every minute. Along with every headache, sleepless night, lost battle, line written, and breath full of soot that accompanies it. 

The classroom gives him something he’s never had. A feeling of belonging, of being part of something. Something, he thinks, and even fantasizes about, that can be great and have far reaching effects. Something that can change the world. Something, as he thinks he gets a nervous pit in his stomach, that can be revolutionary. 

The Armory gives him something he can be proud of. Not only building his strength, but also creating works of art and weaponry. And learning the properties of metal. 

Quint’s first week is nearing its end. He’s fencing with an unworthy opponent when Tourniquet, flanked by Intisar, interrupts. 

“You’re good,” she says in an offhand way that doesn’t really show any excitement or emotion. 

It’s the first thing she’s said to him in a week, and he doesn’t know how to react to her words, or her tone. Quint stands there, not looking at her. He nods, trying to be humble and accept her compliment without making a big deal out of it. 

“You’re better,” she continues, realizing that she always stays on the safe side of the line when giving admiration, “than any recruit I’ve ever seen.”

Quint blushes but continues to avoid eye contact. 

Tourniquet smiles, appreciating that she’s in his head.  She gets off on power. Relishing in it, she turns to Intisar with her hand out. Intisar’s been waiting. She reveals the hunger in her eyes as she hands the General a sword. A real, wickedly curved metal blade, sword. The last sword Quint forged. And the only one Fariq gave a passing mark to. 

Tourniquet admires the sharpness of the blade, “You’ve done well. So well, in fact, I want to see how you do with this.”

Tourniquet holds the sword out for Quint. He looks from it to her not fully grasping what is about to happen, “Forgive me, General.” He says so quietly that it couldn’t even be called a whisper. 

“This isn’t the classroom, and I’m not your cheating neighbor. Speak up.”

Quint clears his throat and throws an awkward glance at his dueling partner, “General, please, I hope I’m not out of line. But my partner is clearly no match for me and, well, his weapon is no match for this.”

Tourniquet’s menacing smile crosses her lips, “Well, if you’d take the sword, you’ll see that I’m not as stupid as you clearly think I am.”

Taken aback, Quint spits out a clumsy, “I’m... I don’t... You’re not...”

Tourniquet stabs the sword into the ground at Quint’s feet, “Then why would you be so foolish as to think I would match you so, clearly, carelessly?”

“Forgive–“ Quint tries to say as he pulls the sword from the ground. 

He doesn’t finish before The General interrupts with an icy and demanding, “Intisar!”

Quint witnesses, at that moment, the most frightening thing he’s ever seen. Intisar is no longer a short, sweet, unassuming girl with flirtatious eyes. No. The gaze she holds now is stone and calculating. Her brow furrows and her eye contact is unwavering. The unsheathing of her sword is so fast that it hisses and sparks as though it slices through its own holster. And her unorthodox stance, with her sword held in her right hand, high above her head, as the blade dangles in front of her face, and her left hand, naked, dangerously out in front of her, that anyone watching can only assume she’s crazy and therefore dangerous. 

Quint’s jaw, as well as the hand he holds his own sword in, drops.  

“You’ll be fighting my best swordsman,” Tourniquet flashes her devious smile as she gives way to Intisar.

Quint raises his sword. It’s heavier and weighted differently than the wooden practice sword he’s used to. He glances nervously between Tourniquet, Intisar, and the recruit he had been sparring with. Hoping, wishing one of them would reveal this to be nothing more than a cruel attempt at a joke. 

They didn’t. 

It isn’t.

Quint gathers himself into the traditional fighting stance, the one he’s studied for years, the one he learned from Tourniquet, as he tries to balance the awkward sword in his hand. The second he gets set, though it is more set by appearance rather than mind, Tourniquet yells, “Fight.”

Intisar charges. She’s not forceful and clunky like an ape. She’s more fluid and smooth. Graceful like a snake. 

Her sword swings. Holding it in her right hand, it wraps from the left side of her head, crashing down and to her right, across her body. 

Quint clinches his eyes and, scared, does his best attempt at a defensive stance. He crunches his limbs and head tight into his body as he keeps the sword in front of him. Hoping it’ll block any attack.

The swords clang together. 

Quint drops his sword as he falls to the ground. The vibration from the clanging metal shoots up his arm causing a stinging numbness. 

Intisar steps over him holding her sword to his throat.

“Pick up your sword and try again,” a hint of pity resonating in Tourniquet’s tone. “This time don’t be so scared.”

Intisar backs away and watches. 

Quint clenches and unclenches his fist as he tries to shake the prickling numbness from his arm. He picks up his sword and rises to his feet. He swings the sword, testing its weight and balance, trying to figure it out. Quint squares off in front of Intisar. He keeps his head down as he tries to gather all his courage. He lifts his head and glares at Intisar. To most, this would be intimidating, but to Intisar, nothing is. Quint enters his stance. 

“Fight,” again with no waiting or warning. And again, as elegant as before, Intisar attacks and disarms Quint, with what seems to be no effort at all. 

It goes on and on like this for hours. Quint settles his nerves, but still can’t compete. Horrified, embarrassed, but determined, he stays in the training grounds all night practicing with his new sword on dummies and alone, before deciding that the balance of his blade is all wrong.

Over the next couple of weeks Quint spends all his free time forging new swords. Sometimes two or three a day. Sometimes only one. Then practicing with his creations and hoping he’s getting better. He skips lectures, meals, and sometimes even sleep. Never thinking for a moment that by skipping these he’s actually hurting his cause instead of helping. He secludes himself. Ignores everyone and refuses to spar with a live partner until he feels he is ready.

“You’ll kill yourself if you keep this up,” Tourniquet breaks the silence Quint has forced himself into.

Quint drops his sword, along with his head. He’s exhausted, “I don’t care. I don’t have a purpose. I might as well make it this.” He gathers his strength and continues to spar with his wooden enemy.

“Come with me. I want to show you something.”

“What?”

“Well, if you must know before I can get you to stop...” she gestures to Quint’s relentless sparring. “...this. It’s my place of inspiration. It’s where I go when I need a break, or need to refocus.” 

Intrigued, and recalling that he used to do this when he was at home, in Culmen, Quint looks at her, “And you’ll share it with me?”

“Yes. Of course,” there’s a softness in Tourniquet that Quint sees for the first time. He smiles as she continues. “We have one tree, that I know of, in the entire desert. It grows at the edge of the city. Right at the wall. I climb as high as I can, and high enough to see over the wall, and just stare at Culmen. 

“It’s odd. The sensation I get. I mean, the sight is so beautiful. So majestic that it fills me with wonder. But knowing that I’m staring into pure evil overwhelms me with anger. Love and hate ballooning inside of me at the same time, I want to explode. I don’t know how it does it, and I don’t know why, but it recharges and refocuses everything.”

“My father built that city. And Teyrnon sent me here to save it,” the second the words cross his lips it hits him. All his lost memories come flooding back. Quint’s sword falls, in what he recalls as slow motion. His head spinning. Blood pounding in his ears. He can’t see. He can’t focus. He wants to speak, but doesn’t think he knows how. Everything that has happened from his conversation with Teyrnon up until now erupts in his mind, as though he relives it all over again, but this time the months are condensed into minutes. He falls to his hands and knees and tries to scream the pain away. 

“Are you okay?” Tourniquet runs to Quint's aid, but he puts his hands up to stop her.

“I'm... fine...” He manages through the screaming and lurching and convulsing.

Tourniquet's eyes can't get any wider without them falling out. Her heart can't pump any faster without threatening to explode. And her stomach can't get any higher without spilling its contents all over the ground. She stands and watches with her hands over her mouth not sure if she should run or cry or scream or help. 

She does nothing.  

Faster than it came, it's gone. Quint stays on the ground on all fours as he feels himself over with his mind, making sure everything is there and where it should be. Making sure the pain is truly gone and not coming back. Once he's certain, and after many minutes of silence, he stands. 

“I can’t go with you,” Quint says after everything calms down.

Tourniquet furrows her brow and tilts her head slightly as though Quint has become a mystery, strange and interesting to her. She doesn’t say a thing. She lets the silence hang for a while, letting Quint decide when it should end.

“There’s a revolution going on,” he chooses his words carefully, hoping they’ll resonate with her. “That’s why I’m here. Why I’m traveling the world. I need recruits. Not many. Only five from each land. Can you spare that? Will you help?”

Tourniquet takes a step back, both physically and mentally, trying to gauge what just happened. She’s not a naturally trusting person, “You are in the midst of a war? And you want me to commit my soldiers? To your war?”

“Not my war. Our war. The war to,” Quint gulps, believing what he’s saying could be a lie. “A war to take back Culmen.”

Tourniquet, without another word, walks away. It isn’t worth her time to listen to this nonsense. That she could’ve ever let Quint, a boy from Culmen, into her army, learn her ways, and steal her heart. 

“Please,” Quint’s tortured tone gets her to stop. “I can’t do this without you. Without Eremus. Without the help of every nation. The President, the entire government is trying to kill my father. Maybe not literally, but I think it is. They want to destroy everything he’s worked so hard for. They want to tear down the city, which will kill him.”

“Okay,” Tourniquet doesn’t look back.

“What?”

“I’ll help. I’ll give you what you need,” she walks away fearing that she only agreed because her heart told her to. Not because her mind did. And not because it was the right thing to do.

 

 

 

“It's him,” Deuxraug is back in the courtroom cavern with his hood over his head and the noose around his neck. “I know that now.”

“You know?” A question from the right side. Deuxraug turns his head.

“When before you were clearly uncertain?” A question from the left and Deuxraug’s head snaps that way. 

“Yes. I have evidence now.” 

“Present what you know,” the center member says. 

“He's after us. Not Gorks, but followers. From every nation. He's trying to unify us.”

Grunts. Clicks. Excitement echoes through the chamber.

The Gorks have been looking for their savior for thousands of years. If this is him then their time has come. 

“We will keep an eye on him. Thank you, member.”

If Quint is the one then they know a death, an important death, the most important death in all of history is upon them.

 

 

 

“I don’t trust her. I respect her. I just don’t trust her,” Cart explains to Quint. 

They’d become close friends in the days since Tourniquet agreed to help and Quint gave up on his pursuit for perfection in swordplay and mastery in all the other areas of war, and since he had nothing better to do with his time, he decided to make a friend. A real friend. The first one he's ever had, since Wido doesn't really count. 

The two discuss everything that’s relevant to them. Their hopes. Their dreams. Their pasts. And their interests.

It’s a difficult thing, trying to find common ground with a person so far removed from anything you’ve ever known or are accustomed to. And it took a while. But Quint and Cart eventually learned to appreciate each other's differences and points of view. 

Quint, for all intents and purposes, is nothing more than a politician. Which seems to be the only thing Culmen breeds. And the only thing that is universally hated.

 Cart, on the other hand, fancies himself a historian. It seems to be his only real interest. And the only reason he joined the Army is that he thought he’d get to travel. He thought he’d get to experience the world and learn more about its past and about its vast cultures. History is, in his words, the only thing that brings him joy. It’s his spark in life. 

That never panned out. This Army, the one he’s a part of, is more talk than anything else. At least in his eyes. 

“I don’t know. I think she's good,” Quint bites back. Good being the only word he feels comfortable with when describing the General because all the other words he can think of seem overly flattering or a little too revealing. 

The two have been roommates for weeks now, but tried their best to avoid each other since Quint’s first day of lectures. The day they argued over Cart’s refusal to want to be a teacher. An argument that has since faded, if not completely from memory then at the very least, emotionally. 

It took them about a day of constant company before they found their friendship. And the only reason why Quint chose Cart as his companion was because Tourniquet locked herself in her chambers with Farris so they could choose the best soldiers for Quint’s task. Quint was then resigned to the company of the only other person he knew, besides Intisar, the girl who terrifies him. 

Cart continues to discuss the architecture but that only makes Quint angry. It was his father who designed and built the first real buildings in Tellus. Now his father, Wido, is being ridiculed and tormented, borderline tortured for those very buildings. And it’s the only reason why Quint is here in the first place. Quint, however, only expresses his disdain for the topic, not the fact that the man Cart holds in such high esteem is his father.

Quint brings up his inventions and modifications, but Cart has no reference points to even begin to understand, because Culmen is much more advanced, technologically speaking, than Eremus or any other part of the world for that matter. And, to Cart’s ears, what he hears is as clear as any foreign language he’s never heard. Cart tries to keep up, but his mind drifts, which is an easy thing for Quint to pick up on. 

The rest of the day is spent in silence. Quint observes the people and the ways they act and interact is a bizarre yet interesting and refreshing spectacle. There is a sense of community here, something Quint has never experienced. 

The following day they almost didn’t hang out together. But since Quint wants to explore the city without getting lost or in trouble, and doesn’t know anyone else who isn’t locked away in a meeting, or that doesn’t terrify him to his core, he is forced to ask Cart to go along again.

It isn’t long after breakfast. The two are walking down a busy market street when Quint notices a commotion.

“Stop. Thief!” A vendor, an old man with a curly white goatee, an eye patch and a cane, yells as he points at, what Quint sees as an unassuming boy holding a loaf of bread.

The boy, not much older than Quint, doesn’t try to run. He, at least to Quint’s eyes, aids in the search for the criminal when he’s tackled by a large, muscly, unkempt and ugly man. The man pries the bread from the boy’s hands and drags him to the hobbled vendor.

“Give that back. Let me go,” the boy struggles to no avail. 

Quint urges Cart toward the gathering, “What’s going on?”

“It’s a jury,” Cart explains, though not at all to Quint’s understanding or liking.

“This the boy?” The ugly man asks as he holds the boy high in one hand, with ease, so everyone can get a good look.

“That’s him,” The hobbled vendor raps the boy in the ribs with his cane. “Thank you.”

The ugly man pulls the boy out of harm’s way and glares at the hobbled vendor, “Present your case.”

Quint turns to Cart, “What’s a jury? And why are they treating that boy like he’s a criminal?”

“This is how we do it. See, if a citizen accuses another of a crime, they hold court right there in the street. They present their cases and the crowd acts as jury.”

Quint gapes at Cart, “And what if he’s found guilty?”

“Depends on what the crime is. In this case, stealing, they cut off his hand.”

The crowd starts to clamor. Voicing their agreement of the boy’s guilt. 

Quint, objective in this fight, though not hearing each plead their case, knows the boy is innocent. He tries to push his way toward the front of the crowd but is stopped. A hand, Cart’s, clenches onto Quint’s shoulder. 

Quint looks back at Cart shaking his head, “Leave it be.”

“But–“

“You’re a foreigner. It may not be right, but your words are worthless.”

Quint bites back his anger and turns back to the proceedings. A sharp, heavy ax, wielded by the ugly man, embeds deep into the wooden table the hobbled vendor uses as his storefront, severing a hand from the boy’s arm. 

The boy wails. And though no words can truly convey the noise, it's ugly and terrifying. It's a shrieking scream mixed with a wet sob and something that's all too reminiscent of a gurgle. It’s a deafening sound accompanied by tears as he tries to struggle away. But the ugly man forces a hot torch onto the boy's newly acquired stump. 

The boy vomits. And faints.

Quint, white with fury, tries his surge to the front of the crowd again. But a large stranger clad in a heavy, itchy, dull brown robe wraps him in a bear hug, picks him up and carries him away from the crowd and around a corner.

Cart follows but the stranger is faster. Quint tries to fight but the stranger is much stronger and apparently immune to Quint’s punches. 

He throws Quint to the ground and stands over him. Quint searches for any sign of identity, but the cloak is too heavy and its hood too dark. As Quint stares into the darkness of the hood, it feels like fear. A fear he’s never felt before. It feels like death. 

Cart approaches and the stranger turns. He looks back at Quint and runs away.

“What was that?” Cart asks as he helps Quint from the ground. 

“I don’t know.”

The boys stare off in the direction of the hooded stranger. They don’t speak. They just wonder.  

“It’s ridiculous, you know,” Quint says but not really owning his words and with no real conviction as he remembers their conversation before the hooded stranger.

“What is?”

“That, back there. The jury.”

“It’s the law,” Cart says matter-of-factly, trying to put an end to the conversation.

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why is it the law?”

Cart’s interest is peaked. He can finally share some of his knowledge, that all the other kids in Eremus hate him for, “Eremus isn’t, and has never been, a rich nation. It was born out of necessity.”

“Necessity? How is that ever necessary?” Quint’s fire begins to burn again.

“Just relax and I’ll explain.” 

Quint takes a few deep breath to try and find some peace, “Go ahead. Explain.”

“The government of Eremus, before the lands were united, had too much to deal with and not enough resources. They couldn’t concern themselves with petty disputes, the likes of which included that of stolen bread. They couldn’t afford to. This, the jury as we call it, what you just saw, is their solution.”

“That’s terrible. It’s... It’s... That boy was innocent. He just lost a hand. And you let him.”

“Hey,” Cart takes offense, possibly for the first time in his life. “Don’t accuse me of anything. It’s the law. I’m not saying it’s right, or that I even agree with it. I’m just telling you why it’s there. And until we can change it, can really afford to change it, it’s the best option we have. And something we have to deal with.”

Quint doesn’t agree, but he doesn’t want to argue. He would rather their tempers die down and discuss the matter like rational people. He doesn’t think that money is an excuse for this behavior and knows there is a better solution. He fully intends to find a better way, a better law to replace this, what he sees as outdated and barbaric. 

The rest of the day goes on in this manner. Quint and Cart discussing government and history, learning from one another as their friendship blooms. It’s an exciting time for the both of them, and their friendship grows deep in the short amount of time. They don’t always agree, but that is part of the fun. 

As they sit down for dinner, Quint brings up Cart’s least favorite subject, “Tourniquet’s done some great things for Eremus, though. Hasn’t she?” 

Cart swallows his food hard and lays his fork down, uninterested in eating anything else. He clenches his jaw and rolls his eyes, trying to find the best, most gentle words he can. He suspects Quint has feelings for the General.

“What? What is it?” Quint implores.

“I don’t trust her. I respect her. I just don’t trust her,” Cart finally settles on vague generalities. 

“I don’t know. I think she's good.”

“Oh. Of course she does a lot and has done even more for this country,” Cart lights up. Not in a joyful way but rather on the defensive. “I’m not saying that at all. But to what end? And for whose cause?”

Quint is taken aback and dumbfounded. He doesn’t know where this hatred, though that may be too strong of a word, is coming from, “I don’t understand. What do you mean?”

Cart pushes himself away from the table. He doesn’t get up, but bends down, stretching his lower back. He sits back up, pulls his chair back to the table, and looks across at Quint. He stares eye to eye with Quint for a moment, and says, without breaking contact, “She’s all about power. She would be in with all the fat cats up in Culmen, the ones she claims to hate, if they gave her the chance. She’s not about bettering Eremus, or any other nation for that matter. She’s about power. Control. If it’s hers, she’s happy. If it isn’t, she’s not.”

There’s a long pause between the two, but their eye contact never wavers. Cart stares firm, in anger and with passion. Quint is shocked and full of fear.

“Why? Why do you say, think, this?”

“I’ve known her for a long time. I’ve gotten to know her. Who she is.”

“Quint,” it’s Intisar. She strides over with confidence and urgency. Quint and Cart scramble to their feet, knocking over their chairs in the process. 

“Yes.”

“The General would like to see you. She says she’s made her decision.”

“Great. We’ll be there shortly.”

“No,” Intisar looks Cart up and down. “Not him. She only wants you.”

“Too bad,” it was the first time Quint stood up to anyone in Eremus, other than Cart of course. And especially someone as dangerous as Intisar. “He’s my guest. He’s going.” 

Quint waits for the consequences, cringing inside while maintaining his outward defiance.

“Very well. It’ll be your head, not mine,” Intisar reverts back into her sweet, flirty self.

 

 

 

Tourniquet and Farris are waiting, hovering over the giant scale map in the center of her Chamber as Quint and Cart walk in. Tourniquet looks up, annoyed at the sight of Cart, “What’s he doing here?”

“I invited him. I think he will be an important member of our team.”

Tourniquet and Farris share concerned looks, “We’ve already settled on our five. Unless you want to make it six?”

“No. Just five. Replace someone, anyone, with Cart.”

“But why? I know my soldiers better than anyone and I can assure you that Cart isn’t well trained in anything.”

Quint walks up to the map and studies it. He notices how it is a three dimensional version of the map in his bag. It’s fascinating. He continues to study the map as he carries on his conversation, “Cart is perfect for our fight. He may not be a highly skilled soldier, but he knows his history and understands the politics. We need someone like that.”

“We already have Aqila. She teaches all that to our soldiers.”

“Yeah. But Cart should be. So replace her. She can stay back and continue to ruin the minds of her students,” Quint finally looks up at the girl he loves, hoping that he didn’t lose her forever.

Tourniquet chews on it for a while. 

“Very well. You have me, Farris, Intisar, Fariq,” Tourniquet gulps and clenches her jaw in defiance about having to say, “and now Cart. Since it seems you’re now in charge, what is our plan?”

Quint’s eyes have returned to the map. His plan had been to head directly north, through Eremus to Avra, gather his five before heading south west and doing the same in Eremus, Truncatis, and Glacialis. From there, he and his twenty would head north east into Lignum. But his plans had changed thanks to his stupidity with the cataracta and his encounter with the akzaah. 

He was developing a new plan while he was arguing for Cart, “We will go north into Avra-”

“Sorry? We?” Tourniquet cuts him off.

“Yes. We. All of us. Your five and me.”

“No.”

“I thought?” Quint struggles to figure out an ending for his question.

“Oh,” Tourniquet knows what he wanted to ask. “We Eremi are still with you. But I can’t leave my country helpless. Without a plan in place for my,” she gestures to the people in the room, “our, absence.” 

“Ok,” Quint thinks fast. “I will head south into Truncatis, then to Glacialis. Once I have who I need, we will make our way back here to you. How long do you think you’ll need?”

“A month. No more than two.”

Quint crunches some numbers in his head, with the assistance of his fingers, “Great. I can probably afford you eight weeks. But if I’m not back by then, go.” 

A few ticks north of Culmen, but far to the east, a small stretch of Eremus divides the borders of Avra and Lignum. Quint points there, “I want you to meet me here.”

“And how long should we wait? Given how ill-equipped you are for this world, death is a huge probability,” Farris is happy to make the trip, but annoyed at being outranked by this novice.

 “Only another month. If I'm not there, it's over. I'm dead. Just return home.” 

Tourniquet and Farris nod their agreement as Quint leaves. Cart hurries after him, but waits until they are out of earshot, “That was amazing.”

“Go home and spend time with your family.”

Cart heads off in a different direction, as Quint decides he’d like to gloat, “You owe me.”

“For what?”

“Getting you out to see the world. You said that’s always been your dream.”

Cart smiles and runs off.

Quint's fake smile fades from his lips as he wanders the streets. The people here are beginning to become foreign again. Their buildings, their clothes, and their customs are turning ugly and strange. He's once again alone and, with the glowing approval from Tourniquet and Farris, thinking he will soon be dead.
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Ah. The Great Retrorfluit River. It didn't always used to be like this. A great river. It used to be a stream. A mere trickle that dripped down the border between the desert and the jungle from the life spring that dwells deep within the mountains. Hidden away, miles and miles under rock and earth and grass and snow and everything else that lays atop the mountains. Most importantly, it lies directly beneath Culmen. 

But today, and for quite some time now, the river flows with power. Forever linking it with the Great Cataracta. 

Quint stands on the dry, hard dirt banks on the north side of the river. He looks across the rushing waters at the lush and colorful jungles.

It looks dense. It looks difficult. It looks intimidating. But most of all, and after spending months in the dry and hot desert, it looks moist. It looks refreshing. 

Quint surveys the river. Left. Right. Front. Back. It's like a picture ripped straight from a fantasy. The jungle and desert separated by the river creating a natural boundary between the two nations. No overlap and no reason to fight over land. 

But he notices that there's no safe passage. The river is too wide to jump. The current is too strong to wade through. There are no rocks for stepping or to throw in to make a bridge. And even if there were, the river is far too deep anyway.

Quint heads up the river toward the mountains assuming the river would only get easier the closer it gets to its source. And as he walks, each step taking him that much closer to Culmen, directly above him but to the east, a sick and weakened Wido stands at the edge of his world looking out over Tellus. Scanning every last inch for a sign of his son. Not knowing that Quint is in the only place on the planet, other than deep out at sea, that is invisible to the City. 

Quint approaches the cave that is home to the river's source. The hole in the side of the mountain is enormous. He stares in. The colors infinitely fade to grays. The grays vanish into black. And not just any black. A black so dark that it's like looking into the eyes of death. 

The water rushing past Quint catches the corner of his eye and for a moment he feels he's being pulled into the darkness. Deeper and deeper into the black. 

His heart stops.

His mind freezes.

He forgets to breathe. 

He stumbles forwards gasping for air.

Quint looks around. He's still at the mouth of the cave. He's still on Eremi soil. He's still searching for a way across the river. His only choice is up and over.

Quint climbs around the entrance to the cave with little difficulty, but when he touches down on the soft Truncatian grass his gaze is drawn back into the eye of death. And for a moment, or something possibly shorter, Quint is certain he saw light. It was just a pop. A flicker. A quick spark. And then it was gone. But it was there. It was tempting him. Teasing him. Inviting him into the nothingness. 

Quint takes a step toward the cave. And another. And another until the cushion of the grass is no longer below his feet and he's standing at the threshold to hell. 

Quint shutters. A shiver runs down his spine.

He turns from the darkness and the cold in his bones melts at the colors of the jungle and the prospects it offers. If anyplace on Tellus is accepting, it's Truncatis. 

“The giants are the most gentle beasts on the planet,” Wido's words are repeated in Quint's ears offering him comfort. Giving him hope.

Quint swings his sword and slices the jungle open.

 

 

 

“Wait. Stop,” the leader of the squad of Truncatian Sentries hisses to his men. He's an old man, maybe bordering on too old for this occupation. His hair is mostly gray, but has the occasional streak of white, and his once rippling muscles are a shadow of what they used to be. Wrinkled and sagging and altogether very unappealing.

He stands still. His hand raised and head turned, using his better ear to search for the noise he thinks he might've heard. 

“Did you hear that?” His eyes darting back to his troops. His ear still trying to focus in on the sound.

“There,” he says, pointing in the general direction as he begins to use his eyes now to search for the sound’s source. 

FIP. It is quiet but it's there.

FIP. It seems to be getting closer.

FIP. It's not a noise he's ever heard. And it isn't one that's native to these jungles. 

FIP. It's Quint slicing his way through the heavy overgrowth.

“It's... It's... What is it?” A seasoned sentry asks. It's their first encounter with anything, well, not Truncatian. 

“It's a boy,” Finn says. 

Finn is the youngest of the sentries, a boy no older than Quint. He's big for fifteen, even for a giant. He has broad shoulders, a defined, almost square jawline and a wide, flat nose. His hair falls to his massive shoulders, though a headband keeps it flowing to the back and out of his face. 

“I know it's a boy. I-”

“Shh...” The leader demands. He may be getting old, but his look says it all. 

The sentries all fall in line. Literally and figuratively.

The leader's mind cycles through his training. Stay out of sight. Observe, but stay quiet and unnoticed...

“Captain?” Finn whispers.

...Count the intruders. Stalk, but do not approach. His mind continues it's recital.  

“Captain? Sir? If I may, I think I have an idea,” Finn presses.

There's a collective gasp from the sentries. They have a way of doing things here in Truncatis and those ways shouldn't be disturbed. Finn, by all rights, is just a boy. And a boy should know his place among men.

The Captain looks down his stern, crooked nose at Finn. Finn stares back, the butterflies fluttering away in his stomach but his face not giving them away. He can't tell if the Captain is still reciting his training or deciding if he's willing to be the one to break the mold. 

The rest of the squad is all wondering the same. And feeling the same way as Finn, but for very different reasons. Their heads, seemingly in synchronization, turn back and forth from Captain to Finn wondering who'll break first. Trying to catch the moment he does. 

Not for the lack of sharing, Finn has ideas in his head. All sorts of them. From big to small to medium sized ones. Even ideas that are so tiny they aren't even worth having. And some that are so big that they're too impractical, or too scary to bother with. He's what a realist would call a dreamer. 

But Finn is more than a dreamer. He's unabashed and unashamed. He's willing to challenge what is generally accepted if he believes there's a better way. He has big ideas because he has a goal. And not just any goal, but a big one. Most would say an impossible one if he were to ever share it, but Finn knows that people die. He knows that everyone dies, even the great and the powerful and the universally loved die. But most importantly he knows that when they die, their roles need replacing. So from a young age, and much younger than fifteen even, Finn has had this goal, and he plans on nothing short of success. 

Finn, he believes, he plans, is going to be King. 

“What would you know about plans and ideas?” The Captain is considering listening.

A lot, is what Finn wants to say, because he does, but he also knows the value of modesty and understands the context of the question, “Admittedly, not very much. But I think I've learned enough to know that it's a bad idea to not share any ideas.”

Whispers slingshot around the sentries.

Finn quickens his pace for fear he might be overruled before he can finish his argument, “But that's not to say that every shared idea is a good idea. It's just that, until it's shared, and considered out loud, no one can yet dismiss it as bad or unworthy.”

Finn hears the whispers and ridicules of how he should know his place continue to ripple through his small squad. But his eyes stay fixed on the only man with an opinion that matters. 

The Captain strokes his chin as he admires the boldness of the boy and marinates in his words. 

It's a staring contest that neither of the participants are actually involved in and the observers watch as though it's a tennis match. 

“Very well,” the Captain says. His words don't offer up any weakness to the boy's stares, just curiosity. Curiosity and a bit of envy and regret as he secretly wishes he would've been more assertive in his younger years. But it's a regret that he's only just realized and considers that it's now time to make up for it. 

A second collective gasp from the squad as all eyes fall on Finn while he stands there searching and wondering where his stomach has gone.

“Speak,” the Captain says. “Tell us this... This... This idea, as you call it.”

Finn abandons the search for his stomach as he tries to collect his thoughts. It's a well-known phenomenon that the giants are afraid of confrontation. They could crush any other race on the planet into the ground with one swing of their fist and without breaking a sweat, but the very thought of fighting would send most of them running, cowering for safety. 

The Truncatians have led a long, generally happy and relatively prosperous existence in peace. Even during the great war they refused to take sides and fight. They just went along with whoever occupied the jungles and eventually won the war without ever raising a fist, sword, club, or even their voices. 

Their history has been riddled with manipulation and injustice. But there are a few who are fed up, or curious, or just plain unafraid and are slowly trying to change the culture. And Finn is one of the few.

And finally, a third collective gasp as Finn finishes outlining his plan. 

“So what you're suggesting is?” The Captain questions though his question is left dangling in the air with little direction and no real conclusion. 

“Yes, Sir,” Finn apparently understands.

“Maybe it's time I retire and pass the reins on to the next, younger generation.”

“Sir?”

“Don't worry about me. Forget my ramblings. But it's hard to ignore when you're here, just a boy, and have more courage now than I've had my entire life. Even if it were a running total year after year.”

Finn blushes. Embarrassed that he spurred a sentimental quandary of a beyond middle aged man. It was unintentional, of course. He doesn't care about other styles of leadership. He prefers to learn under and all styles. His only motivation, as I've said, is his own advancement through the ranks. 

“I will volunteer, of course,” Finn says.

“To take my place as Captain? I'm afraid that's not my decision to make. I can, and will, give you a recommendation though. But-”

“No, Sir. To approach and confront the intruder.”

“Yes. Yes. Of course,” the Captain clears his throat and gathers himself again, trying to forget his fantasies of retirement and the regrets of his youth. “Very well then. Let's see what you've got. But be careful. They are small, but they are cunning. They may not appear strong, but they can be. And he has a weapon.”

Finn takes a few cautious steps into the thick of the jungle. As a sentry, and as a Truncatian in general, they’ve learned how to maneuver and see through the heavy vegetation quite easily. 

Finn's heart begins to pound. His breathing becomes quick and labored. A growing film of sweat forms on his palms and back and forehead. He looks back at his squad. 

All eyes are on him with a direct line of sight to Quint hacking away at the overgrowth. Eyes have never looked so critical before. And faces never so strange. As if the men who were supposed to be his mentors and friends are now an alien race. 

Finn gulps. Though it was more like a hard, dry swallow. He turns away and takes another step toward Quint. 

And another...

And another...

And another until he's nearly standing on top of the strange boy from another land. 

Quint's head raises slowly. His eyes widen and mouth drops open as he takes in the enormity that is Finn. 

He's heard stories of the giants and he's watched them from his speck in Culmen. But nothing would prepare him for this. It's just not the sort of thing your mind can wrap itself around. It's like two infinities having different amounts or the size of the universe, you can't understand until you actually see it with your own eyes. And Finn isn't even fully grown yet.

But there he was. Not even a man, a boy no older than Quint standing at least three times taller. 

To say that Quint is nervous or scared or downright terrified doesn't even compare to how Finn feels. And there may never have been a giant as scared as he is right now in all of history. But with all the fear and sweat and rocking in and out of consciousness, Finn is able to keep his wits. Sort of. 

“Speak intruder. What is your purpose here?” Is what Finn is pretty sure he said. But stutters and gibberish and various voice cracks is what Quint heard. 

Quint stares up at the giant, awestruck and confused. Assuming it's the native Truncation tongue. 

“MY. NAME. IS. QUINT.” Quint, like most everyone else who encounters a foreigner, thinks that by speaking extra loud and extra slow they'll somehow be able to translate your words. “I. WANT. TO. TAKE. YOU. AND. FOUR. OTHERS. BACK. TO. CULMEN.”

It was the easiest way he could say it. But it was also the worst. 

The terror blinds Finn. He swings his arm and the back of his hand collides with almost Quint's entire body. It's the first time a giant, an actual normal sized giant has ever hit anyone. Even if it was on accident.

Quint collapses to the ground.

Finn's squad runs to his aid. 

Finn vomits.

“That was amazing,” Finn's most critical sentry says as he slowly swings his hand through the air as though practicing and imitating Finn's backhand. “How did you do that?”

“Impressive,” says the Captain. “But we now need someone to run ahead and tell...”

 

 

 

...Vance Favalolo.

A giant among giants. Not in stature. Or in strength. Or in any other trait held by the giants really.

Truncatians are big, big people. They're generally hairy. And they're strong. Vance is none of these. He's a short, balding, remarkably fragile creature. And to the Truncatians, because Vance is quite different, he is a creature in every sense of the word. 

But Vance is a giant. And Vance is King. His people not only respect him but they revere him. They love him and worship him. But most of all they fear him. 

The giants are, well, giant. They're imposing and intimidating but they're weak and timid. They have the strength of ten men but about as much desire to use it against another man as a butterfly would.

Vance is asleep in his throne. A chair, like everything else in the room, that is carved out of the same kapok tree it is carved into. The room is like a cavern to Vance and carries a resounding echo. The decor and throne are thorny, yet have a high-class, elegant appeal. It's intimidating and imposing but regal at the same time. 

Vance's chair was carved perfectly for him. He can sit straight up and see eye-to-eye with anyone who dares to enter. Giants seldom do. Or he can slouch back slightly, as he's doing now, and comfortably nap. Something a man of his age does often. 

Vance is a giant but he stands about a third of the height of the next shortest giant. And he's bald. Not completely though. It's that kind of bald where that rim of hair circles around the outside of the head and leaves that ever-receding island of just a few odd hairs in the front, causing that unnatural, overly bulbous appearance to the top of the scalp. And for all the muscles and definition of the giants, Vance is more like a stick. A thick, flabby stick. His only resemblance, really, is his dark skin. 

Vance snores and shifts as the giant door to his throne-room slides open.

“Your Highness? My Lord?” Viktor shuffles in through the small opening he made and closes the door. His thick, sticky sweat beads up on his massive forehead and rolls down his rough, almost tree-like, young face. Viktor is bit like Vance in that he doesn’t really look like the other giants. He leans against the wall and bends over, trying to catch his breath.

“What!? What is it!?” Vance is startled awake, nearly throwing himself out of his throne. He looks around the room, the sting from the light keeping his eyes out of focus. 

“Stand up straight, boy,” Vance notices Viktor still doubled over and gasping.

“Yes, my Lord. Sir,” Viktor stands too fast and clutches at the stitch just under his rib cage that tugs at his muscles with every inhale. 

“I'm not your God, your Lord, or whatever other supernatural thing you might think I am. I'm simply...” Vance tries to think of what he simply is. The annoyance of the youth coupled with being rudely awaken spikes his heart rate. Not a good thing for a man his age. “I'm simply your King. But more importantly just a man. And I expect you to address me as such. You can call me da... You can call me Vance.”

“Yes, sir. Vance.”

“So carry on then. What is it?”

“It? Sir? Vance?”

“Yes. It. What you came here to wake me up for.”

“Right. Yes. An intruder.” Viktor stops. His sentence hangs dead as he stares at Vance.

Vance waits for more. He expects details or maybe an explanation. Neither are coming.

“Is that it? There's an intruder? Did you come to ask what to do because you can't remember any of your training?”

“Oh. Um. Well. No.”

“Then spit it out, boy.”

Viktor launches into his story. He tells Vance about the fip-fip-fip and how the sentries in the north spotted a boy. He tells Vance about Finn and how he broke rank to suggest a plan that went against his training. He mentioned the collective gasps and the Captain’s reflection and deliberation and eventual surrender. He told Vance how Finn volunteered himself and approached the boy. 

“And that's the whole story, is it? So to sum it up, an intruder enters our jungle and someone approaches him to find out he's a boy?”

“No sir. I mean Vance. There's more.”

“Then say it already.”

“Yes. Sorry. He said that he wants to take us... back to Culmen,” Viktor broke the sentence up on purpose. He knows that by doing so, what would happen next will happen next.

Vance gapes at Viktor. His jovial mood fades and is immediately replaced with fear and anger and hatred and terror and disgust and every other horrible feeling he could feel.

Vance suspects the worst. He's lived through this before but figured it wouldn't happen again until after he's dead. Long after he's dead. 

Unless they think he's dead?

“He's from Culmen? And he wants to take us back there?” Vance mutters to himself. “But there's only one? There must be more. Waiting. Watching. Somewhere.”

He focuses in on Viktor, “There must be more. There has to be.”

“The sentries arrested him, Sir. They should be here by nightfall.”

Vance springs to his feet. Surprisingly nimble for an old man. But the sunlight spilling through his high and many windows tells him that he has many hours left to deliberate. He sits back down and traces the dimple in his chin with his index finger. He thinks as the horrors from his past rush through his judgment. 

Viktor and his throne-room fall away.

“Sir? Vance? Sir-Vance? What should we do?”

“Wait for their arrival,” Vance's words are clean and clear. They're calm but sharp as he speaks from a distant memory locked away deep inside his head. “Inform me when they're about a half hour out.”

Viktor bows and turns for the door.

“Oh, and Viktor,” Vance says it slow and with a hint of sweetness. “When they arrive, direct them to the Gallows Pit.”

Viktor nods and tries to gulp but the terror of the Gallows Pit gets lodged in his throat.

 

 

 

The Gallows Pit, for a person on trial, is terrifying. For a witness, it's gut wrenching. And for a spectator, it's creepy bordering on the scary. The only person who doesn't fear the pit is the judge. And the only person who ever gets to play the judge is Vance.

The inside of this kapok tree is carved to resemble a courtroom. The only difference is that it's a courtroom from nightmares. 

The judge's bench sits high above the trial floor so he can look down upon the accuser and defendant alike. Making them feel small. Making them feel weak. Making them feel powerless to say anything but the truth. 

There isn't a jury. So there isn't a jury box. But a viewing balcony sits even higher than the judge's bench but to the back of the floor. It's uncomfortable to just have someone behind you, let alone many people behind and above you making you feel even smaller, and more worthless, than the judge. And it's the reason why they call it the pit.

The reason why they call it the gallows is because the balcony rests on twelve hangman's gallows. They rise sixty feet into the air. Each one jutting out just beyond the balcony. Rounded, arched, and thorny. And the nooses, because each of the gallows has a noose, are already tied and hung. Swinging and swaying ever so gently. Creaking so quiet that you can almost not hear them. Or maybe they aren't making a noise but just make you believe they are. 

They swing... 

And sway...

Teasing... 

Taunting... 

Terrifying...

“They’re here,” Viktor, too frightened to steal more than a glance at his menacing King, looks up at the empty balcony instead. “Where’s the audience?”

“There will be no audience tonight.”

“But, Sir?”

“Do not question my judgment and authority,” the venom spews from Vance’s tongue as he interrupts the young guard.

“Forgive me. I just thought an audience was mandatory. By law.”

Vance smiles. It's sincere, “I’m proud to see you’re learning. It is mandatory for domestic crimes, yes. But we have special circumstances tonight. I will only interview the intruder and his arresting sentry.”

“As you wish,” Viktor leaves. 

Finn steps through the door with sweaty palms and shaky knees. He pulls Quint, chained and gagged, at spear point in behind him. 

The door slams shut behind them. The initial bang and the ensuing echo cause both prisoner and sentry to jump. 

Vance sits as he did when Viktor entered. Watching as Finn shackles Quint to the hard, straight backed defendants chair. Finn finishes and stands at attention next to Quint. He looks up at Vance, trying his best to hide the fear that his heart pumps through his body. Not only is Vance’s position an intimidating factor to the prisoners, but also to the guards and witnesses that speak for and against the defendant. 

Vance only cares about truth, and nothing, in his mind, gets it out faster than fear.

“What is your name, sentry?”

“Finn, Sir.”

Vance stares into his eyes as though he’s trying to see his soul, “You’re just a boy. How did you come to make this arrest and not your Captain?”

Finn recounts, in detail, the entire story from the moment Quint was spotted, to him voicing his idea, to its eventual execution. 

Vance continues his search for the boy’s soul as he retraces his steps. Finn never felt more fear than he feels right now.  

“Intelligence, initiative, and follow through. We don’t get much of that among our kind. Impressive. And I’m not easily impressed.”

Finn bows out of respect. Humbled by Vance’s praise. 

“Ungag your prisoner. I want to hear from him.”

“Sir,” Finn rips the gag from Quint’s mouth. He chokes and drools as he gasps deep gulps of air. 

“Enough of your pathetic displays, I want silence,” Vance beats his fist on his desk as the sharpness returns to his tongue. “Look at me, intruder. And tell me, why have you crossed the threshold into my lands?”

Weak and hungry, beaten, not physically, but rather spiritually, Quint raises his tormented, blurry, bloodshot eyes, “I mean no harm.” 

Vance spits in Quint’s face, “You’ve traveled here from Culmen?”

Quint nods.

“Speak to me when I ask you a question.”

“Yes. I’ve come here from Culmen.”

Vance laughs a short, derisive laugh. He stares into Quint the same way he did into Finn, “And you expect me to believe you mean no harm? Let me tell you a story about Culmen.”

Actually, let me tell you a story. Don't worry, it'll be much the same as the one Vance is telling Finn and Quint but with little to no vulgarity and venom.

Vance was a boy when the soldiers finally arrived at his village. They've been in Truncatis for decades. They've heard all the stories, recited all the songs they wrote, and dreamed and played about when the soldiers would make it there. 

The soldiers were shelled in bronze and lined with purple. They stood tall. Short in comparison to the giants, but their stature, demeanor, regal costumes and how they were able to command large groups with few words made them appear larger than even the giants. 

Vance watched them from afar. As a boy he was timid, shy, and reserved. Not the forceful, direct leader he is today. 

The soldiers watched the men and women. They studied them. They rated them. No one knew their scale and no one tried to figure it out but they knew they wanted to be chosen. It was a great honor. The greatest. And all the giants wanted to be picked. 

Boys and girls grew up to be teenagers and the soldiers began to watch them. Vance was going through changes with his body. He was growing, not as much as the giants, but he was now as tall as some of the soldiers. He was beginning to find himself and developing a sense of who he was. His shyness was fading away. 

Vance, just like everyone else, wanted to be chosen. He may have wanted it more than the rest. Now he wasn't afraid to say it. And the soldiers were less intimidating now than when he was small. 

Vance showed them how strong he was. He showed them how smart he was. He showed them how determined he was. 

Funny thing about determination, one person can have it, they try and fail, try and fail, try and fail, but they keep on trying while keeping their emotions in check. They stay even. Level headed. Cool as a cucumber. Choose whichever platitude you like, the meaning is the same, they stay grounded while others get nervous, or anxious, or mad. They wear their hearts on their sleeves. 

Vance tried. And he tried. And he tried. For years he tried to impress the soldiers. For years he tried to be chosen. And for years he was overlooked. He was passed over. He failed. 

Vance fell into the latter camp of determination. He became angry. He became bitter. He became too old for consideration. 

Vance was obsessed. He wanted his ticket out of the jungle. He wanted to be exalted in the greatest place in all of Tellus. He wanted to be a King in Culmen. 

Vance packed his bag and without a word to his friends or a goodbye to his family he followed the caravan out of Truncatis to the Great Retrorfluit River cave. 

He did make a very long stop along the way, but that isn't relevant to this story and he didn't bother to make mention of it in his retelling. 

The cave was dark, only lit by a few torches spaced way too far apart to be of any real help for seeing. The sound of the river rushing by was the only thing keeping Vance on his path most of the way down the infinitely long tunnel. 

There was a light up ahead. A small prick. Almost like a single star shining hundreds of billions of miles away on a moonless night. But the light wasn't a star. It wasn't that far away. And it grew with every few steps Vance took. 

The shadow of the caravan broke the opening of the light, which was more the size of the sun now, but not nearly as bright. Some of the giants had to duck to pass through it. The soldiers could hardly be seen and seemed much less important from this angle. 

Vance hurried up to the opening. The light was much brighter in the cavern. A ring of torches circled the wall and climbed up. A brazier the size of a small village burned in the center. And furnaces everywhere, all shapes and sizes and too many to count, roared.

The heat was stifling, almost too hot to breath. Sweat poured from every opening along Vance's skin. And he was hiding behind a rock not yet across the threshold, it could only be hotter inside. 

Soldiers stood guard everywhere. There were hundreds, thousands, positioned around the cavern. High and low. Swords sheathed at their hips, whips draped across their shoulders, or their tips lying across the ground at their feet, or twirling around beside them because watching people work is boring and they had to fidget just to stay awake. 

Vance puked. 

The giants weren't Kings and Queens. They weren't Dukes, Duchesses, Lords, Ladies, or any other kind of royalty. They were slaves. 

Vance spent the next few decades in Culmen. He grew angry and alone even though he did meet a few people he could still call friends. 

His mind could only think about one thing. It kept him awake at night. It gave him nightmares when he fell asleep. His people were slaves. 

And he only had one focus. To save them. 

Vance developed an affinity to knives. But he liked to keep them hidden. The people who knew him, or met him, or had been to his home thought he was odd. Maybe a bit off. 

He liked to read, so they thought. No one liked to read as much as Vance. And if they did, no one kept all their books. At least, not that many books. But Vance read very little. He just found the perfect book for every knife. 

Vance had a plan for those books and he had a plan for the knives. And his plan worked.

Vance freed the giants. 

Vance left Truncatis to be exalted as a King in Culmen, but he ended up escaping Culmen to be a real King in Truncatis. 

The gentle giants of the jungle were whipped into shape. Vance taught them to honor, to respect, and to defend themselves. He taught them anger. He taught them justice and injustice. He taught them war.

Even though most of them are still timid, easily manipulated and fear confrontation, the culture is slowly drifting to Vance's liking.

Vance finishes his story. He leans closer to his sentry and the prisoner. Quint is horrified, Finn awestruck. Vance is a master of hiding his emotions. On the outside, he’s stone, his eyes narrowing in disgust for the young Culmenian. But on the inside he’s happy, jubilant even, at the fear he’s able to instill all these years later and at such an old age. 

Vance snorts and says, “That’s why you’ll forgive me if I don’t believe your lies. I knew you'd return someday. Just thought you’d wait ‘til I was dead.”

Quint sits with his heart in his stomach. Finn stands with apparently no heart at all. Finn has only ever heard the legends, and no one has ever heard the story directly from Vance.

Quint is speechless. He thought there was corruption, but never imagined it went that deep, “I... I’m sorry.” 

It’s all he can muster as his brain works in overdrive. And just as he did with Tourniquet, Quint, like the true politician that he is, has to resort to lies sprinkled over the truth to accomplish his means, “But I swear I’m not here to take your people as slaves. I am, as you can see, only one boy. That would be foolish.” He tries to stall some more.

“Then why are you here?”

“He said,” grunts Finn. “To me, before I arrested him, the reason I arrested him, that he is after five of us. He wants to take us back to Culmen.”

“Is that so?” Vance rounds on Quint. 

Flashes of a childhood memory flicker in Quint's mind. Quint stands, hidden in a crowd with his father. The President is giving a speech, “There are nations building arms and developing the art of war – And yet another nation refuses us entry into their lands-”

Angry shouts ring out from the crowd, “Burn them to the ground.”   

“We own the world, not them.” 

“We must put an end to them.”

And Quint has thought up his exaggerated truth. 

“Yes. That’s true. But it's only because the President, and the people of Culmen, are building an Army. They're preparing for war.”

Vance spits, trying to remove the vial taste in his mouth at Quint’s mention of the President. He surveys Quint for what seems, in Quint’s mind, to be hours. In fact it is mere minutes. Vance looks deep into the black holes of Quint’s eyes as he tries to gauge Quint’s honesty. 

Quint can’t bare it any longer, but he has a good idea what Vance is up to, so he plays along and continues with his lie.

“He’s forcing people into poverty. It isn’t the same as what he did to you. But the people work, and he taxes nearly all their wages to build his Army. It’s as though they are slaves. Hostages to their own government. While half of them believe in his message to end anything that isn't Culmen.”

“Why should my people care? I've defeated your Army once before. Alone. Why should we offer help?”

Quint has lost. His mind and his lie have failed him. “You shouldn’t,” Is all he can resign himself to say.

“Very well then. I will spare your life. I believe your story, for lack of better judgment. You will leave my lands tonight.”

“No,” Quint knows that if he has more time, he can come up with a reason why they should help him. 

“No? You wish death instead?” Vance, though old is still as cunning as when he was fifty. And he was as sharp then as when he was twenty.

“No, I’d like to live. I just want more time to stay. And convince you to help.”

Vance chuckles. It's more to himself as Quint’s words are reminiscent of his youth, “Fine then, stay. But remember, you chose your fate.” 

Vance bangs his gavel.

 

 

 

The wide pathways that sliced through the jungle to create the city are a maze. All the homes and market stalls are carved into the kapok trees with such elegance and beauty that Quint is certain they were done by the talents of the artists of Lignum. 

“Did the Lignumians build your city?” Quint asks as Finn and Vance escort him from the Gallows Pit. Not yet feeling the weight of the trouble he’s gotten himself in.

Vance’s head snaps so fast toward Quint that it threatens to break off. A short, airy laugh escapes his throat, “I don’t have much patience for the men of Culmen, but I will trade with them if it serves my purpose. I will not, however, do any business with the likes of the... the...” Vance struggles for the right insult. “The creatures, the beasts, the slime of Lignum.”

“I’m sorry. I just-”

“Silence!” The wrath spews from Vance’s lips. 

Quint and Finn recoil. Afraid of a man who is, at best, a third the size of Finn and appears twice as fragile as Quint.

“Why is he being allowed to talk?” Vance sends his rage up to Finn. “Gag him. And while you’re at it, drag him.” 

Finn does as he’s told.

And for the rest of his long, winding trip to his eventual prison cell, Quint is drowning in the cheers of the crowds of giants who waited for Vance’s verdict and to get a first hand look at the murderous boy from Culmen as he is dragged by his feet, his head scraping the rough dirt path. 

As Quint suffers through his pain and humiliation, he can’t help but marvel at the height and thickness of the kapok trees. 

A giant would be quite cramped in one of these prison cells. But Quint is no giant so his cell is rather roomy and spacious. That’s not to say that it’s comfortable though. It’s not.

He still has to sleep on the hard wooden floor of a tree that’s still alive. So it occasionally gets wet and sticky with sap. He’s afforded no blankets, pillows, or amenities; being forced to do his business through a small hole in the back of the tree. 

He’s fed, but not much. The Truncatians have no clue how much a teenage boy from Culmen eats so they feed him exactly what they feed Vance. The two are about the same size, but it still leaves Quint starving since there is a vast difference between the amount of food a ninety-three year old man and a growing boy of fifteen eat. Quint isn’t that bothered by it though. He’s used to it, having spent many nights with little to no food back in his hut on the edge of Culmen.

The past few weeks have been hard. Quint often dreaming of being back in his cold, dilapidated hut learning from and watching the world go by with his father.

It’s what Vance wants. What he set out to do. To strangle the boy with solitude in hopes he will give up. Long for his home and freedom. Surrender and leave. Vance is Quint’s only visitor. Escorted by his newly appointed guard, Finn. They make one daily visit to feed the boy and see if he’s ready to leave the jungles, never to return.

“Have you changed your mind, boy? You’re looking exhausted. Malnourished. And sick,” Vance sneers as he slides Quint’s small daily ration to him. Vance does this himself because he knows how slick the tongue of a Culmenian can be, and how weak the mind of his fellow giant is.

“Not yet,” Quint coughs through the hoarseness. “Please.”

“No. There is no pleading. You know the deal. Leave or,” Vance gestures at Quint’s lack of accommodation. “This.”

Vance turns on his heel. A great task for a man his age, but he wants to appear strong and powerful and not give the impression that his body is becoming weak. He saunters off, away from the cell and its feeble occupant, toward the exit of the prison grounds and his escort back home. 

“Sir, maybe we should listen. Just hear him out,” Finn urges as he meets his King just paces - and those are his paces, not the one’s of Vance - away from the cell.

“I went against my better judgment and let him live. That’s all the hospitality I can, and will, extend,” Vance raises his hand to stifle Finn’s retort and end the conversation. “Just escort me back.”

Vance wasn’t able to take a step, or Finn able to turn. 

“Let me fight a Gladiator Ape,” Quint shouts. 

“What?”

Vance only turns his head. His chin rests on his shoulder as he peers behind him.

“Let me fight an Ape,” Quint urges.

“How do you know about our apes?”

“I've seen them. I've watched them. I've seen your warriors fight them.”

Vance stares at Quint, somewhere buried deep in his memories are the days when he used to look out over the edge of Culmen, look back to his home wishing he could make things better and vowing to not return until he did. Vance pushes the search for the memories faded with age from his mind, “And you think you could fight one?”

“Yes,” Quint gulps. 

“And to what end?”

“If I win, you’ll talk. You’ll listen. You’ll at least give me a conversation.”

Vance turns as slowly as Finn's jaw drops. Their confusion extends far beyond the compression of the sight of the boy in his cage. Their faces turn toward each other as they share the same look; unsure if they heard him correctly, trying to get assurance from the other.

“You’ll fight a Gladiator Ape? Do you know how big they are?” Finn's words are more of caution than question. A warning, urging Quint to reconsider. “How strong and fast they are? They will eat you alive without even noticing.”

Vance, however, is in no mood for games, “You are in no position to make deals.”

“Just give me my sword and let me fight one. If I lose, I’ll be dead. And no longer your burden. You'll get what you want without having to look like the bad guy.”

“I don't care how I look and have no issues with being the bad guy. And you forget, you are the enemy here. My people want you dead.”

Quint’s words strike a chord with the giant King. A pleasant tune that prickles his skin, raising its tiny hairs, and sends him into a zen-like peaceful state. A broad smile stretches his face, and through Finn’s pleas of refusal, Vance accepts the boy’s deal. 

His smile grows even larger as he utters the words, “You’ll be dead in under a minute.”

 

 

 

The meeting is boring but Teyrnon is a professional. He would never be so rude as to reveal it. His mind drifts as he listens to the droning of Arilius. 

“Boring. Boring. Blah, blah, blah,” is what it sounds like he's saying. 

Teyrnon has other things on his mind. Important things. Not the drivel of corrupt politicians who will stop at nothing to fill their pockets while suppressing the ones who voted for them. 

“Teyrnon.” It's a whisper. But it's loud. Teyrnon looks around the table. The droning continues uninterrupted. He looks above. There are no spectators today. 

“Teyrnon,” the whisper is like a high wind funneling through his ear canal and piercing his drum. 

He looks around again. 

“Teyrnon,” the whisper comes with a scent. It's woody and warm. It smells like holidays and magic. 

Teyrnon jumps to his feet. Arilius stops as the Senate as a whole is startled to attention. No one, it seems, was actually paying attention.

“Are you alright, my boy?” Balbinus asks. Concerned. “I remember one day when this very thing happened to me. I was just sitting there, minding my own business when the urge hit me. I couldn't control it. I had to jump up...”

Teyrnon ignores the nonsense and leaves. He bursts through the Senate doors, out into the courtyard. His robe rippling and whipping and wrapping around his legs in the wind. His strides are long but he somehow appears to be moving faster than they should allow.

Teyrnon pushes through the door to the Lignumian tower. He stands there for a moment before heading up the stairs that circle the inside of the tower’s outer wall. He climbs three steps at a time. 

At the top he rests his hand on the door. This is the only thing that makes sense. 

With a deep breath Teyrnon pushes the door open and steps into the all consuming black. The familiar warm and woody smells greet his nostrils and he knows it was Elle calling his name. 

“You requested a meeting?” He says.

“Your boy is in trouble.”

“My boy?”

“Your boy is in trouble. He is foolish.”

“And what do you suggest I do? You said he was the boy. If he is then he can manage himself out.”

“I promise you he is the one. I do not make mistakes. Your boy is in trouble. Your boy is going to die.”

 

 

 

It takes a special kind of giant to battle the Gladiator Apes. And few giants are brave enough to try. 

Gladiator Apes are a rare animal and bred in captivity. They used to roam the jungles, slaughtering communities, hunting giant for sport. But when Vance came to power, he rounded them up so his people could flourish without fear and expand farther out into the jungles. 

Then they became a source for training and entertainment. Vance commissioned the arena and gave the brave few a platform from which to showcase their talents and bravery. 

Though an exhibition is never without bloodshed. And it always ends in death.

The Arena is large enough for a giant and Ape to maneuver comfortably and freely. So with the extra room, Quint feels he has an advantage. 

The tree trunks that encase the arena grounds are packed so tight that even air cannot escape. And the branches used for seating are too high for even the tallest giant, or highest leaping Ape to get ahold of. The seating branches are packed just as tight as the trunks below, with screaming, cheering, jeering giants. Hoping that what is usually their enemy in this arena will prevail this one time.

Vance has the best seat in the house. A hole carved deep into the trunk, just below the common spectators, where he sits in his high backed, thorny chair. Closest to the action. And not pressed upon on all sides by the sweating, cheering, rioting bodies. 

A gate raises. It’s carved and hinged in the tree from which it swings. Vance looks down to his left. 

Quint is shoved out. 

He stumbles and falls forward onto all fours. The dusty dirt clouds up and into his face, clumping in the moisture in his eyes, filling his nose and mouth. He coughs through the dust, trying to catch his breath as he makes futile attempts at rubbing the dirt from his watering eyes. He struggles to gather himself up to his feet. 

The sun is directly overhead and blinding. The jeers from the crowd are deafening. Quint has never felt more lost. Alone. Disoriented. 

CLICK. CLICK. CLICK. 

The gate across the arena from his is menacing. It’s taunting him as it rises. 

CLICK. CLICK. CLICK.

With every echoing click the gate raises a mere six inches. It's nothing compared with the size of an Ape. Teasing Quint. Raising his anxiety. Telling him that he’ll soon be dead.

CLICK. CLICK. CLICK.

Quint’s eyes are on the gate. His mind racing for a plan. Weaponless and alone he stands with no defense. All he has to do is look down. His sword is lying, hilt toward him, in the center of the arena. Vance offering him plenty of time to get it before the Ape is unleashed. 

The shimmer of the blade catches his eye with the final click of the gate. 

With no time to think, Quint darts toward his sword. But the Gladiator Ape is much larger and can cover more ground much faster. 

Quint dives for his sword, but the Ape’s soft, fleshy hand catches him by the torso. It hurls him through the air, sending him flying, crashing into the hard kapok barrier. 

Quint rolls onto his back and moans. The Gladiator Ape already in pursuit. 

Unable to adjust to the pain and prepare his defense, Quint is lifted high into the air. The Ape’s hand wraps around Quint’s waist, squeezing the life from his gut. It roars, brandishing its large razor fangs. Quint pushes on the giant fingers circling his body, his hands feeling tiny as they try to create space for him to breath. 

Quint tries to scream, but can’t. His voice cuts out at such a high pitch that the only thing he lets out is a muted hiss of air. 

“Quintilianus Twinning,” a familiar voice says. The voice is calming. The tone energizing. It’s a voice Quint knows, but can’t recall. A memory lost to time.

“Quintilianus Twinning,” it calls again. And again it offers no urgency, just the offhanded nicety of when an old acquaintance says hi. 

It isn’t the voice, but how he said his name. Only one person has ever used his full name. 

Teyrnon. 

But he can’t be here. 

Can he?

Quint fights through the haze of tears pouring from his eyes. Searching. Scanning for the body that owns that voice. And there it is, standing in the center of the arena Quint’s sword by his feet. 

Teyrnon smiles as though he’s just happy to see Quint, but not seeing his pain or realizing the danger he’s in. 

“What’s his weakest point?” Teyrnon asks, giving Quint a lesson rather than offering any real help. “Go on. Look. What is his weakest point?”

Quint clinches his eyes closed then open to clear the tears and fights back the urge to allow any more to escape. He looks down at his enemy. His brain in overdrive as his eyes bounce from part to part to part before settling on the obvious.

“And there it is,” Teyrnon claps his hands in joy at Quint’s discovery. 

“But... I... haven’t got... a weapon,” Quint grunts through the pain, “and... as you... can see... I’m... being... crushed.”

“You have weapons aplenty. Anything will do. Anything that gets in there. And as for you being crushed, it’s but a minor setback.”

How could he be so stupid? Embarrassed that it took an old man on the sidelines to show him something as simple as that. Quint, afraid to show his embarrassment, gathers up as much saliva and mucus as he can hold in his mouth. He takes aim. He spits it out with as much force as he can put behind it. 

It hits the Ape dead center in one of his eyes. 

He howls. 

Dropping Quint, the Ape clutches his eye, trying to rub the loogie from it. 

Quint slams to the ground. Proud and surprised it worked. 

“Don’t just sit there,” Teyrnon gestures to the sword at his feet, but doesn’t make any attempt to get the sword to him. 

Quint scrambles, narrowly avoiding a head on collision with the Ape’s monstrous, swinging fists. 

“Thank you,” Quint takes up his sword and faces the charging beast.

“No thanks necessary. Besides, you haven’t defeated that thing yet.”

Quint slashes at the Ape as he rolls out of danger. 

The Ape stops and grabs his arm. A warm wetness fills his hand. He’s been cut. The Ape turns menacingly toward Quint, gathering its rage, and stands as tall and imposing as it can. He beats his chest and roars. The wind from his lungs pushes Quint back a few steps. 

He charges again.

Teyrnon positions himself behind Quint, “Stand your ground, Quintilianus Twinning.”

Quint doesn’t move. Instead, braces his legs in his strongest fighting stance and holds his sword above his head, both hands clasped around the hilt. 

The Ape closing ground quickly. 

Quint beginning to get nervous.

Teyrnon stretches his arms out wide and the moment before the Ape crashes down on Quint, he swings them forward as if shooting an invisible force from his palms. 

The beast is stuck in slow motion. It swings its fists, lunges its neck with teeth bared snapping at Quint, but it moves as though impeded by fluid more dense than water. 

Quint is able to sidestep its attacks with ease. He can defend with almost a humorous simplicity. He plays with the beast for a moment. Frustrating it with its inability to move. 

Teyrnon struggles to hold the Ape in slow motion, and Quint has yet to land the killing blow. Or any blow, for that matter, that will significantly impact it when Teyrnon exhausts his energy. 

Teyrnon is shaking.

Quint stops toying with the Ape and begins rolling and slashing. 

The Ape is getting faster, but slowly. 

Teyrnon clinches every muscle. He's shaking and straining. Beads of sweat popping from his forehead and rolling down his face.

Quint barely avoids claws from slicing him in quarters. 

Teyrnon’s eyes roll back and he falls to his knees. The beast is no longer under his spell, but appears just as exhausted as Teyrnon. He comes crashing down on Quint.

The crowd is silent. Everyone is on their feet. Even Vance is gripping the edge of his luxury box. Confusion and murmurs spread through the arena like wild fire as they look upon the motionless heap in the center.

Quint, bloody and dazed, lifts the Ape’s limp arm above his head and tosses it aside. He staggers a few steps from the slain Ape, able to kill it the second Teyrnon let go, before collapsing down on one knee. 

Quint doesn’t look to the crowd or their King. Instead he turns his head to Teyrnon, but he isn’t there. Quint’s eyes dart to every edge of the arena. Teyrnon isn’t anywhere. 

He looks up to the crowd. They’re motionless. Their blank, eye bulging, jaw dropped stares and deafening silence cast an uneasiness over Quint as he circles around on his spot looking at all the faces in the arena. His gaze falls upon a small group of giants shrouded in brown. He can’t see their faces, just the black hole outlined by their hood. They rise, slow and in unison, almost mechanical, and walk from the arena. Their presence is more ominous than eerie. They remind Quint of the stories and descriptions he’s heard of death. 

They hadn’t seen Teyrnon, just the lightning speed of the hated intruder from Culmen as he slew the beast that so few of the giants could. 

Quint looks to their King. His hands still clenched onto the railing of his box to stop them from trembling. Concern floods the deep cracks in his old face. Fear fills his eyes. Vance scrambles backward out of his box. Out of the arena.

 

 

 

To a mere onlooker, Vance looks like just another old man walking through the streets. But the anxiety, levity, and despair blurring his vision and judgment have the opposite of a sobering effect, causing him to crash and stumble through the streets, appearing unaware of where he’s going and uncertain about where he came from. 

Finn follows in silence. 

This part of the jungle is unfamiliar. Finn can’t remember ever coming here or hearing stories of anyone else having been either. The kapok have gotten smaller and grow farther apart until they fade into a tree unrecognizable to him. They’re tall and wide at the base. They grow up and to a point. 

Finn grabs one of it’s odd leaves, but it pricks him. The leaves, if that’s what you want to call them, are short, thin, hard, and pointy. 

He shakes the pain out of his hand, but doesn’t give himself away. Vance doesn’t take more than a few steps before checking over his shoulder to make sure he’s alone. Finn allows him to get a good lead, sometimes letting him escape his view altogether. He’s been trained well in the art of tracking. 

“I need to know what to do,” Vance stands in the center of a circular clearing. The grass is cut short but it's soft and thick. And flowers, blue, pink, and purple grow in a peculiar pattern. It’s almost as though they were deliberately planted in circle patches arranged in a half circle dividing one side of the clearing. Vance faces the center patch as though he’s pleading with some invisible committee. “I need your help.”

Vance’s head swings to the leftmost patch, the one farthest from Finn, but would be looking at him if someone were there, before reeling around on Finn. Vance doesn’t see him. Finn is well hidden. 

“No,” Vance turns back to the pink patch on the end. “I don’t care who knows right now. Just tell me what to do.”

Vance is losing his mind. Or maybe it’s always been lost. This place wasn’t built in the few minutes Vance has been here or overnight. It had to have always been here. Vance did seem to know where he was going once he made it out of the city. 

“Trust him?” Vance shouts at the pink patch on the right. Or, more possibly, more plausible, the invisible, soundless creatures that only he can see. “You have got to be kidding me. I’ve looked into his eyes and there’s something there. I can’t quite see what it is but I can feel it there. And I don’t trust it. I can’t trust it. There is truth there, but there are also lies. Hidden lies. I can't seem to place them, or what they are, but they're there. I can feel it.”

Vance’s gaze gets drawn back to the blue patch. It isn’t as though he’s staring at the flowers, but more through the air above them, but not quite focusing on the trees at the end of the clearing. 

As he looks and as he listens his anger and stubborn defiance fade into acceptance. 

Finn tries to move around to get a better look. He watches as Vance’s acceptance drops into what can only be described as depression. 

Vance hangs his head in defeat. 

 

 

 

Vance sits in his throne room examining and admiring Quint’s sword. The Eremi who forged this blade put his soul into it. For whatever reason, he must have trusted the boy. The boy must’ve proven his worth. Or he was a great deceiver. 

Thoughts race through Vance’s mind. They're the same arguments over and over. The week following Quint’s battle, Vance disappeared into the jungle. Alone. Since his return, more and more Truncatians have gathered their support for the death of the young prisoner, so Vance has spent an equal amount of time locked, again, alone, in his throne room. 

Finn, the King’s only companion, has taken to doing his errands, issuing statements, and feeding the boy.

Vance is beside himself. Angry that he let the tongue of a Culmenian sway him into a deal. Just as infuriated that his people, who were mostly indifferent before, have seemingly all come out on the side of death even though the flowers told Vance to spare the boy's life. But even more so because he’s unsure who is right. 

He stabs the tip of Quint’s blade into the hard wooden floor by the foot of his thorny throne and drops his head into his hands. 

The lock of the door clicks seconds before it creaks open, slow, trying not to disturb the room’s occupants. But the slower the door swings the higher the pitch and more drawn out the creak becomes. 

Finn stops just inside the door. He closes and locks it with just as much caution he used when opening it. And with just as much screeching from the hinges. He takes a few giant strides toward his sullen King.

Vance knows it’s Finn. He knows the guard is watching him. Knows he is waiting for Vance to make the first move. His head not moving from the cup he made in his hands and unembarrassed that Finn has seen him through such vulnerability. 

“You’ve been great these past few weeks. Taking control in my absence and keeping order when I returned,” Vance places his hands on the tuft of hair on the front of his head trying to sooth the ache that's been slowly building over the years. He stares at the tip of the blade lodged in his floor. “The murmuring gets louder everyday outside for the death of the boy, yet you stay quiet.”

“It isn’t my place, Sir.”

“My name is Vance,” he cups the hair circling his head. His headache is expanding.

“Are you alright, Sir?”

“I'm fine. I just have a headache.”

“A hair-ache?” Finn mishears him.

“No. A headache you imbecile. It just happens to hurt where my hair is.”

Finn looks down. Vance shakes the annoyance from his body, “Do you know why I promoted you to my personal guard? And what that position entails?”

Finn pauses for a moment, not wanting to insult his King with his answer, “I believe it’s because I know your story and you want to keep me close, so you can keep it close.”

Vance tries to laugh. Nothing but silent air comes out, “Partly, yes. You’re very smart. But, no. That’s not the reason.” 

Vance lifts his head, what little light in the room pops in his head adding to the pain in his temple. He locks eyes with his guard, an unsettling feeling for most, but not Vance. He’s so somber and calm that Finn is beginning to get the feeling that Vance has given up. He hasn’t. He’s just a little beaten, yet unashamed. 

“I don’t claim to know it all or have all the answers. But I do have guidance for when I’m in trouble. One source of which, being you. I would’ve killed that boy in the jungle the day he arrived, if it were me and not you. And I would’ve been wrong.”

The broken King averts his gaze and involuntarily pushes all the air out of his lungs with force, “You, however, thought clearly. You thought rationally. And you thought without emotion. I value that, Finn, and that is why I keep you close. So, and this is the part you need to pay attention to, if you ever question me, take issue with the way I’m doing things, then by all means, say something. Speak your mind. I welcome it.”

“Your last guard, Viktor, did he not offer guidance?”

“Viktor is a fool. A babbling buffoon. I had my reasons to keep him here, and they will stay my reasons. I now feel he’s better suited as a sentry. Maybe some good qualities, some of your qualities, will rub off on him.”

Finn swells with gratitude and pride, he’s never been so complimented. Not even by his parents, who, though kind enough, always told him that he was nothing more than a dreamer. A dreamer whose dreams would only lead him to trouble. 

But Finn can’t afford to allow himself to get caught up in the praise. He sees Vance is on the edge of knowing what do with the prisoner, seeing this as his best option, but knowing Vance can change directions at any moment. 

“Sir, I think he needs more food.”

“He’s healthy enough. He won’t die,” Vance swats the concern away as if ridding his airspace of a pesky insect. “Anyway, I’m giving him one more week. Then he either leaves on his own, is forced out by escort, or, if he struggles, he dies.”

“But Sir!”

Vance’s calmness gives way to an ocean of anger Finn has never seen before. The stress he and the rest of the Truncatians, along with the flowers, have put him under. The impossible back and forth he’s been having with himself, alone, and the worry of another war that he may be too old to fight have all eclipsed the praise and task he has just given the guard. 

He stands and approaches the giant. And though he’s not fully grown, Finn still stands nearly three times as tall and three times as wide as his tiny King. He could crush the withering old man with one hand and no sweat, but there’s nothing but reverence on his face as he stares into those fiery eyes. 

And with a level voice, unwavering, and not matching that of his actions, Vance asks, “Do you question my choices?”

Finn stands his ground, though inside he’s wincing in fear, “Killing him now will be just as wrong as if you had when he first arrived. He means no harm and has caused none either.”

“He’s caused us harm. He’s stealing our food and has created a riot in my streets. I have to take back my power.”

“Then keep your word and listen to him. You don’t have to like what he says and you don’t have to agree to his deal. Just listen to him. And don’t kill him. If you do, you’ll be no better than the monsters you warn us against. Just listen to him. He will give up soon.”

Vance makes his way back to his throne, appearing every bit as old as his age suggests. He sits and goes back to trying to rub his tired out again, but doesn’t take his eyes off Finn. A small half smile curls one side of his lips as though he knows what he’s going to do, has known all along, and is just toying with his guard. 

“I’m not as confident as you, Finn. There’s something in that boy. I can see it in his eyes. I just can’t place it with my finger. It’s like he wants to be honest and almost believes he is, but in there, somewhere, I can feel it, I just can’t find it, he’s hiding something.” Vance breaks off his eye contact with Finn. The night, this argument, and his burden finally getting the better of him. He stretches and allows his eyelids to droop. 

Droop. 

Close.

“Go give him your food if you must, I know you’ll do it with or without my blessing,” and with that, Vance falls asleep, reinforcing in Finn that his King may be getting too old for his job.

The past week of Quint’s imprisonment was slow for everyone. The shouts in the streets became louder and more violent in nature as Vance’s announcements ended and the anticipation over Quint’s fate rose. 

Vance secluded himself even further, requesting Finn limit his visits. And Finn kept Quint fed, but most of his time was spent standing guard outside the throne room, waiting, hoping Vance would come to his senses.

The last announcement Finn gave was a week ago, just after Vance outlined his plans and decided Quint only had another week to leave or die. The news spread through the city and out into the farthest reaches of the jungles. Soon the city was packed with all walks of Truncatian life. Military giants, sentries, captains, all abandoning their posts. Woodworkers stopped carving out new kapok trees as they created new homes, schools, markets, cities. Radical giants who opposed Vance’s rule, hiding deep in the jungles away from the oppressive military, living life the way they did before Vance, before the slavery, ventured into the heart of Vance’s kingdom to witness what they believe will ultimately be Vance’s fall. 

By day the city was overcrowded, loud, and edging on becoming a riot. Vance gave his people the ability to hate, be angry, and to demand justice. He never thought it would be against him. By night, the giants ventured to the outskirts of the city, setting up camps and enjoying their new friends celebrating like they were on holiday, coming together for a common cause. 

Some declared their King mad. Others believed he was blinded by the power he created in the throne. And others yet, though on the side of justice, seemed indifferent to the entire event. 

Finn knocks on the enormous doors, warning Vance before entering the throne room. 

“Sir, the deadline you gave is tomorrow.”

“I know when it is,” Vance’s words are gentle but hidden deep within his tone is an air of instigation. Begging Finn to fight him again.

“So you stand by your decision,” it isn’t a question but a surrender.

“It’s not my decision. It’s the boy’s,” Vance stands from his throne. His body stiff. His joints and muscles pop and ache. His age, his life, his power, and now this decision culminating at this moment  threatening to end his life now, in such a boring manner, after all the excitement he’s experienced and all the dangers he’s seen. It’s pretty anticlimactic. And not the way he saw his end and certainly not the way he wanted it. 

“Here,” Finn scrambles to help the feeble man. “Let me help.”

“Get your hands off me, you,” Vance snaps back as he swats at Finn with the back of his hand. 

“Sorry, Sir. You just look-”

“I may appear frail, but I’m still capable.”

Finn, unsure that Vance truly is anymore, watches as he limps and struggles to cross the room. Both feet one step at a time, Vance climbs the stairs to his balcony above the entrance doors that look out over the street, laboring with every step. Vance stands at the windows and stares out without a sound or movement for some time.

It’s a quiet night, like most. The air looks crisp, not cold, but cool for the jungle. The occasional breeze flutters through creating the only movement the night has to offer the inner city. And the stars and moon provide a dim and peaceful, calming glow.

Vance gives in to the night, “I don’t want to kill the boy.”

“Then don’t,” Finn perks up. Excitement filling him to the point of clumsiness. 

“It’s not that easy.”

“Why?”

“Because of who I am. My duty is not to Culmen or to Tellus, it’s to Truncatis. To you and all the giants out there. That boy warns of war, and I know that it’s coming, by all rights it's never ended. But he’s also lying. He’s hiding something.”

“But, how do you know?”

“I can see it in his eyes. He hides the truth and I fear the truth is a trap. I’m scared that he was sent here to get us to trust him, to get us on his side. Only to set us up.”

“But, Sir.”

“I told you, my name is Vance. Listen to me. Once I’m dead our people will need someone like me or else we will fall into the same traps we did before. Your people are weak of mind. They are strong of heart, but weak of mind. I’ve tried to teach you all to be wary, to get angry and to stand up and fight when you need to. I’m proud to see you have. I just never thought it would be against me.”

“No one is against you.”

“You’ve served me well Finn, but I can hear their shouts and their threats. And I applaud you for standing guard by my door, risking your own health to ensure mine.”

“We both know the giants are mild by nature. These riots have yet to show signs of violence and we both know they never will. This is all new ground to them.”

“Then they’ll need a leader who can show them how. Maybe that leader is me and maybe that time is now. Few alive today remember what our people suffered, and of those who are, even fewer had to live through it. They’ve never seen injustice. Maybe they have to before they will be ready to fight.”

“Are you suggesting? What are you suggesting? Are you only doing this to be the martyr you believe the giants need to survive?”

Vance finally turns around. He staggers to the railing overlooking the room. Finn hasn’t moved from his spot, he’s only turned toward his King. 

“And from my blood will give rise to another King.”

“But-”

“I have no heirs. Or, at the very least, any that would be fit for rule. I have no successor.” 

“What are you saying?”

“That you need to take the night off,” Finn opens his mouth to argue, but Vance cuts him off before he can get out a sound. “No arguments.”

“At least let me see you to bed.”

“I can manage. Now go. And use your time wisely. We may not know what tomorrow holds for me. And, in turn, you.”

An eeriness washes over Finn as he thinks about his King talking of his death in such a calm and fearless manner. He strides over to the door and looks up toward where the feeble body stands, blocked by the floor of the balcony. 

“Wisely,” Vance repeats. He turns back to the window and the relaxing night sky as he listens to Finn open the door, knowing he turned back to make one last argument. 

Finn hangs his head and lets himself out, taking care to lock the door behind him. All the while not paying attention to what he’s doing or where he’s going, only replaying Vance’s words in his mind. 

“My duty is to Truncatis...” 

“The boy is a trap...” 

“Our people need to stand up and fight...” 

“I have no successor...” 

“Wisely...” 

And it was that word that echoes in his mind the loudest, “Wisely.” 

What did he mean by wisely?

Vance stands in the window smiling, watching Finn stand in the street, confused and contemplating. The smile extends into his eyes and stretches his face as Finn absentmindedly wanders down the street. 

Contented with the path Finn takes, the one he hoped he would take, Vance turns from his window back to his dark and lonely throne room. These chambers have kept him isolated from his people for many years, they’re a place of sorrow, a cell of loneliness. But as Vance looks around into the darkness, the pride in his heart that led Finn away brightens the gloom. Vance limps back to his throne.

 

 

 

Finn wanders down the quiet, empty road focusing on that word, but not knowing what its intent was. 

“Wisely...” 

With each step the unknowing torment eats a little further inside him. 

“Wisely...”

He stops and looks around. He thought he knew where he was going, but doesn’t recognize where he is. The shops and houses carved into the kapok lined road have disappeared. The wide, hard packed road is now no more than a narrow, dusty path. The sounds of the city have faded. The howling of the camp parties died away long ago, or maybe just recently, Finn can’t remember. He's become immune to their noise. The night has grown darker. The trees a bit more twisted and sharp. The wind rustles the leaves and the bushes, but his mind says it’s a predator lurking in the dark, waiting for its moment to strike. 

Finn tries to shake the horror of the unknown from his mind. He looks to the dusty, bare ground. All he senses is the emptiness that surrounds him. 

A few more steps and he looks up. Wisely is replaced by, “How did I get here?” As the surroundings make connections in his mind. 

The path opens up into a stadium-sized courtyard. The trees are packed so tightly together it’s as if they are one. It resembles the Gladiator’s Arena, but there is no seating above and no carved out hole to allow the light in from the sun or moon. The branches of the kapok have been allowed to grow just as tight as their trunks. There are no gates. Just the small opening in the trees and the path that lay behind him and the bars carved in the trunks of all the trees that encircle him. The torchlight is faded, but still casts its dingy yellow-orange glow across the grounds. 

Finn spins around, gaping at every bar until his gaze falls upon his only exit. It's the same path that led him here. Uncertain of what to do, but knowing, as he stands here now, that he has two options. 

He has an urge. But it’s forbidden. It’s a strong urge. But it could cost him his life.

The little voice in the back of his mind, the subconscious one you can’t hear, but rather feel as though it’s shouting at you from your gut, is taunting him. It’s quiet, but it’s nagging. It’s telling him he’s right. 

And then there’s that word again, pounding, loud, in the front of his mind in another man’s voice, “Wisely...”

It’s unwise to disobey your King, but to Finn, it’s more unwise, careless even, to let an innocent boy die. 

His mind’s made up. Both voices inside dissolve. Finn turns, just as slowly as he did before, scanning the thick wooden bars until his eyes settle upon the right ones. The ones that will ultimately decide his future. 

His thoughts race. Thinking of all the things that he wants to say, might say, or might forget to say. The thoughts spin in his head, making him sick and dizzy about how he will convince his soon-to-be judge, jury, and executioner to spare his life. But, as he makes his dead man’s walk to Quint’s cell, it seems as though no thoughts go through his head at all. 

Finn looks through the bars at the tiny, curled up, shivering, heap in the corner of the cell and realizes he doesn’t know his name. They sentenced a boy to death, were going to kill him, without knowing his name. A knot twists in his stomach as he thinks about the guilt that would burrow and eventually fester and infect his conscience forever if he allowed that to happen. 

“You there. Boy. What’s your name?”

The shivering mess rolls over, though it seems labored and mechanical. He’s weak even though Finn has been feeding him more. It’s not from hunger, but from him giving up. Readying himself for death. His eyes shift in and out of focus as he stares at the giant he only knows as his captor. Thinking it’s time for food, Quint rolls back over, unconcerned for the giant and his offerings. 

“I’m here to talk. To give you your conversation. I asked you a question. So answer me.”

Quint coughs through a dry and gritty throat. The raw membranes feel like they're tearing. He tries to speak, but can’t. His voice is brittle and broken, unable to make sound long enough to complete even the shortest of syllables. 

“Hold on. Stay quiet,” Finn rummages through the pack attached to his hip. He hands Quint a slice of nut bread and holds a canteen up for him to drink. Not unlike a hamster drinking from a water bottle attached to its cage.

Quint devours the bread and sucks down as much water as his belly can handle. He sits down against his bars, out of breath and his stomach painfully bulging. Though still quiet, and not resembling his own voice, he says, “I mean no harm.”

“I know,” apologies and sorrow ring through Finn’s tone. “I believe you.”

Quint turns toward his captor, elated excitement and anger surging through him like a jolt of electricity charging him up to the boy he was before he quit on himself, alone in this cell. 

He wants to hug Finn. He wants to hit him.  He wants to thank him for becoming his savior, but yell at him for leaving him to wither away for so long in this cage. He wants to do a lot, each action contradicted by another. But all he can manage is, “Really?”

“Yes,” Finn hangs his head. 

Quint can see the torture Finn has been hiding for so long. He can see how much the young giant has aged in the few months since Quint’s arrival. His anger fades, his excitement settles, and he now feels guilty for what he, by coming here, has done to this boy. Quint feels as though his punishment, being locked up in this cell, is equal to the guilt Finn has let eat away at him. 

“They're even,” he thinks as he says, “My name is Quint. It’s Quint Twinning.”

A small relieved smile creeps up just under Finn’s lips. It’s hard to see, but if you look close, it’s there. His head raises as he looks Quint in the eye, “Hi Quint. I’m Finn.”

Finn pauses as the two share a moment of acceptance.

“Why are you here?”

“I’ve told you. My people...” Quint launches into the lie he thought up the day he arrived, and the speech he’s perfected over the months. But Finn won’t allow it.

“Your people mean nothing to us. We only care about justice for our kind,” Finn breathes in deeply before letting it out slowly. “Taking your life, however, will only derail our teachings and dampen the meaning of justice.”

“You’re right. My people, because of what they’ve done to yours, should hold a special place of hatred in your hearts. But you’re wrong because you should care.” 

Quint has had plenty of time to think and refine his lie. Even if his practiced speech is derailed, it’s so ingrained that he’s able to manipulate it into any shape he wants now, “People are people, regardless of where they come from or what they look like. If you turn your back on anyone and ignore what the world does, it’ll only cause harm for you and everyone else in the world. 

“I’m not asking you to forget what they did to you in the past, and I’m not telling you to not let them forget and feel embarrassed either. But if you don’t stand with me, they will forget, the world will never know, and eventually, once they bleed everyone in Culmen dry, they will come. Maybe they won’t get here first. But they will come again. And by then, it won’t just be you that is enslaved, it’ll be all of us.”

“I can’t be concerned with that. Not now, at least,” Finn unlocks Quint’s cell and opens his door. “You must go now. Run. Your war is precious, and if you don’t leave now, it’ll die with you tomorrow.”

Quint steps out and stretches in the vastness and freedom around him. He looks up at the enormous boy in front of him, “No. I sat in that cage for months ready to die. And that hasn’t changed. Take me to your King. Or I will find him myself.”

Finn stares into Quint’s defiant face. Minutes pass without a word. 

Finn scoops Quint up and throws him over his shoulder, without warning, and is off at a dead sprint. Finn is fast. And his long, giant strides make him even faster. The extra weight of Quint does nothing to slow him down.

The streets are a maze, and from Quint’s perspective, a blur. He would’ve never found his way anywhere within this giant city.

BANG! BANG! BANG! 

Finn beats on the decorative door to the throne room after finding out his key is useless against the lock Vance applied. He sets Quint down and tries to catch his breath as he waits for an answer at the door.

BANG! BANG! BANG! 

Finn hammers again, fumbling with his keys, making sure he tried the right one. His waiting felt too long.

“Calm down. Calm down. Give an old man a chance, will ya?” Vance’s muffled shouts come through the thick wooden door. 

The door cracks open a sliver, but stays locked by a chain on the inside. 

“Can’t wait any longer. Ready to kill me now?” Vance's eyes slide into the crack. They aren’t filled with fear, but they don’t hold the same confidence and power they usually do either. They open wide, surprise and shock, as they settle on Finn. Vance closes the door and slides the chain away. Before he can open it, Finn pushes it and swings it wide. 

Vance is about to look up at Finn, but his gaze falls on Quint.

It’s hard to figure out the emotions by looking at Vance’s face. Maybe a little bit of fear mixed with a little anger as he looks past the two intruders and down the street. A little pride could be thrown in there as well as his focus falls to Finn. And a little unjustified hatred as it shifts down to Quint.

“Come in. And hurry,” Vance’s eyes dart up and down the street once more as the two scurry in and past him, hoping no one saw what could only be considered treachery by his most trusted subject.

Vance slams the door, though Quint isn’t certain he meant to. He clicks the bolt lock and slides the chain lock back into place. His hands rest against the door as he looks at the crack between it and the floor, gathering himself before he turns to face his guests. 

“What is the meaning of this?” Vance asks, his voice mixed with all the same emotions his face held just moments ago. 

Quint is uncertain how he feels, should feel, or how the King feels. 

“Forgive me, Sir-” Vance clears his throat to correct Finn. “Sorry, Vance. But you did give me permission.”

“Yes. To voice your concerns. Not to barge in here in the middle of the night with a prisoner on the eve of his execution.”

“I tried to get you to see reason with my voice, but you won’t. I tried to get him to see reason and leave, but he won’t. This was my only option.”

It happened, Quint is sure of it, but it was gone quicker than it came. As Finn finished his retort Vance beamed with pride. It was unmistakable, but was only there for enough time for Quint to think he imagined it. 

Vance turns to Quint, “Very well then, speak.”

Quint gulps hard and clears his throat. His heart is racing and his mind is empty now that he has his chance, but feeling on the spot. He stutters and stumbles over simple words looking for some sort of footing in his speech, but Vance’s glare is penetrating and unnerving. There’s something in his eyes that Quint has never noticed before. Something that makes him feel alone, naked, exposed and revealed for who he truly is. Something inescapable. 

Quint finds his hold and his voice. His speech, how he memorized it, about the government stealing and enslaving, spreading its tyranny and greed throughout the world, to all the nations, now feels cliche and thin as he stares into the eyes of Vance Favalolo. But he continues. 

He reminds Vance that though he may be King here in Truncatis, that it’s a meaningless title in Culmen and that their laws are still his laws. And he pleads with him to allow five, only five, young giants to make the journey back with him. 

Quint finishes and feels ashamed, somehow knowing that Vance can see his words for what they are, but still unable to look away from the piercing eyes of the King. 

Vance understands the truth in Quint’s words; little does he know the falsity of his statements. He paces to his throne as he deliberates on Quint’s words. He wants to argue, but knows that Quint is on the side of right and justice, even if there is something untruthful hidden somewhere behind his words. 

Vance settles himself in the large and thorny chair that’s much too big for a man his size. All he can do is ask, simply, “How will only five teenagers from Truncatis, still only kids in mind, help?” Because it’s the only thing he doesn’t understand. And the only thing that actually causes him fear.

Quint stands as still as a deer in headlights. He can feel the blood rushing through his head and pounding in his ears. It feels like he’s on display for everyone to see. Like he’s swelling up but getting smaller at the same time. He thinks as fast as he can for an answer, but none come to him. He tries to come up with a reason. 

Quint thinks back to the conversations with Teyrnon on the day he left. How could he not ask him this? How could he just simply accept this task without knowing why, and expect to convince the nations of the world to go along with it as well? 

That’s when it hits him. It was given to him the day he left, just not directly. 

“The elections,” Quint blurts out a little more eager than he hoped, as though he just discovered something. 

Vance smiles and sighs. He looks up to Finn, “I’m glad you disobeyed me. I’m glad you brought him here tonight. I knew you should’ve but I didn’t know why. And I couldn’t allow it to be my decision to let a Culmenian go free with what he wanted when he was so adamantly after my people.”

Quint just now notices his sword lodged into the floor at Vance’s feet. He steps up and pulls it out, noticing Vance is relaxed and comfortable. Something he hasn’t been in months, or maybe ever. 

Finn, however, doesn’t understand. Election isn’t a word that he’s familiar with and the government of Culmen is something he knows nothing about. 

Without having to say a word, Vance understands, being able to read it all on the boy’s face, “Each nation is represented by five members. But right now, Culmen represents them all. That is to say, they represent what is good for themselves, and not the good of the people they are charged to represent.” 

Vance lets out a joyful little laugh, a rare occurrence for him, “It’s brilliant, isn’t it? Your plan. No one ever goes to Culmen anymore, so they hold their own elections. Bring my people back as the rightfully elected representatives, and the law says that they have to be put in place, to replace the temporary place holders in the offices of Culmen.”

“So you’ll help?”

“Yes. Of course. It’s so simple, yet subtle.”

“Great! Who do I have?”

Vance’s smile fades, “We have to hold an election. That could take months.”

“No. Finn is coming. And I have to go now, so I need the others now.”

“Very well, you can have Finn. And Viktor. But we are doing this the right way. They are being elected. You will just have to wait. Or come back for them. Or they can just arrive on their own.”

Quint’s plans were set off course when he arrived in Eremus before Avra. They were then, again, changed when he had to leave Eremus alone. Now they are again being altered. 

“Anyway,” Vance speaks up, “Where do you plan on heading next?”

“Glacialis.”

“That’s what I thought. By the time of our next trade arrival with them, our elections will be long over. You will have to wait for their ship before you can get into Glacialis.”

Quint’s bag has been sitting in the corner, he noticed it, but hasn’t felt the urge to get it until now. He swings it up into his arms and pulls out his map, “No. Look. I’ll just travel this way. It shouldn’t take much more than a few weeks.”

Quint indicates his intended path on the map. 

Vance chuckles out loud again, “Those are labeled the Deadlands for a reason. You won’t make it across there alive.”

“I will. And you’ll see.”

“Very well, but not with my people.”

His frustration comes to a head. He has to travel back up to Eremus for Tourniquet and the others anyway, he might as well go to Glacials alone, get their representatives and come back here on his way up. 

“Fine, I’ll go alone. Hopefully your elections will be over when I’m done there and I can stop by again on their trade route here.”

Quint rolls his map back up and shoves it back into his pack. It’s empty. It was once full of food. Exotic dried meats and grains from the mountains and Eremus.

“I thought I was going to kill you, so I didn’t think you would mind,” Vance is embarrassed, possibly for the first time in his life. “Finn, take him to the pantries. We have plenty of food. And take extra for what we didn’t provide you with while you were here.” 
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The work on this ship has lasted nearly four months. The master ship builders of Glacialis can usually get a ship built in under a month’s time, but this is no ordinary ship. It’s the second largest ship they’ve ever built. By far larger than every other vessel in their fleet, save one. And a task these shipwrights aren’t used to. 

The shipwrights are putting the final touches on the ship and inspecting it for quality, but Landok can be an impatient captain, a common trait among the young. And he already has a crew loading the ship for its maiden voyage. 

“Hey. Whaddya think you’re doing?” Landok shouts at the crew loading his ship. Landok is a burly young man with a round face and slightly slanted eyes. He has shimmering black hair which parts in the middle and falls just past his ears. He brushes the hair from his face as he strides over to the loaders. “What are you guys? Idiots?”

It’s winter in Glacialis so everything is much harder. The snow falls harder. The wind blows harder. And the temperatures grow much colder, which makes it harder to do physical activity. 

This year may be the worst winter Glacialis has seen in centuries. The snow falls in sheets, which wouldn’t be much to handle by itself, but the treacherous winds are blowing it in sideways. It isn’t a good day to be out on the ocean, but the city is running low on fish, and Landok’s father is late in his return, so Landok is forced to head out on an unwanted trip.

“Sorry, Landok. We just thought,” one of the two men loading the ship, a muscled man twice the age of Landok, tries to explain, before Landok cuts him off.

“Exactly. You thought. Instead of thinking, why don’t you just look?” Landok indicates the porous wicker crates holding their grain supplies for the trip. The crew is setting them in a pile of snow next to the ship waiting until all the supplies are there before taking them on board. “See the problem?”

The loaders look from Landok to the crates scratching their heads. They still don’t see what Landok is taking issue with. 

“It’s getting wet,” Landok shouts. “The grain’ll be nothing but mold by tomorrow.”

The loaders laugh at their blunder as they realize the truth in their captain’s shouts. 

Landok finally loses the last of his cool, “Get out of here. Both of you.” Landok swats an open hand at the nearer of the loaders but misses. Instead of fighting with the young captain, they run off. 

But Landok isn’t through, “And tell your father to send me competent loaders next time.”

Landok resolves to load his own grain, figuring it’ll be the only way to get it done right. He stops before he even picks up the first crate. About twenty paces from him the most unusual thing he’s ever seen in Glacialis stands staring at him. 

It’s Quint. He’s blue and shaking. 

The ooze from his nose and tears from his eyes have turned to icicles on his lips and cheeks and he’s still in the same clothes he left Culmen wearing. 

The words Wido once said whispers in his ears, “You wouldn’t be able to live the way we do in Glacialis.”

As the words echo throughout his head his vision flickers. He stumbles forward, but catches himself before doing a face plant in the snow. His vision fails him again. And again he stumbles. As Quint’s sight begins to fade to blackness for the third time he catches a glimpse of what he swears must be a hallucination. He forces himself to focus and there, emerging from the ocean, waddling and emitting a concerned wail is a penguin. 

Landok turns from Quint, all focus now on the penguin. He rushes to it, checking it over for signs. 

“No. It can’t be,” he finds what he’s looking for. “It is.” 

Fear courses through his body, but he won’t let it control him. He won’t let it cloud his judgment. He turns to Quint, “Oy. You there. Raise the alarm.” Landok points to a bell hanging from a pole just paces from Quint.

The state of fear and emergency that Landok’s in and the sense of confusion from Quint has put him on high alert, warming him up and forcing his body back away from the brink of failure. 

Quint reacts to Landok’s command though instantly wishes he hadn’t. The bell is heavy, but once he finds his momentum it’s also deafening. Quint’s eardrums recede deeper and deeper down his ear canal with every clang of the clapper against the bowl.

The bulk of the city of Kaiku doesn’t sit too far from the port, but it still takes a while for the sound to permeate the streets and for the people to react. The mob of people running toward the alarm throws Quint off guard. He let’s go of the rope and scrambles back from the bell looking for a place to escape.

“Stay where you are. I’m not done with you.” Landok orders Quint. But for good measure he pulls off his thick, furry coat and tosses it at Quint. “Put this on.”

Quint wraps himself in the fur. It’s far too large, but it’s warm. He curls up under the ramp to Landok’s ship trying to shield himself from the wind and watches and listens to the excited but soon to be concerned voices above and behind him. 

“Oh my. It’s a beauty,” Exclaims a member of the crowd, indicating the massive ship as they approach.

“A fitting ship for a fitting captain,” Shouts another.

Today was supposed to be the presentation ceremony for Landok and his new ship. The youngest captain in Glacialis’ long sailing history. But the penguin derails it, and it shows on Landok’s face as his climbs the ramp to the deck of the ship and faces the crowd.

“What is it, Landok?” A concerned voice in the crowd asks.

“Have the oceans finally frozen over?” Comes another.

“Oh no. We’re all gonna starve to death,” Yet another faceless voice as it reacts to the absurd question.

Landok holds his hands high to request and wait for silence. Once he has it and after he’s certain he’s mastered his emotions he speaks, “It’s my father.”

“Has he gone missing?” The voices start up again.

“Is he alright?”

Murmurs and speculation spread through the crowd and Landok waits for silence again, “I don’t know. His homing penguin. He... He... It...” Landok knows that if he continues he’ll lose his control. He just points. 

The penguin has waddled his way to Quint. He’s nudging him with his beak begging for a snack. Pecking at his coat, trying to pull him from his hiding place. Quint climbs out and unsure how to react to the demands of the penguin, shrugs at the crowd.

“Who is that?” Echoes through the crowd as their attention fades from Landok and the penguin and settle on the stranger in the over-sized fur.

“I don’t know.” A dejected Landok says again.

“What is he doing here?” The voices increase in demand and concern.

“And what does he want with us?”

“Did he have any hand in the harming of your father?”

“Of course he didn’t. And never mind that,” the harmonizing voices of Pok and Lok say in unison.

“The important thing,” Pok continues on her own, “Is Glendok...”

“...not,” Lok picks up the thought as though she began it, “this stranger apparently trying to freeze to death.”

Pok and Lok march their way through the crowd and up to Landok. After seventeen years they’ve mastered walking on three legs pretty well. Having to share control of the middle one was difficult at first, but these days it requires almost no thought at all. Pok and Lok are identical conjoined twins with jet black hair and jet black eyes. Their only distinguishing feature is their hairstyle, but since they wear hats most of the time that doesn’t really matter anyway. You just have to know who stands on which side.

The girls face the mob. Pok begins the speech, as is usually the case, “This isn’t a public symposium...”

“...Or any form of debate or discussion for that matter,” Lok continues. Their sentences blend seamlessly as though it’s one thought and one speech.

“No,” this is Pok, “and the only reason why it’s even public...”

“...Is for volunteers to help on our rescue mission.”

Landok is speechless. His mouth gapes open and eyes are budding with tears, thankful he has friends who will stand up for him in his moment of desperation. 

“Well?” The girls demand together from the silent crowd. “Who’s it gonna be?”

The winters in Glacialis are fearsome, and this one has been the worst. Most people do the closest thing they can to hibernation. Only leaving their houses for food and necessities. And for curiosity in the case like today. Only the bravest and most insane would undertake a trip like this. 

The crowd begins to disperse. Slow and silent at first, but picking up and more deliberate once people catch on to what others are doing. No one wants to volunteer or to be asked and ultimately obliged to head out to near certain death.

Quint, however, inspired by the twins and blissful in his ignorance to the dangers of the wintry sea steps forward, “I’ll go.”

The few hundred citizens that are left, Pok, Lok, and Landok turn and look the skinny, fragile foreigner up and down. 

“What do you know about sailing?” A shout from the crowd. 

“Nothing.” Quint doesn’t try to hide his ignorance.

“Then what makes you think you can help?” Another shout.

Quint looks himself down knowing what he is and not seeing the frailty everyone else sees, “Well.” He says as blunt as he can. “I have an able body. I’m not stupid. And.” His last point directed at Landok. “I don’t have an ego.”

Landok smiles and nods accepting Quint’s volunteer. Pok and Lok exchange proud smiles. And inspired by the unassuming foreigner’s bravery, another boy, which is all he can be called, steps forward and offers his services to death. 

Jenik isn’t tall, but isn’t short either. He would never be called big, but at the same time, he wouldn’t be called small. He’s right in the middle. He’s average. His hair is just as black as everyone else’s, and he’s never stood out. But he wants to.

With Pok, Lok, Quint and now Jenik standing behind Landok, he turns and looks at the crowd. It’s much smaller than it was, but if he can get even a quarter of them, he’d be able to captain his new, giant ship through the icy waters. And once he finds his father and his crew, he would have more than enough to navigate it back home. 

“Please,” Landok begs. “I can’t manage this ship, or this voyage with only four crewmen. Please.”

More of the crowd begin to disperse. Willing to take their chances with starvation over the winter than with the sea. 

“If it weren’t for Glendok and Landok, some of us would’ve starved last winter. And most of us wouldn’t have made it through this winter so far,” an old man and experienced sailor shouts to what remains of the crowd. “We owe them our lives, and the lives of our children.” The old man steps forward. “I may not be what I used to be, but you have my services. And those of my sons.”

A conscience begins to ripple through the crowd and more and more volunteers step forward. Landok smiles, proud and humbled, at the small crew. He doesn’t know if they’ll be enough, but he appreciates that they’re all willing to risk their lives to try and save his father. Not even knowing if he’s still alive.

Nervousness and excitement, fear of the unknown, and the pure joy of just being accepted flood Quint from head to toe. His smile is bright and wide as he scans the crew that volunteered to go. The crew that will be his new friends and family for however long they'll be at sea. He looks back at the villagers as they disperse and head back to their home. But all the good and bad that comes with his maiden voyage is erased as he turns back to follow the crew onto the ship. 

What catches his eye is unnerving. What he sees is unsettling. What he's looking at causes more fear than the thought of dying at the hands of the winter sea. 

Standing there, just beyond where the crowd had gathered is a group of people robed and hooded in brown, staring at Quint.

 

 

 

The blackness consumes him. It has swallowed him whole. Teyrnon can feel his feet on solid ground but the darkness is so complete the rest of his body feels like it's in space. He feels like he’s spinning. And falling. And floating. 

Teyrnon can't believe his senses. He can't believe his mind. He can only believe what the darkness wants. It's maddening. It's near torturing.

“Your boy is disappearing,” Elle says. A slight hint of joy hidden somewhere deep in her voice. It's comforting to hear another person in the black. It's relaxing to know you're not alone. “He will no longer be here, with us.”

“You always talk of his death, Elle Rein-”

“Tor.”

“-Yet he always survives.”

“I'm not speaking of his death. Your boy will no longer be seen. At least, by you.” 

“I think you may have lost your touch. I can see everywhe...” Teyrnon stumbles over his declaration as he realizes that there is a place on Tellus that he can't see from Culmen and understands the dangers this time of year.

“Exactly.”

 

 

 

Quint is in awe as he steps onto the massive ship. The shipwrights of Glacialis are the best in the world. They are actually the only ones in the world, but they’ve honed their craft over millennia to the point where the only alteration to the ships they can make is to make them bigger. They can’t innovate any further to make sea faring better, faster, or safer. At least not with the material they have to use.

The Truncatians are gluttons for fish and are always in heavy demand for ice, so they’re willing to part with the wood. They have plenty of it anyway. The metal for the nails and fasteners is another story. Culmen controls the supply and they are in no need of ice since they live in the cold already. Fish they like, but can live without so they don’t let too much metal go in the exchange. And Glacialis has very little money so they can’t afford to straight up buy the metal. They make do with what they get and have developed techniques that require only the smallest amount of nails. 

Quint takes his first step onto the deck, Landok basking in the wonder in his face, “This thing is huge.”

Landok laughs Quint’s comments away, “You want to see huge, you should see the vessel my father’s out on right now. It’s the largest in our fleet. The largest we’ve ever built. This one doesn’t even come close.”

Quint looks around to the crew in disbelief, but every face affirms Landok’s words. He walks up one side and down the other studying and marveling in the craftsmanship. Not only is the ship well-constructed, but it is artfully done. 

“I just can’t believe it. I’ve never seen a work of art this big. I can’t imagine anything bigger.”

“This beast is only two hundred fifty feet long,” Pok joins in as Lok finishes the thought. “And maybe fifty wide.”

“Glendok’s is more than twice that...”

“...Five hundred twenty feet long...”

“...And nearly eighty seven feet wide.”

Quint can’t fathom a boat that big, but he doesn’t have to. The last of the supplies for the seventy-five person crew is loaded and Landok raises the anchor, causing Quint’s mind to change gears.

The ship sets sail into the swirling, icy sea on a journey it was never meant for. In a season it wasn't built for. With a crew that doesn’t know what it’s in for. And with the saddest crowds Glacialis has ever had seeing it off. 

 

 

 

The first few weeks at sea were busy for Quint. He had to help the crew get all their food and supplies organized and learn some of the basic terms and duties required of him. He doesn’t have a designated job on board, but he is required to help out wherever he’s needed. He learned how to raise and lower the sails. How to use the ores in case the sails tear, or they need help maneuvering. And he learned how to prepare the grain and fillet the fish. 

Things have finally settled and it’s the first quiet night Quint has had on the ship. Most of the crew is sleeping or manning the ship from below. The storms and winds have abated. And Quint has been outfitted with the proper clothing and is enjoying the cold night air and the quiet emptiness that is the ocean.

He looks to the sky. The stars remind him of the nights and the conversations with his father. Nights that he’s had plenty of but longs for more. Nights that seem distant and ever fading from his memory. 

“Beautiful. Isn’t it?” Landok approaches and rests his elbows on the railing next to Quint. He looks to the stars and heaves a deep, unknowing sigh. 

Quint only acknowledges him with a nod. 

“So, where you from anyway?”

It takes a while for Quint to bring his thoughts back into the present. And he does so reluctantly, “Culmen.”

“Whoa, that’s a distance. What you doin’ out this way?”

As he’s conditioned himself, lies start brewing and swirling in his mind, but he doesn’t know enough about Landok to appeal to his senses. And he’s too exhausted and ashamed of himself with Wido on his mind, that he settles on the truth, “I’m just trying to help my father.” And as the words cross his lips he realizes that had he been lying, this would’ve been the way to go.

“Ironic,” Landok says without the slightest bit of sarcasm as he continues to stare out into the void.

“What is?”

“You set out to help your father and you end up trying to help mine,” Landok smiles but Quint sees no humor in his words. “Not a man of many words, are you?”

Quint shrugs. Landok pats him on the shoulder, sensing his new friend wants to be alone with his thoughts, “Tell you what, you prove to be a good mate and when we’re done here, I’ll help you with your dad. Whatever you need.”

Landok only makes it a few steps when Quint realizes he doesn’t want to be alone. But doesn’t want a heart to heart either. He wants a distraction. Quint will tell his story many times and every time it remains the same. He doesn’t know why the words came out. He doesn’t even remember thinking them. All he remembers is saying, “They’re not all stars, you know.”

Landok walks back slow and curious, trying to figure out what Quint means, “What aren’t?”

Quint points to the sky, “Those specks of light. They’re not all stars.”

“Don’t know what a star is. Don’t care. We use them to navigate the waters at night. They’re useful little lights. But go on, tell me what they are.”

“The stars are burning balls of fire. But some of those lights are planets. Like ours.”

Landok looks up again. This time squinting. He tries to make out a difference in the tiny dots of light that litter his sky, “How do you know?”

“My father told me. There’s an observatory in Culmen. A giant lens that looks out into space. I imagine it’s much like the sea. Space, that is.”

“How so?” Landok is genuinely engaged.

“Never ending emptiness. Never ending loneliness,” Quint looks from the sky to the water and watches the reflections of the stars as they sway with the ripples. 

“The sea’s not lonely once you get used to her.”

The two stand in silence. Quint staring at the sea. Landok at the sky. 

“And they can see other places? Other people?” Landok eventually breaks the silence.

“No. At least I don’t think they can make out that kind of detail.”

“What’s the point of it?”

“To learn,” they both try to figure out the countless specks on their own. “They’ve been doing it for centuries. It’s how we know so much about Tellus. And the sun. And the moon.”

“Hold on,” Landok grabs ahold of Quint and turns him so he can look directly into his eyes. “I’ve not heard anything about this. I mean, I’ve heard about the sciences, I’ve learned a little bit. But my only education, I mean the only part that I ever really cared about, has been sailing and what I’ve done. What do they say?” 

Landok has stories and his own ideas about the planet but no one believes him. This, he hopes, is his proof. His redemption.

Quint recites, word for word, the lessons from those nights with Wido. How the stargazers are able to see distant planets circling distant suns. How they can see these planets are round and that they spin, which can only mean they’re spherical. 

“No,” Landok smashes a heavy fist onto the railing. “Stop. It’s lies.”

Quint is taken aback and takes a step away from the enraged monster before him, “It’s only what they’ve observed. And basic assumptions led them to believe Tellus is much the same way.”

“Then they’re bad observations. Or bad assumptions. Because I’ve been to the edge. I’ve gone over the edge.”

“The edge of what?” Quint has no idea where the conversation has gone.

“Tellus. It’s flat. It’s thick, but it’s flat.”

“It can’t be. Look. I’ll show you,” Quint swings his bag off his back and pulls out his map. He unrolls it on the deck floor. “When you’re in Culmen you can look out from any point and see the entire world. When I look out from my house I can see what’s behind me. The only way that would be possible is if the world is round.”

Landok studies the map. He’s never been to Culmen and doesn’t know anything about watching the world, but he studies the map hoping to find an answer. 

“There’s another way,” Landok remains defiant to the logic of the situation. “I just know it.”

Quint looks hard at the map hoping it will reveal some secret that no one has discovered before. It doesn’t and he can’t figure out any other way for it to make sense. He rolls his map up and puts it away, “I’m sorry.”

“He’s on his story again?” Pok and Lok arrive, having watched the scene unfold from across the ship. 

“Ask him to take you...”

“...See what he says to that.”

Quint looks to Landok and waits for an answer. Embarrassment floods his cheeks as he must admit the only problem to his claim, “I can’t.”

“Why not?” Pok and Lok press.

“This boat's too big. And it’s not fast enough,” Landok looks from disbelieving face to disbelieving face. “The edge is a dangerous place. I’ve only ever been there in my one man sail and I haven’t been able to get back since.”

Quint feels bad. He likes Landok and is ashamed he embarrassed him and made him feel dumb.

Landok rests his elbows on the rail. He runs his fingers through his hair and clenches his fists around the strands. 

“Tell me the story,” Quint encourages him. 

“So you can make fun of me some more?”

“No. I just want to know what happened,” and Quint means it. 

Landok looks back at Pok and Lok, “Not a word or you’ll be scrubbing not only the deck, but every floor, wall, and ceiling on this ship until we get back to port.” And Landok launches into his story...

It was a bright summer day and unusually warm even for this time of year in Glacialis. Landok was only thirteen and not yet a captain. He was already showing promise, but then again, he did have the advantage of growing up and learning from his father, Glendok, the most decorated captain in centuries. 

Landok always enjoyed the sea. He spent his days at work out on the sea for weeks, sometimes even months on end, learning the ways of a seaman--catching fish to keep his country fed through the winter and, if there was enough, to use as trade with most of the other nations of Tellus. 

Even when Landok wasn’t working, he still tried to get out to sea. Sometimes his father, or one of the other captains, would take him out in one of the smaller vessels so he could learn how to control and navigate the ship without the responsibilities of work interfering. But the times on the sea Landok enjoyed most were the days spent in his one-man sail.

His one-man sail was a gift for his thirteenth birthday. It was long and lean and flat on the bottom, except for in the middle. There it jutted down into a deep “V”. It was a design of Glendok’s. He thought the V would give it the angle it needed for speed, while the flatness of the edges would provide the stability on some of the rougher waters. Glendok’s final innovation on this small boat, though he wasn’t sure that it would work when he first thought of it, was a hull made entirely of metal. 

Metal is a hard commodity to come by in Glacialis, and though the boat was small and the hull pounded thin to make the frame light, it was expensive. 

It did work and Landok loved it. On the harsher days he’d stay close to port, but on the nicer days he would venture out a little farther each time. 

Today was the nicest day in Landok’s thirteen plus years, and in the years since he hasn’t experienced another one like it. 

He matured young and was already developing the muscles of a man. In his practice he learned that he was still light enough to get incredible speed from his sail, but also strong enough to control it. 

He climbed in and kept the sails lowered as he paddled his way deep into the ocean, far enough out away from the breeze blowing in against the shore, before he raised his sails and let the wind catch him and carry him even further. He sat in his sail much like one would sit in a kayak, but the deck was flat and wide, stable enough for him to stand and stretch out on calm waters. 

Landok looked back toward home. It had been awhile since he departed and the shore and skyline of his modest city had disappeared from sight. 

How long had he been out here? He looked to the sun, the angle was much different than what he was used to, but he could still make out that the day was about done and the sun was starting to hibernate for the night. 

Landok didn’t worry himself with the possible dangers of being out so far or out so late. The season had been kind to them. The catch had been bountiful. The sea gentle. 

He slid his paddle down below deck and pushed himself up and out of his hole. He climbed out on the deck, stretching, basking in the warmth of the sun's glow. 

He knew the sea well already. You could drop him anywhere and he could pinpoint himself on a map and navigate to any of the many ports around Tellus. But as he looked around, he knew he was lost. He’d never been this far out to sea, and he’d never seen anything like what lay before him.

Fear and exhilaration clashed inside him. Curiosity and panic fighting for dominance. Landok stared at the edge of the world. 

In the years to come, Landok would find out that the waters on the edge rush like rapids, or like a waterfall from the other side. But that day it was calm. The current still pushed, though Landok was far enough away that his boat sat still. The current in the water pushing against the boat as the wind from behind pushed the sails. 

He was uncertain if he wanted to fight the current and have a peek over the edge or turn and paddle away as fast as he could. He was in awe of the edge and the battle inside had not yet been won. So he remained standing and staring from the deck. 

The wind picked up and began slicing his boat through the current towards the edge. The current tried to push back, but its attempts this far away were futile. He creeped closer and closer while the current got stronger and stronger. 

Still miles from the edge, Landok jumped in his hole and pulled his paddle out. He rested it across his boat as he looked back and forth from where his home should be to the edge, trying to decide what he wanted to do. 

He knew what awaited him back home, though he probably wouldn’t arrive until morning and a punishment would be ready if he arrived safely. 

But the edge was just too compelling. If he could only get close enough to get a small glimpse over, he’d be happy. 

He plunged the paddle into the water and pulled, then switched sides and repeated the motion. He pulled with all his might. Harder than he’d ever done before. Trying to cut deeper into the current that raged back against him now. 

Landok fought and fought but couldn’t get any closer. He paddled out and away from the current, struggling, but not nearly as hard, against the wind on his sails. He stopped and assessed his attack as the wind guided him back toward where he just came. 

He caught his breath and tried again. Pulling with everything he had. Left. Right. Left. Right. 

He couldn’t get close enough. 

Landok drifted back out. 

The sun rested gently on the horizon casting pinks and oranges and light purples over the clouds. Landok knew his light was about to fade. His stomach grumbled and ached for food. But his time was limited, so he didn’t want to take a break. He continued his fight against the current. 

Landok paddled away from the current and lowered his sails. He held himself steady as he prepared for one last try. 

He paddled. And paddled. And paddled. Pushing harder. And harder. And harder with every stroke, trying to build up speed as he approached the current. He had his little boat going faster than it had ever gone before. Just before he reached the current, he raised his sail. And at that exact moment, as though he was fated to be there that day, the winds picked up and caught the cloth. 

He kept paddling but couldn’t keep up. The wind had him slicing through the water, the edge getting nearer and nearer. He didn’t stop paddling for fear that the wind would stop. But it didn’t. 

With the edge almost upon him, Landok tried to cut the boat sideways to skate along it, but he wasn’t strong enough. 

His boat was no longer in the water. It was flying out and over the edge. 

SPLASH! He crashed down. The front of his little boat submerged briefly. 

Landok looked in front of him and behind him. There were two edges. 

He pushed  his muscles beyond their limits, forcing them to carry his boat through the falls that cascaded over the far edge around to his side of the world. He knew he should be sideways, but he felt upright. His curiosity was now in control. His fear left far behind him at the edge of the current. 

Landok made it across the other edge. He made it to the other side of the world. A side long believed to have not existed. A side lost to the depths of observation and knowledge. 

It was night on this side, but it wouldn’t be for long. The sun was just setting on Landok's home, so it would soon be rising on this side. 

Landok felt alone and lost but he’d never given into his fear before, so he decided that now wasn’t the time to start. He sailed around for hours. Days. They may have turned into weeks. He lost track of time and food, running on the occasional raw fish he managed to catch. 

He’d been looking for land, but found none. He knew it was time to give up. It was time to try and find his way back home. 

Landok finishes his retelling. He grabs the railing and stretches his back, purposely trying to avoid eye contact with his listeners. Everytime he tells it he can see that look in their eyes. They’re judging him, think he’s a liar, and want to laugh at him. 

“How were you able to get back to this side,” Quint asks. “If you were so tired and weak?”

“The current flows from that side to this. I didn’t have to do much. It wasn’t a fight.”

“I don’t believe it. I mean, I don’t think you’re lying,” Quint tries to soften the blow of his harsh words, but is mostly unsuccessful. “I just don’t think it happened. There has to be some other explanation.”

The four of them, Quint, Landok, Pok and Lok sit in silence recounting the story and possible explanations. Arguing with the logic of it all to themselves in their own minds, letting their imaginations run free with ideas of other worlds and foreign people.

“I will say this...” Pok breaks the long silence. 

“...His story never changes...” Lok picks up the sentence.

“...Not in almost three years,” Pok finishes, leaving Quint to question even more.

 

 

 

“What’re you doing?” Pok yells through the torrential storm, her words barely audible. 

“Lowering these sails,” Lok yells back. 

If they weren’t so close they wouldn’t be able to hear each other. 

The ship has sailed far enough north so the snow has turned to rain. It’s falling in sheets. The wind is howling and whipping in circles. The sails are starting to fray and tear. Waves are crashing so hard and so high it’s impossible to keep the ship from taking on water. 

Pok struggles to try and drag her conjoined sister away from the pulleys but since she only controls the top half of the leg, she’s not successful. Instead she takes hold of the opposing pulley ropes to prevent Lok from lowering the sails all the way. 

“What’re you doing?” Lok fights with her sister to let go.

“We need them up.”

“No. We need to save them.”

“I want to get out of this storm. Saving them won’t matter if we’re dead.”

“And having them all tear and blow to sea will leave us stranded, for dead, when we make it out.”

Pok and Lok don’t fight often. There are just a few fundamental truths they hold that always cause conflict and seem to contradict the other’s truth. They can almost always find a compromising middle ground, but since there’s no middle in this fight and no ground to stand on there likely won’t be any compromising.

The rain stings as it pelts the crew’s skin and only offers brief moments where they can open their eyes and see just beyond the boundary of the boat. 

Landok stands at the wheel fighting the pain of the sharp drops as they pelt his skin and eyes. His muscles ache from the tension of the wind and water trying to steer him off course. As captain, his only jobs are to keep his ship afloat and his crew alive. And he’s determined to do that no matter what pain or harm may fall on him.

Most of the crew is scrambling. Half above deck, half below. And some have already been tossed overboard. Forgotten in this moment, only to be remembered if the rest make it out.

Quint is at a loss. He’s never been on a ship before and never learned what to do in a crisis at sea. His mind is racing. He’s thinking of all the things that he could’ve done differently. He could have stayed with Wido and lived in exile. At least he’d be alive and happy with his father. He could have stayed in Glacialis and chosen another five instead of betting on Landok and his crew. He could’ve gone another route and avoided this disaster altogether.

Quint’s heart pounds through his chest. The pumping blood thuds in his ears. A pounding so loud that it drowns the screaming of the wind and the smacking of the rain against the deck. Quint is trapped inside himself. Almost as though he’s an observer as someone else controls his body.

Through all the pain and fear, anxiety and anticipation, Quint can’t turn his brain off. He’s heard stories of the amazing shipwrights of Glacialis, how their boats are strong, sturdy, indestructible. But as he stands on this boat, in this storm, he has a hard time believing any of them to be true. 

The wind and the waves are making the boards bend and twist. There are times when they separate completely, allowing water to rush in. The gaps always close up, but Quint knows that the boards are growing weaker by the second, with every bend and every twist. He knows that they will eventually snap. And soon.

“Quint,” Landok yells to no avail. He waves a hand to get his new mate’s attention. “Quint.”

Through a short pause in the rain Quint is able to catch a fleeting sight of Landok waving and looking directly at him. He fights against the power of the storm as he tries to make it to his captain. His balance is something he remembers having but has no control over now. 

A wave slams him to the deck and sends him crashing into the gunwale. He rolls to all fours and tries to regain his balance and his focus as the ship rocks in violent and abrupt jerks below him. His pride is telling him to get to his feet, but his better judgment says to stay down and crawl.

Quint does the latter, slipping and sliding, knocking over many other crew members as he makes his way to Landok. 

“Go down below,” Landok screams in his ear. “See how much water we’ve taken on. Check on my crew. If they need help, help them.”

Quint does as he’s told, thankful to escape the direct wrath of the storm.

The rain pounds hard above but the power of the sea below, as it surges in, is much stronger. The separation in the boards that create the ship get so wide at times that Quint can slip out and be swallowed whole by the frigid, salty waters.

Most of the crew have assembled a line from below, up the stairs, and onto the deck. They’ve created an assembly line. The bottom workers scooping the water in buckets and passing them up. The crew at the top dumping them overboard. 

But for every bucket’s worth of water they empty, three more make there way in. 

Jenik has found a voice among the chaos and has taken control. Leading the crew, who had been scrambling around in a panic, to some sort of order and cohesion. 

“Jenik,” Quint shouts though he’s standing almost on his toes. The waters raging in are just as loud as the rain beating on the deck. 

Without hesitation Jenik shouts back, “Find more buckets. We need more buckets.”

The water is knee deep. It’s rising slow, but it’s rising steady. Walking through calm waters is labored and slow, but walking though this is worse. Steps are hard to come by and Quint has to keep his legs tensed at all times for fear of falling. Or worse, he could snap a leg at the knee. He stops and holds his balance after every step, waiting for the right moment to step again. 

Quint makes his way to the store room. The grain is already lost to the sea, their barrels and baskets can serve a better purpose than holding soggy, bloated grain now. He pries a few barrels open and slams his body against them to knock them over and let the water do the heavy lifting of pulling out their contents. 

He tries to lift one, but the water is too heavy. He tries again with the same result. His only hope now is lifting from the bottom, emptying the water, and finding help.

Quint forgets about the necessary caution needed when walking these waters and runs with an empty barrel out of the store room and into the chaos. A wave crashes into his knees, slamming him into the doorway and onto all fours. 

His head aches from the crack of the wood against his skull. His vision is blurry. Quint struggles to stand, but manages to get to one foot with one knee still on the floor. He rubs his head, searching for strength and focus. 

“Quintilianus Twinning!” The voice is muffled by the rushing waters and crashing waves, but it’s clear enough. 

Quint looks up to see, as clear as day, the familiar face of Teyrnon. He stands there as though he stands on dry land on a perfect day. The waters holding no power over him. He tries to speak to Quint again, but the boards in the side of ship separate next to him drawing his attention away. 

Teyrnon presses his wrists together creating a bowl with his hands. Holding them near his chest he gathers his energy, then forces them out and away from his body. The boards snap shut as though Teyrnon pushed the air in front of him hard enough to close them. 

He turns back to Quint, “Stand!” He holds just one hand out this time, palm facing Quint.

The pain and haze dissolve from inside the skinny boy nearly fully submerged in the water. He rises, feeling strong and powerful against the water crashing against his body. 

The barrel is full, but Quint lifts it with ease. He doesn’t know how Teyrnon did it. He doesn’t know what he did. He just decides that he will thank him later. 

Quint, arms full with the heavy, water-filled barrel, runs across the deck and up the stairs. He stops just before he breaks the surface that divides the ship above and below and looks back. Teyrnon pushes invisible force after invisible force at the separating boards, unnoticed by anyone else.

Quint moves with a speed he’s never felt before. To him the crew is but a blur. But to the crew, he goes just as unnoticed as Teyrnon. With Teyrnon holding the water at bay, and Quint siphoning it out, the levels begin to recede.  

 

 

 

The wake of the storm left the crew soaked to the bone and frozen to its core. 

Landok was able to keep the ship afloat and away from any fatal damage. Quint, with the help of Teyrnon, was able to help the crew remove most of the water the ship had taken on. 

Pok and Lok, however, weren’t so successful. Every sail was torn beyond usability or ripped off and blown out to sea. The boat drifts where the water pleases now. And the crew is only half of what it was when they began.

The night passed by in a flash for the sailors, leaving them mentally and physically exhausted. They sit on the deck and stand with their elbows on the rail of the ship looking overboard, or leaning against the rail because they're too stiff to sit and too sick to watch the sea. 

The darkness hasn't yet faded from the night but everyone is too tired to talk and still unable to sleep from the excitement of the storm. 

Landok stares into the sky. Off in the distance birds are circling. He watches but it takes a while for his mind to catch up with his eyes. The birds are thick and not at all birdlike. They have feathers on their wings but their bodies are smooth and wrinkled skin. Their beaks are short and wide, jagged and razor sharp.

“Normoyals,” Landok says with no real urgency or conviction. 

“What?” Quint is closest to him. He heard Landok say something, but didn't hear what he said. 

“Normoyals,” he repeats. And then the horror of the situation hits him. “Normoyals!”

“What are normoyals?”

“First of all...” Pok begins.

“...They're called salsgivers...”

“...And second...”

“...They don't exist.”

They may not be normoyals or salsgivers, but whatever they are they certainly do exist.

“But what are they?” Quint asks again. 

High in the Glacialis mountains the Mages live. They aren't the the magic kind of Mages, they're more like teachers, and they study more, know more, and see more. Their lives are devoted to learning and teaching. 

When the Glaciers are young they spend their autumns, springs, and winters living in the mountains, learning from the Mages. 

There are many Mages with diverse beliefs and unique ways of thinking, studying and teaching. Some are practical realists, while others are idealistic dreamers. And others still are a bit detached, more so than the dreamers. They have rejected the modern schools of thought and still live in the ways of the past. 

These Mages still believe in the creatures, myths, and magic of the early days of civilization. They study it and search for it. But most importantly they teach it.

Landok was lucky enough to study under the last kind. They're picky with who they select and not many kids get to learn with them. 

Quint was told all of this, of course. 

The ship drifts closer and closer to the normoyals. Or the salsgivers. Or the whatever they're called. 

The birds catch sight of the boat. Their thick, round heads turn sharp. There's food on the ship. Fresh food. And it looks easy. 

The squawk is high-pitched and loud. Not a noise you'd expect to come from such an ugly, muscly beast. They dive toward the ship. 

“Take cover,” Landok orders. “Get below deck.”

The crew scrambles as Landok runs toward the front of the ship to try and take the birds’ attention. 

Quint, unafraid because of ignorance, follows Landok. 

“Get below deck. Follow the others,” Landok shouts at Quint, but realizes that not a single member of his crew has listened either. They are all prepared to fight with their Captain. 

“And leave you to die?” Quint pulls out his sword and slices at the first bird as it dives to attack. Its beak is sharp and strong. The clang of the blade against its jaw is like metal on metal. 

It snaps its head and tosses Quint's sword. Quint slides across the deck and scoops it up, he will be no match against the birds without it. 

Another dives and grabs Landok's wrist. Its foot is more like a hand than a claw as it latches on and tries to pull him up. 

Landok can't break the grip. It's too strong and his hand is throbbing and turning red and getting the prickly sensation of when it's just about to lose all feeling. He grabs onto the bird's leg and uses both arms and his body to swing it around and slam it against the side of the ship. 

The bird lets go and does whatever a stumble is to a bird as it flies away to gather itself. 

Swoop after swoop, attack after attack, the birds dive down and gnash their beaks and grab with their hand-feet. Quint fights with his sword, Landok with his power, and the rest of the crew with any weapon they can use to their advantage. No one can do any real damage to the birds, their skin is too thick to cut and bones too strong to break. 

The crew is powerless against them. A few end up getting tossed into the sea while others are carried off never to be heard or seen again. 

At the edge of the planet, though too far to see, a sliver of light breaks the horizon. A keen eye might be able to pick up on the lighter shade of gray that surrounds and colors everything in the early morning hours, but even without seeing it the birds know it's there. And they know what it means. 

Without warning, or caring for their fresh meal, they fly off toward land, toward the thick black and gray mass that should be greens and trees. 

“Where are they going?” Quint still knows nothing about the birds even after fighting them for a good half hour.

“Home. Lignum,” Landok turns on Pok and Lok. “Because they're normoyals.”

“So Lignum can't be home...”

“...To birds or creatures...”

“...Unless they're magical...”

“...And mythical?”

“I'm just saying,” Landok says as everyone falls into their silence once again. 

 

 

 

The sun begins to rise, bringing with it all its spectacular colors as the rays break through the atmosphere and get scattered in every direction. No one cares. No one even takes notice. They’re all too busy reflecting upon their own misery. Too tired for empathy or amazement, and too exhausted and concerned with the tasks ahead, the loss of their friends, and the battle with the birds to sleep. 

The ship left in shambles waiting, beckoning its crew for repair.

Landok gazes overboard. He’s defeated even though he bested the storm in its territory, outnumbered and outmatched. Figuring he will never find his father. And if he does now, after being out at sea for weeks, it’ll be too late. 

“What’s that?” Quint finally breaks the hours of silence. He points a few hundred yards off the front of the ship. “Up there. What is that?”

Landok and his crew scramble to see where Quint is pointing. It’s a scattered mess of debris. It's what the birds were circling. Everyone’s hearts sink into their stomachs. They don’t want it to be, but are certain it can be only one thing. The remains of Glendok’s ship. 

It’ll only take a few minutes for the momentum of the ship to carry them into the debris, but Landok searches for a quicker way. 

“You couldn’t have saved a few sails?” He barks at the sisters. He doesn’t mean his outrage, but he wants to fill the pit in his stomach and erase the fear of thinking his father is dead. He can’t so he does the only thing that comes to mind. 

Without a word or any indication of thinking, Landok dives overboard.

“Landok, No...” Pok shouts. She and Lok run to his diving board. 

“...The waters are too cold...”

“...You’ll freeze to death.”

Landok is already in the water and swimming toward the wreckage. He doesn't care about any harm that may come to him. How could he? Knowing that his father could be dead and thinking it’s all his fault. 

As the ship sails up, Landok already has pieces of the debris in his arms trying to drag it back with him. He isn’t holding part of the wreckage. He’s holding a body. One of Glendok’s crew. 

Quint looks around and by his count sees eleven bodies, but knows that two hundred more went out. Landok doesn’t take notice as to who the floating corpse belongs to. He just tightens his arm around the body and swims toward his boat. 

Pok and Lok realize what he’s doing, “Get a rope.” They shout to whoever will listen. “Quick.”

It takes them hours, but the crew is able to collect and lift all eleven bodies onto the deck. Landok kneels and sobs at the corpse of his lifeless father. 

“Landok,” Quint approaches with caution. Unsure what an emotional and possibly unstable Landok might do. “You can’t keep these bodies here.”

No one else says a word, fearing Quint is right, but making a mistake. 

Landok doesn’t reply. He stays quiet for a while. He wipes the stream of tears from his cheeks. Without looking away from his father he says, as cold as the ice he trades, “They will be stored below deck.”

The crew acknowledges and without hesitation or argument begins to carry the bodies below, leaving Glendok for last. Leaving Glendok for his son. 

Quint continues to argue, “Look at them, Landok. They’ve already begun to bloat. Soon they’ll start to rot. I’ve never smelled rotting flesh, but it can’t be good.”

“I don’t care.”

“The stink will be unbearable. Your crew will get sick.”

“So we’ll vomit.”

“You won’t be able to eat.”

“So we’ll go hungry.”

“Landok, you won’t be able to go that long. You’ll starve.”

The ice covering Landok’s words melt as he stands and turns on Quint. Quint has never felt so small as the fire spits from Landok’s mouth, “Then we’ll die. I don’t care about any of that. As long as my father gets the proper burial he deserves. The burial of a hero and servant to Glacialis. I’d rather starve to death many times over than to leave him out here like this. Undeserving of the man he was.”

 

 

 

Quint gave up on his argument with Landok. He didn’t say another word about it, even after the stench started to drift up from below and members of the crew began to get violently ill.

They were able to find a usable sail in the wreckage of Glendok’s ship. It wouldn’t push them as fast as if they had their sails, or if they had all of them, but they would manage. 

The crew was able to remove the last of the water the ship had taken on from the storm and repair the bulk of the damage. It took a few weeks, and they drifted about at sea at the whim of the current, but the bond that developed between Quint and Landok was worth it. 

“Why did you choose such a large ship for this mission?” Quint asks early in days after the storm as he and Landok take a break from the repairs they are tasked to do.

“Ha,” Landok lets out a short insincere laugh. “Same reason my father took the ark. We miscalculated our food reserves. My father needed a large crew, so he took the largest ship. They had just completed his ark and began work on mine. He figured that with a larger ship he could haul in more food. I was just hoping that we would find his crew alive. And if we did, we would need a large vessel to accommodate everyone. No one knew such a large ship would be so unstable.”

Landok’s mood has lightened some as he copes with his father’s death, but he’s been a little darker and often tries to blame himself for the accident. 

Quint’s only objective has been to try and keep Landok’s mind occupied and away from the tragedy. 

“Why? Why did you decide to build so big?”

“Depending on how rough the winter was predicted to be, we would send two, sometimes three ships to Avra. Stock them full of grain in hopes of making it through the winter. We thought a bigger ship would save time. And save crews from that trip to focus on other things.”

“Three ships? And the bigger ships aren’t stable?” Quint thinks out loud. “There has to be a better way.”

“Well,” Landok is ready to end his break and get back to work, “when you figure it out, let us know.”

Quint goes to work cleaning and gathering any food they can spare. As he works he notices that everything is made of wood. There is no metal. At least, no metal that he can see. 

He’s always liked to invent and modify, and he knows that he doesn’t know the first thing about building a ship. But he finds it curious that there’s no metal. He knows that it’s stronger than wood. He can’t imagine it would bend and twist in the storm. He even thinks that they could build larger ships than Glendok’s ark. His only concern is if it would float. 

He sidles up next to Landok, “What about metal?”

“What are you going on about?” Landok has already forgotten the conversation.

“Metal. For the ships,” Quint thinks back to the days that seem so long ago when he was an apprentice in the Eremi Army. He was fascinated with the heating of the metal to make it a liquid and how they poured it into the molds before pounding out the edges. He’s certain that they could use a modified process to build a ship.

Landok continues to work as he thinks about Quint’s proposal, “It’ll work, yeah. We’ve tested it on a small scale, but we just can’t do it.”

“Why not? I mean, I’m sure you can get what you need from Culmen.”

“No,” Landok wants the conversation to end. Embarrassed that his nation is poor and assuming that Quint is probably richer than his entire country. He moves to the other side of the ship to work and tries to avoid Quint. 

Quint won’t let it die. He follows Landok, “Don’t you see how much safer it’ll be?”

“We can’t do it. I’m sorry. We just aren’t as rich as you.”

Quint takes pause, “I’m not rich. I’m actually the poorest person in Culmen.” 

“And the poorest person in Culmen, I bet, still earns more than all the people in Glacialis combined.”

“They won’t let me or my father work. They wouldn’t let us eat if they could,” it’s Quint’s turn to be embarrassed. He doesn’t like to talk about the conditions he lives in, but if it’ll make a friend and a leader of people see reason, he’ll make himself uncomfortable. “My father has been destroyed. He built that city, but they’ve taken everything he’s ever earned away.”

Quint turns away from Landok, who has stopped working again to listen to the confession. 

“Your father built Culmen? He’s the one responsible for that?” Landok points toward the city and out of reaction Quint follows his finger. Before he can stop his gaze he is staring in the direction of Culmen. 

It’s funny, everyone talks about the magnification and beauty of Culmen, but all Quint sees is the open sea. And the deep greens and the dark browns that can only be from the thick forests of Lignum. No skyline. No Culmen. Just the two shades of blue from the sky and the sea separated by tall, dark, yet vibrant trees. 

“Where is it?”

“You can’t see it out here. You’ve never been able to.”

“Why?”

“You tell me why we can see it from land, and I’ll tell you why you can’t from the sea,” Landok doesn’t intend to be sharp, it’s just the way the words came out.

Quint thinks. It’s something his father never taught him. And something he’s never picked up along the way, “I don’t know.”

“And that’s the same reason you can’t see it out here.”

Quint, distracted from his point by his accidental view of where Culmen should be, stands there and stares, forgetting the conversation he was trying to have with Landok. He watches the trees sail by in their eerie, yet somehow majestic beauty. They're tall and straight. Some are like cones, pointing at the top. Others with thick, wide reaching branches that hold clusters of leaves. 

The trees part as the sea rushes through a gap and a vision of a story Quint was told, what seems like a long time ago, echoes in his head. The gap is wide enough to fit maybe five of these ships end to end, shore to shore, and is blocked by three massive boulders rising just as high as the trees out of the water, preventing any ships from venturing down. 

But Quint can see past the rocks, and can’t imagine anyone would dare sail down the river. It can’t be more than a hundred yards from the sea, the river ends. It just disappears. And the trees on either side do too. The only explanation is that it drops over a cliff. How far down? Quint can only imagine. But with the height of the trees and the abrupt ending to everything, he can only guess that it’s far.  

“You’re a smart kid, Quint. So tell me, how are we to get this metal?” Landok hasn’t forgotten the conversation, and pulls Quint out of the depths of the waterfall and away from, once again, questioning the edge of the world. “Culmen has no need for our ice and they don’t care for our fish. They trade for it, but the small amount of metal we get in return is almost worthless. So tell me, how else can we get the metal?”

“Eremus,” It hits him like a bolt of lightning. The stores of metal he saw in his days as an apprentice was more than they could use in a thousand years. 

“Ha,” Landok laughs again, this time meaning every bit of it. “Even if they had the metal, it’s too hot for them to take our ice. It’ll melt too quick. And they won’t be able to store the fish. It’ll spoil before they can eat it. That’s why we don’t trade with them.” 

Quint has lost. He thought he was onto something, but there is no way around it now. Glacialis will forever be stuck in wooden ships and the world will forever be held at the whims and demands of Culmen. 

 

 

 

More days have passed and the ship is now able to be sailed back home. Landok consults his instruments and the skies above to confirm his location on the map. 

“Too bad we didn’t have any trade material. We’re closer to Avra than we are to home,” he jokes with his crew. 

Quint’s interest is piqued, “Avra?” He rushes to the map. “How far is it?”

Landok points to his best estimation of where they are, “About two weeks out. It’ll take us close to two months to get back home.”

Quint is nervous, he knows what Glendok’s burial means to his captain, but he has to ask, “Were you serious when you said you’d help me?”

Landok recalls the conversation he had with Quint early in their adventure, “Yes. I always keep my word.”

“Then go with me. Now. Take me to Avra. It’s the last place I have to go before Lignum. I’ve been everywhere else,” Quint launches into the tale of his adventure and what he’s already been through. He explains his need for five Glaciers to represent their nation in Culmen. 

Landok bows his head, ashamed of himself, “I’m sorry. I can’t. I told you, my father deserves his burial and I’m going to give it to him.”

Quint concentrates on the map in front of him trying to do all the math in his head. 

“Drop me off in Avra, then. Sail home and give your father his burial,” Quint traces his finger along the path that they would travel to Quint’s meeting spot. “It shouldn’t take you longer than three months to get here. Would it?” Quint looks to Landok.

“No. I shouldn’t think so.” 

“Two months back. Three months to meet up. That’ll only leave me with two months in Lignum and to get back home, but I think we can do it. Lignum is only about a month from Culmen. That will leave us all a month to convince them to go with us. I think we can do it. What do you say? Will you take me to Avra and meet me here?”

Landok doesn’t have to think about it, “Yes.”

Quint has one problem though, “I want your crew. I need them.”

Landok’s brow furrows. He’s puzzled as he stares at Quint.

“I need five of you to join me. You are one. I want Pok, Lok, and Jenik. I’ll only need one more.”

“They’ll join me. And they’ll join you. You’ve won their trust. As for the fifth, I can find you someone.”

 

 

 

Quint is happy to know that he made real friends in this world. Friends that he didn’t have to lie to. As he reflects upon his journey, he feels guilty that he had to lie to so many people who have put their faith in him and wonders if they would’ve still agreed to help had he told them the truth. 

It’s too late to change what he’s done, but as he recounts his encounters and replays what could’ve been, another small but important memory strikes him. 

“Landok,” Quint jumps from his cot and races to the deck where Landok sails the ship. “Landok. I’ve got it. I figured it out.”

Landok doesn’t take notice of Quint’s excitement. He smiles and nods out in front of him, “There it is. That’s the port of Ager. Your destination. It’ll be maybe an hour now before you depart.”

Quint looks out and in the darkness can just barely make out the outline of the port and the city just beyond it. He almost forgets why he declined sleep tonight, but fights the urge to wonder about what is about to come, “Good. Forget that now. I figured it out.”

“Figured what out?”

“How you get the metal from Eremus.”

“I told you, they won’t trade with us. They have no use for our goods.”

“You’re wrong. And I think you can trade your ice and fish for a premium.”

Quint recounts his final day in Truncatis... 

Finn brings him to their pantries. A forest full of hollowed out trees used as storage for their food. Some trees are full of fruits and nuts. Others grain and breads. Quint fills his pack with as much food as he can from these pantries. 

He walks into another pantry and feels like he is back in Culmen. It is cold. He can see his breath. 

“Why is it so cold in here? How is it so cold in here?” Quint asks Finn.

“This is where we store our fish. And other meats.”

Quint looks around and sees whole fish and large cuts of red meat hanging from hooks. And shaved wood covering the rest of the room. It doesn’t make sense.

Finn watches him and smiles. Knowing what Quint doesn’t, but hoping he can figure it out. 

He can’t.

“But how is it so cold?”

“Ice,” Finn puts it simply. 

“There isn’t any ice in here.” 

“Sure there is. See the shaved wood? It insulates the ice so it doesn’t melt. Well, so it doesn’t melt so fast. It’ll last months in here, and by that time, we’ll have more ice from the south.”

Quint finishes his story but Landok doesn’t follow, “And how will that help our trade with Eremus?” Just as the words come out he realizes. “Trade the ice and wood shavings with Eremus. Bypass Culmen altogether.”

“Exactly. And they may even take some fish too.”

 

 

 

Landok docks at the port in Avra. He and what’s left of his crew say their goodbyes to the skinny stranger who risked his life to help save one of theirs. 

Everything Quint has done has been replaying in his mind over the past few days and all the possible consequences of what he’s done are passing through his head as he walks down the ramp. 

What will Culmen do when their only export becomes worthless? Knowing that they’ll lose out on the goods they used to enjoy because nations will be trading with Eremus at a much cheaper rate. He knows they won’t be happy.

Quint waves one last goodbye and he feels good that he was able to tell the truth and get people on his side. But at the same time, as he thinks about the Eremi and the Truncatians, he feels guilty that he had to lie to them. 

“Stop,” Quint shouts to the crew as they begin to raise the ramp. “Stop. Landok. Hey.”

The crew stops and lowers the ramp. As everything he’s done and everything that’s about to happen collide in Quint’s mind, he realizes that he hasn’t lied to anyone. He may have at the time. But his lies would soon turn prophetic. 

“What is it?” What’s wrong?” Landok stands at the top of the ramp.

“When your people go to Truncatis. Tell Vance that Culmen will be there sooner than I thought,” Quint shakes his head, worried that they might be too late. “And when you go to Eremus. Warn them. Tell them not to lighten up on their training without Tourniquet. Make sure they know, they understand, that there is going to be a war.”
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There are only two things in this universe that light cannot penetrate or escape. One is a black hole. The other is Elle's chambers. The two are equally as dark and equally as terrifying.

“These meetings are becoming more frequent,” Teyrnon half jokes. “Maybe you're beginning to soften? Want a friend?”

“I only wish for my freedom.”

“Then what dangers befall the boy now?”

Elle cackles. It's wicked. It's piercing. It's as terrifying as the darkness she lives in. “You are invested in your boy. Maybe too much. Because we all know that futures can change.”

Elle's rocking chair creaks, but other than that no other senses exist in her room. 

“Is this a warning for me or a warning about the boy?”

“You are too involved, Teyrnon. You are too close. Stay that way and you risk losing the boy.”

“How can I be too close? The boy is out in the world, thousands of miles away while I am stuck here.”

“Closeness doesn't have to be physical. And we both know how much I can see. So don't pretend with me. You are invested in this boy, maybe as though you feel guilty for another?”

“Pardon me, Elle Rein-”

“Tor.”

“-Who do I have to feel guilty for?”

“You know what I'm saying,” Elle rocks her chair. Teyrnon just listens. “You risk losing the boy to the others by interfering too much and too often.”

“Interfering?”

“I know your power, Teyrnon. And I can see through this darkness and farther than even you. But let's not kid ourselves into thinking that's a secret between us. I've seen you meddle. I've seen you there.”

“I have no idea what you're talking about. I have not left this city in years.”

“Teyrnon,” Elle's voice is deep and consuming and it is somehow just known that she's stood. A breeze whips around the room though nothing is disturbed. The darkness fades but only slightly, and still not enough to see. It's as though it flickers from black to blacker like a glitch in Elle's hold over the light. “You are interfering too much. The boy only needs reminding. Let him succeed or fail on his own. It is meant to be the boy, the book, and the buildings. Not Teyrnon.”

Elle sits, her chair creaks. The blackness has become absolute once again.

Teyrnon hangs his head even though no one can see it, “I have spent many hours, maybe too many, watching him from the top of the tower.”

The blackness flickers again. 

“I just need to keep an eye on him,” Teyrnon thinks about all the time he's spent standing in the cold and the snow and the wind on the roof of the Lignum Senate Tower. Maybe he has been too involved. Too invested. Maybe he cares more about the outcome than how he gets there.

Teyrnon has always believed he cares about people, but the darkness can reveal more fears that just that of the unknown. It can reveal who someone is, truly and deep down. It can, in ways, make a person see clearer. And help them see into the depths that are blinded in the light. 

Teyrnon presses his hand against the wall behind him and slides it around searching for the door handle. And as he finds it, before he can unlatch it and flee into the light, the fear he was hoping to escape finds him.

His entire life has been about absolution for his people. About bringing justice down on Culmen. About bringing an end to the power structure because of what some men did a long time ago. A time when no person alive today can know for certain what really took place. He's been bent on punishing today's establishment for the mistakes and misdeeds of those they've never known.

Teyrnon has been so consumed and so driven by this that he is even willing to risk the life of an innocent young boy whose only crime was loving his father, just to spur the fighting. Again. 

As he steps out into the relatively well-lit hallway, just before the light can chase away the fears and blind him into obedience and ignorance, he questions everything he's ever done. Every decision he's ever made. Every small detail and every broad stroke that has led him to today. 

And he asks, somewhere silent in the distant recesses of his mind that fades into quiet obscurity only to be forgotten when he closes the door, and so quiet that he isn't sure and doesn't remember if he even asked it, “Was it worth it?”

“Was it worth it?”

 

 

 

“It’s getting worse,” Cass is down on her knees before the man she calls her master.

When Cass was younger her features were more delicate, but ever since the war eroded and divided the surface of Avra, she’s become tough and calculating. Her features have hardened. But if you look close you can still see the traces of the soft, gentle girl she once was. 

Cass raises her bowed head and tosses her long blonde ponytail back over her shoulder, “Master, more and more are falling.”

“Stand, girl,” Diwo stands on a raised stage in the darkened room. Its only light is a single torch and it doesn’t offer much. He hates being called Master. The hierarchy of the other side is what he fights against, he doesn’t want his cause to develop the same appeal. He gave up arguing long ago, the younger generation has grown up under a perverted chain of leadership and he can’t seem to break them of it. “ And report what you must.”

“Their numbers are at about sixty percent by our latest calculations. And growing faster.”

Even under the large, heavy cloak and the cumbersome, yet concealing hood, Diwo can’t hide his withering body. He doesn’t feel as though he has much longer. His body has been growing weaker and more tired by the day. And the migraine that lives in his temple, behind his right eye, pounds harder by the hour. 

“I know how strong their hold is here. What have you got to report about the rest of the nation?”

Cass gulps. Her pulse raises. Beads of sweat pop out on her forehead and threaten to drip down her face. Her eyes dart away from Diwo as she searches for a deflection, something she’s normally good at but seems to crumble in the face of her Master. 

She’s had her secret for a while now, but knew this day would eventually come. She stares into the floor at his feet, fearing how Diwo might react. 

“Out with it girl.”

A dull and endless note crosses her lips as she searches for the words. The ones that will soften the blow. It’s over now, she knows there is no more hiding and no more deflecting. The truth must be told.

“We lost contact,” Cass lets it out in a sigh. 

Diwo’s head snaps toward the frightened girl. He’s staring at her. Even under the hood she can feel him staring through her.

“Who did you lose your contact with? And when?” His voice is calm. It’s a bad sign. Cass has learned over the years that when he’s lost his excitement it means he’s given up a little more. 

“With everyone. About a month or so ago. We have no contacts with any other city. They’ve all gone silent.”

Diwo presses his palm into his eye trying to squeeze out his migraine. The pressure releases the ache, if only but a little. He knows the only thing that makes him feel better is about to come, even if he hates his time there. Every second away from here, is another second lost in this fight. And another body fallen to the other side. 

“Double your efforts here,” he turns away and pulls his hand from his head. The full force of the ache hitting again. “We fight here until we’ve won. If we win. Then we will take it to the rest of Avra. City by city until we have them all.” 

Diwo turns back to Cass. He’s taking this better than she could’ve hoped. “Maybe we’ve spread ourselves too thin.” The words echo from under the hood. “Maybe we would’ve already won had we done this to begin with.”

“But,” Cass tries to argue. An angry Diwo is a passionate Diwo. A calm Diwo is a lost one.

“No buts, you heard me.”

“They’re our friends. Some are our families,” Cass takes her chances with her Master. 

“And they could be dead. Or worse, lost to the other side. We can’t risk losing anymore.”

“Stop... talking...” Dom pushes the words out through gasps of air. He’s a husky boy with short stubble for hair and a round, pudgy face that his eyes seem too small for. 

He stumbles in, doubled over and fighting for breath, sweat pouring down his face and gathering in the usual places on his clothes. Dom sometimes comes off as rude, but he’s anything but. He just hasn’t learned the fine art of gentle conversation, which usually keeps him quiet most of the time. 

“Don’t worry, we’ll wait for you,” Cass spits back, hoping that by being rude to him he might learn how to speak with a little more grace.

Dom holds up a finger, asking for a minute as he clutches at the stitch in his side. 

“There’s a new,” he sucks in a deep gulp of air, “kid in town.”

Cass gathers the wet cloth covering Dom’s chest and clenches it in her fists, upset by his delay, “And you made us wait?”

The only visitors they ever get are from other Avran cities. Most are citizens with questions who haven’t yet fallen, looking for answers. Looking for guidance. Or, if they are contacted by the other side first, looking for salvation. 

“What did he say? What does he want? Where’s he from?” Cass continues to press, her grip on Dom’s shirt becoming dangerously tight. 

“Back off. I didn’t talk to him.”

Cass tries to shove Dom away, but he is much bigger and a bit stronger. He pushes back. 

“There’s no need to fight,” Diwo steps between the two. His withered body is no match for either kid physically, but his presence demands respect. 

“At first I thought it was Nico,” Dom regains his composure. “But it’s not.”

“Why didn’t you talk to him?” Cass’s face is still red with rage, her arms crossed as a reminder not to attack again. 

Dom lowers his head, ashamed, “I got nervous. I didn’t know what to say.”

“You’re a fool. You know that’s your only job.”

“I got excited when I thought it was Nico. And when I realized it wasn’t, I panicked. And you know me when I’m like that. I would’ve said the wrong thing.”

Cass opens her mouth to argue some more, but Diwo cuts her off, “That’s probably a good thing. Don’t talk if you’re not in the right frame of mind.” His words are more to console Dom and appease Cass than anything else. “I want you to find him. Be subtle. Don’t scare him or raise an alarm. Find out who he is, where he’s from, and how deep in he is if he’s in at all. And, if you can, get him on our side. But be cautious, and don’t trust him.”

Diwo presses his palm to his head again as he turns and walks away, “But now, I must get rid of this migraine.”

 

 

 

Avra is a nation of farms, of community, and of people living off the land. They take what they need to survive and give back what they must so the land survives as well. Even the cities, like the port city of Ager is a farming community. The buildings aren’t big or flashy, and the pace isn’t the typical hustle of a major city. It’s like a small town on a grand scale.

The only noticeably unusual thing about Ager is the massive wooden half halo that blocks the skyline out of the city to the south and east. And as Quint takes his first steps off the docks and onto the dusty streets, he can’t help but stare at it and wonder.

Things feel different here. There was tension in Eremus. There was hostility in Truncatis. There was fear in Glacialis. And looking back, Quint felt all of that as though it hung in the air. But here in Avra it’s different. It’s calm and it's content. It’s as though the weight of his mission has been lifted off his shoulders. He feels like a different man. A new man. Like he’s being born again and seeing the world and all its wonder for the first time.

He walks taller and smiles brighter. Quint, for the first time in his life, feels special.

The city is riddled with banners and statues and all sorts of memorabilia commemorating Wido. Quint swells with pride, thinking his newly found sense of peace could be due to this town. The few folks that walk the streets are all so friendly and pleasant. Quint is enchanted, feeling the happiness that’s bursting in his chest and thinking it's a result of them. He isn’t sure, but he doesn’t really care. He feels relaxed. He feels euphoric. A quick glimpse of his ever fading mission flashes through his mind and Quint knows it’ll be easy here.

“Hi there,” a man strolling down the street whistling a happy tune tips his hat as he passes Quint.

Quint smiles and nods. He turns and watches the man go on his way.

“How are ya, sir?” A young lady in a fluffy dress and floppy bonnet asks as she strolls by.

Quint turns again, his eyes follow her as she appears to just float down the street.

“Lovely to see you today,” A cute little girl giggles to Quint.

He turns again  and watches her run off.

“Hope yer havin’ a fine day,” a man in a straw hat and overalls wishes as Quint continues to watch the little girl, wondering where everyone is coming from and where they’re all going. 

Quint turns to question the man in the straw hat but he’s gone and more people are headed his way. Everywhere he turns, and every step he makes, someone new is greeting him. He turns to talk, but when he does they’re already gone and he doesn’t have a chance.

He’s becoming desperate. He gets the urge to grab ahold of someone, but just as soon as the urge comes it’s gone too. 

Everyone is so nice and happy. Everyone is so welcoming and accepting. Quint has never felt such an intense feeling of belonging. His desperation is swept away and replaced by an almost joyful ignorance that seems to embody the citizens of Ager. 

He continues to walk down the street and his mind numbing haze gets thicker. With every step and every greeting from the passers by, Quint’s mission fades further and further from his mind.

His thoughts go to his grandparents. He hasn’t seen them in a few years, since the construction of the halo, but their faces are forever etched in his mind from the days spent looking over the edge with Wido, learning all there is to know about them. He wonders where they are. If they live in this city. And if they’re still alive. He fantasizes about seeing them again, but for the first time in person. He longs for their embrace and wishes they would invite him to stay with them.

Down the street he sees a man, if only for a second, and everything he’s lived for the past year crashes through his daydreams. He snaps from his haze at the odd and out of place man. He's tall and robed with a long, flowing silver beard. The man is gone and with him are Quint’s memories of his travels. The fog that crowds his brain creeps back in.

“Yer new ‘round these parts,” a pretty young girl in a yellow sun dress steps in front of Quint. She touches two fingers to his chest. They’re gentle yet powerful at the same time. Forcing him to come to a stop, and nearly causing him to fall over at the same time, though they barely graze his shirt. The pressure on his chest is nonexistent, but the sensation is electric. And as Quint looks into her eyes he gets embarrassed by her beauty. He becomes awkward and overly aware of his body and thoughts.    

“Don’ be shy,” she giggles, knowing the power she holds over boys. “We’re all friends ‘round here.” The girl wraps an arm around his shoulder and ushers him down the street to his left and into the most elaborate building in all of Avra.

The street is less of a street and more of an alley. Had Quint not been forced down, he wouldn’t have even seen it. It is dark and intimidating. The only glimmer of hope, besides the girl hanging off his shoulder, is the bright light emanating from the other side. 

Even with his mysterious maiden’s arm around him, guiding him, Quint steps with caution. He fights with his eyes to adjust to the dark. And just as they do, he steps out into the light. It’s bright. It's blinding and disorienting. Quint can’t see again, but this time for the opposite reason.

He stands there and blinks the pain out and vision back into his eyes. The blurry fades and Quint now sees that he’s standing in a large courtyard. 

A towering statue of a young Wido that Quint never knew stands in the center. It’s fifty feet tall and staring up, arms outstretched, embracing the sun. Quint, having all emotion sucked out by the marvel before him, circles the statue, soaking in the awe from all sides. 

The girl in the yellow sundress watches.

A stone wall encircles the courtyard, but only stands half the height of the statue Wido, and is covered in ivy. It only gives way to the small alleyway Quint just emerged from and the wide stairway leading up to a building that is clearly not of this nation. 

Quint stops at the foot of the steps. He’s seen buildings like this before in a distant memory. One that is now blocked by the haze of Avra. He’s just as captivated by its beauty as he is the statue of his father. But the familiarity of the building reminds him of tension. 

It’s tall. Taller than any other building in Ager. And while all the others are made of wood, this one is of a polished golden brick. It’s as smooth and shiny as glass and trimmed with the most pristine metal that almost looks like liquid in pause. 

Out of reflex Quint reaches for his sword and realizes that the metal of his blade is just as glorious as the metal of the trim. 

“We commissioned the masons and metal workers of Eremus to build it,” the pretty girl loops an arm with Quint’s and guides him up the stairs.

It’s bright outside. And warm. But the air is light and doesn’t help prepare for what lays inside.

As Quint steps across the threshold there’s a drastic change in the atmosphere. It’s dark and hot and the air is thick and heavy, but in a way it's pleasant and somehow peacefully aromatic. 

The entire first level is a cavern with nothing but empty space with strategic and symmetrical support posts. The walls are windowless and bare. Small braziers hang off every side of the posts and in line up the walls with fires that cast a warm and relaxing glow.

Quint, still locked arm in arm with his delicate escort, watches the ceremony before him. The room is enthralled with people dressed in identical plain clothes kneeling in perfectly spaced and uniform rows. Their bodies hunched forward and their foreheads gently resting on the floor. They hum in rhythmic harmony, sending Quint deeper into his haze. 

“Mass is almost over,” she points to the front of the room. A small raised stage and a giant brazier with a fire blazing casts the person sitting on the stage, facing the kneeling masses, in shadow. 

The man in the shadows hums until it evolves into a chant and everyone else follows his lead.

A scene like this would normally appear odd to Quint, but the general fuzziness from the streets, the nervous desires for the girl that has her arm intertwined with his and the sweet, smoky fragrance from the wood burning in the braziers creates a sense of welcome and understanding that he can’t and doesn’t want to shake. 

“This is the final prayer,” she whispers, her breath feels cool on his neck against the heat of the room. His skin bumps up and the tiny hairs spring to life.

The chant is long, hollow, and drawn out. Quint is certain that they’re saying a word. One that’s familiar, something he’s used to, but at the same time isn’t even sure it’s in a language he’s ever heard. 

The chant ends and the congregation bows one last time to the man on stage in shadow before rising. They all stand in unison, palms and head facing up, much like the statue of Wido in the courtyard. It’s as if they are in a trance, but are released the moment they are standing. Their hands and heads drop to normal as they look around at all the other members, smiling, happy to see everyone. 

It’s as if they had no idea anyone else was there, but glad to see they’re not alone. They greet each other and talk about the sermon as they filter out. Not a single glance, or even a half-glance, is made toward Quint as they pass by him. 

“C’mon darlin’,” Quint’s angel tugs at his arm and pulls him through the empty, hollow chamber. Every sound he makes seems to echo. 

The Priest sits in silent meditation, “Why have you brought him here?” His voice is old but powerful. “You know there is a revolt brewing against us. And we all know that you, of all people, Celeste, are well aware of our vetting process.”

Quint tries to make out the features on the old priest's face, but even standing just a few paces away the burning light from the brazier behind him casts his entire body in a dark shadow. 

“Sorry, Grandfather. But, ya see, I have a feelin’ ‘bout this one.”

Quint sees his confident seductress in a new light. She was able to play him with the teases and promises that he concocted in his own head, but now she is nothing more than a little girl. Looking and acting years younger than her actual age, trying to play the old man with innocence and a different kind of cuteness. With less confidence and more pity. 

Even though he can see it when she looks at the shadowed man, when she flashes her eyes at him, they somehow revert, instantly, to the girl he met on the street and his knees go weak, his stomach flutters, and his brain goes dead as he allows her to, once again, have control over him. 

The priest is having none of her innocence. He’s too old, too seasoned, and his mind is too strong from his many years of having to deal with manipulation to allow a pretty girl bend him to her will. His tone, however, drifts from stern disappointment to somber empathy, “Celeste, you have a feeling about them all.”

“But this one’s diff’rent. I just know it.”

“I know dear. They all are,” he sighs, fearing that she’ll never change and turns his attention, as well as his mood, to Quint. He’s able to do this and have it understood, without any noticeable movements. “You, boy. You’re not from around here.” 

Quint takes a step back. The words that exit the old man’s mouth, though simple, are accusatory. He goes on, “You carry the clothes of a foreigner and the weapon slung around your shoulder is of even another land. And one that you also don’t belong to. What’s your name? And what do you believe?”

The last question gives Quint pause. He doesn’t fully understand it. Belief, to him, is an ever changing term, evolving over time with knowledge and better understanding of the world around him. 

Before he left Culmen he believed people to be terrible creatures, evil by nature. But today, after having traveled most of the planet, though he hasn’t met even the smallest fraction of the people that inhabit it, he now believes the opposite to be true.  

He’s about to speak as his mind drifts back to the ceremony he just witnessed and he begins to understand the nature of the question. 

Religion, on a large scale, isn’t commonplace is Culmen. Citizens do have their spirituality, and most believe in something other than chance and chaos, but it’s usually practiced in private and rare for groups to congregate and worship in public. 

Quint has heard of various sects with strict and devout beliefs and practices, but has never seen any first hand. Not even in his days spent watching the world from his edge of Culmen, and he’s never been taught how to act in their presence. 

He gets down on both knees and bends forward, touching his forehead to the floor, trying to do his best imitation of what he just saw, “Forgive me, Highness. My-”

“What is this nonsense?” Most would be offended by this blatant mockery of their faith and its practices, but the priest can’t help but smile, though it goes unseen, hidden by the shadow masking his face. “Stand up. Talk to me like a normal person.”

Quint snaps himself up, even more embarrassed and aware of himself than before. 

“My formal name,” the priest continues, “in this setting, is Grandfather. Not Highness. Now, let us try this again. What is your name? You can answer that, then move on to what you believe. Maybe it’ll give you time to sort it out.”

“Yes, Grandfather. My name is Quint,” Quint stumbles and stammers, his voice quivering. “And my beliefs. As far as that goes. They are.” 

Quint is steadfast in what he knows and strong in what he believes, but the girl to his right and the man in front of him have him questioning it all. He finally settles on a solution, “I don’t know, Grandfather. I never gave it any real thought.” He lets it out with a defeated gust of air waiting for the blowback to begin. 

It never comes.

“Honest. I respect that,” the priest finally makes a noticeable move as he raises a hand to his head and massages his right temple. 

The braziers on the pillars and walls are starting to fade and the room is becoming much darker than the almost black that it was before. The only things Quint can see, and be truly certain of, are the fire behind the priest and the wall behind that. 

“Not having a belief because of not understanding is natural. It’s normal. And it’s nothing to be afraid or ashamed of,” the Priest lowers his hand. “Having a belief in something when you don’t understand it, is far worse. And something you should be afraid and ashamed of. However, that is not of this conversation. You have obviously come a great distance to be here. That doesn’t happen in these parts often, other than for trade. So I must ask, why? What is it that you seek in Avra?”

Quint’s purpose is still in his head somewhere. It's hovering alone in the back of his mind like some dirty little secret he doesn’t want anyone to know and hopes that he can forget too. It’s hidden among the masses of all his other forgotten memories just far enough out of sight that he doesn’t feel guilty that he’s not thinking about it even though he should. It’ll have its day and he knows that all the fear and all the pain of his quest will come out, but today he’s happy letting it hide like all the other fears and pains he’s forgotten over the years. 

He’s peaceful now, and nostalgic. He doesn’t want to lose that. He wants to relax. His journey has been long and it’s been hard. Right now, all he wants is acceptance. And family. 

“I want to see the Twinnings.”

It’s as though all the air is sucked from the room as the name crosses his lips.  

Celeste gasps. She turns toward Quint but she steps away. 

What little light that was left behind Quint dies completely and the fire behind the old priest flickers as it searches for better wood to feed off of.

The Priest stands. On the stage and sitting, Quint was face to face with him. But standing, the old man towers above him. 

Quint feels small. And in the dark, he feels alone and scared. 

“What do you want with the Twinnings?” All pretense and nicety is gone, though the priest doesn’t have to raise his voice to get the effect he’s searching for. 

Quint takes another step back. He said the wrong thing and he doesn’t know how to take it back. 

 

 

 

He’s tall and skinny. A little more meat on his bones than Quint has, but skinny just the same. His hair is the color of melted milk chocolate and usually cups his round, baby-like face perfectly. Today, however, it’s a sweaty, knotted, clumpy mess. 

His unbathed skin bears the signs of torment and torture. His clothes are ripped and reveal the cuts and bruises that decorate his body. 

The room he’s called his home for the past month is dark. It’s damp. It’s infested with the unclean wildlife of the night. 

A small and narrow window is carved out at the top of the room, offering only a sliver of light during the brightest time of the day. Almost none most other times. And nothing at all during the night. 

The stone walls aren’t chiseled and polished like the outside of the great church, but instead, left uncut and jagged. The floor is dirt and most of the time wet from the stream that trickles down his leg. 

His naked toes dangle and dance in his puddle. His arms stretch from their sockets as the cold metal that binds his wrists hangs him from the ceiling. 

Most days he bleeds and suffers through the pain of broken bones and hemorrhaged blood vessels, but he keeps his eyes dry and his mind focused. He shows no signs of weakening, only defiance. But most nights, when his only companions are the nocturnal inhabitants of the dank and damp, he cries. 

Sleep doesn’t come easy. It only occurs when his mind is too worn out to function. And it only blesses him for minutes at a time. 

When the light slips through the crack they call a window, he knows it’s mid-day, and he knows what’s coming. 

The footsteps thud like a dull throb that only exists in his ears. Slow. Instigating. Antagonizing. Forever getting louder. 

The lock clicks. The rusty hinges creak as the door swings open. Then, and every time, without warning, it crashes closed again. 

He’s always aware but he’s never prepared. His heart beat increases with every step and sinks into his stomach. But leaps into his throat with the slamming of the door. His spirit is ever fading. His will is a thread away from breaking. 

CRACK! The thick wooden rod smacks against his ribs. His skin breaks and the dark red beads up over his wound. 

The wheezing sigh of pain escapes his throat and crosses his lips. 

“Oh,” his torturer gets face to face with him, with breath stinking of rye. “The first noise I’ve heard from you yet. Are we starting to break?” The voice is deep but it’s airy and jovial. 

He doesn’t respond. 

SMACK! The rod crashes into his kidney. The skin there is soft and tender from being a favorite target. 

The sigh becomes a groan. The thread is fraying. 

His torturer laughs. 

WHACK! The rod smashes into his throat. 

He coughs. He gags. He vomits.

He hangs his head for the first time in a month. Tears drop from his eyes. He’s gasping for breath. 

“Stop,” his voice is hoarse and no more than a whisper.

His torturer is cocked back, taking aim, and ready to swing. He tilts his head to the side, curious, and lowers the rod, “You know what I ask for.”

He sighs. It’s a deep, deep sigh of shame and regret. Another tear cleans a line of dirt from his cheek. He mumbles words, though they are inaudible. He pauses. His throat hurts to talk.

His torturer tightens his grip on the rod and leans in, “I can't hear you.”

He tries again. And again his words are no more than a whisper. But they reach his torturer this time. 

His torturer smiles. It took him longer than he’s proud to admit, but he got what he was after. He always does. 

He glides to the door, “When I know it’s the truth, your death will be quick. And hopefully, for your sake, painless.”

The door slams behind him. The lock clicks again. The footsteps fade as they march away. 

And Nico Twinning hangs in his blood, sweat, tears, and filth. His head dropped in shame and cowardice.

 

 

 

“See, I told you he’s different. He’s special. My feeling was right this time,” Celeste gloats as she and the Grandfather hurry to his office. 

Quint was left in the care of Celeste’s father. He tried to argue, but his protests fell on deaf ears. 

“This is no place for you to be...” 

“These could be dangerous times...” 

“You don’t know what’s best for you...” 

Were just some retorts back from the Grandfather anytime Quint tried to speak up.

“And you doubted me,” Celeste continues her self important tirade. “But I was right all along.”

“Great. Good for you. Now shut up,” the Grandfather brings her celebration to an abrupt end as they enter his office.

It’s a cramped little space. And being the tall man that he is, he can almost stretch his arms out wide and touch the opposite walls, either way. Not only is it cramped, but it’s also cluttered. Books and scrolls are stacked and piled everywhere. They cover the floor, his desk, and are even thrown haphazardly on the small, and only, bookshelf behind his desk. 

“I just wanted you to see that my intuition isn’t as bad as some make it seem,” her self-importance has faded into petulant defiance.

“Yes, you were bound to get one right. Sooner or later,” he’s impatient and can’t be bothered by the trivial right now. He pulls off his cloak and hangs it on the back of the door. 

He’s old, but looks much older than he is. The bags under his eyes hang heavy from years of daily exhaustion. The lines on his face cut deep. And his snow white hair is from many years of stress and an equal amount of worry. His body is skinny, too skinny, and looks malnourished. But while he appears to be frail, he still has the strength of a much younger and much thicker man. 

He digs through the many books, frantic and worried. 

“What’s wrong? What are you looking for, Grandfather?” Celeste finally braves. She’s never seen him like this before. He’s always been certain. He's always been a rock for the city and the country. But tonight, the fear swims deep in his eyes. 

He looks up from his search, nearly forgetting she was there, “I don’t want you to concern yourself with that. And it may only be a myth.” 

He strides over to her and places his long, bony hands on her shoulders. They’re strong yet gentle. They’re warming and relaxing, but at the same time they are able to radiate the importance of his words, “You must only concern yourself with keeping that boy secret and keeping him safe. Your parents mustn’t even know my suspicions.”

“But? Why me?”

The Grandfather smiles, not only with his lips, but with his eyes. It’s genuine and full of love, “Because, for all your faults, you are kind at heart. You are able to look past everything and see the good in everyone. It wouldn’t matter what I told you about this boy, you would still see him as you did tonight on the street. 

“But that’s not the case with everyone. I must find out who he is before they find out that he’s here. Because there are those out there that won't wait for the facts. And it’s most of the people in our city. They’ll want to hurt him. They’ll want to kill him.”

 

 

 

Cass and Dom wait and watch as Diwo exits through the back, behind his platform. They’ve never been through that door and have no idea where it leads. 

“Do you-” Dom tries to get out but Cass cuts him off.

“I do the talking. Remember?” She’s still angry that he waited to catch his breath before telling him about the foreign boy. Those few minutes, she thinks, could prove costly.

“I think he meant you do the talking when we find the kid. Not in general.”

“Well, he’s gone. So we will never know now, will we? Unless you want to run after him and ask?” She gestures to the door Diwo just left through. “Go on. I’ll wait.”

Dom looks at the door and back at Cass. Back to the door and gulps. He shakes his head, curls his face up into hatred, and balls his fists as the muscles in his arms go tight. He wants to hit her, he feels that way a lot, but he never would. 

Cass is actually his best friend, and she considers him the same, but she’s much smarter than he is and a whole lot quicker with her tongue too. And he knows that she isn’t usually like this, only when she’s angry. 

“Let’s just go,” Dom turns and does his best to force the frustration from his body. 

The two walk down the long, dark corridor. It’s more of a sewer than a hallway, but calling it that would, in a way, diminish their lair and reduce their respectability. It’s a narrow passage carved deep in the ground under the city. It’s damp and smells of dirt and there is almost no light. The only way they’re able to manage without stumbling or running their hand along the walls for guidance is because of how often they make this walk. 

The walk is long and silent as the two try to center themselves. As they try to forget their dispute and as Cass tries to develop a plan for any and every scenario she can think up when they enter the city they hate above. 

“After you,” Dom gestures Cass to the ladder at the end of the tunnel that ascends forever upward into a tiny speck of light that is nothing more than a grain of sand sized dot of white against the infinite black that surrounds them. 

Cass climbs. Dom follows.

Squeezing up from the ladder, through the exit, can be a struggle. Especially for someone as husky as Dom. Cass pulls herself up with little effort and shuffles sideways, between the narrow set walls, to make room for him. There are mere inches of space between Cass and the walls, but Dom, as he struggles out grunts, isn’t afforded that luxury. The opening is set just a bit more narrow than the walls, and when he makes it up, his back and belly touch both. 

“Shh,” Cass warns. She listens at the facing wall, knowing that their hideout is secret, but the entrance house could’ve been found out and they would be killed if caught. She’s always worried that an enemy is lurking inside. It’s the reason she’s been able to keep the secret of her being part of the rebellion for so long.

She shimmies over a few more steps and peers through a small crack between two boards. It’s so small that, from the other side, you wouldn't see it unless you knew it was there and went searching for it. 

It’s clear. 

She waves to Dom, but offers no help as he continues his fight against his own girth fitting up and into the narrow space. Cass wedges her fingernails into the crease opposite the crack and pushes to seal it. 

THUD. The board releases. She pushes it out and steps from the wall into the room. 

It’s funny. The room isn’t that big, it’s actually quite small, but after emerging from such a tight spot, it feels like a boundless field. It feels like release. It feels like freedom. 

If they had entered from the outdoors it would’ve been described as homey and cozy. Or maybe cramped and strangled, depending on how you felt that day. It’s a small, one room home decorated with paintings of grain and wreaths of grain and sculptures of grain. The furniture is big and soft and comfortable. And the fireplace is stacked with dry logs that invites the urge to light a fire, curl up, and bask in its warm glow. 

Everything about this house says Avra but if you look close it’s apparent that no one lives here. Thick dust has accumulated on the artwork, the furniture appears to have never been sat on, and the logs are so dry that they would probably take mere seconds to burn. 

Dom finally frees himself from the crampedness of the wall as Cass peeks through the edge of the curtain, trying not to make any noticeable movement from inside the house. 

“Thanks for the help,” the sarcasm is blatant as Dom wipes the sweat from his face. 

“Quiet. And hang the board,” Cass only has one thing on her mind. It just so happens that it’s the same thing that got her upset with Dom in the first place. 

Dom does as he’s told with no reply. He usually does. 

“Where did you see him?” 

“Down by the docks. He was walking toward city center though.”

“He came by ship?” The question was more of Cass thinking out loud than something for Dom to answer. She drops the curtain and scratches her head. “Then he’s not Avran.”

Cass looks at Dom but continues the conversation with herself. “You said he looks like Nico, so he can’t be from Glacialis.” 

She’s confused. It doesn’t add up. She can’t seem to make sense of it. She could sit here and question it all night in her mind, but that would offer her no answers. 

She has to push it all aside for now. Everything she’s fought for and everything she’s ever believed has been right, at least in her mind. But this one small happening, the Avran boy not from Avra, has her questioning everything. 

“The docks are on the other side of the city,” Dom interrupts her thoughts and snaps her back into reality. “It’ll take a while for us to get there.” He’s just trying to be helpful and urge her to make the decision to leave the house.

“I know. I’m just worried that we might be too late. But at least we know that he’s on the move, and that means he’s coming toward us.”

They make their way out into the street and toward the city. They go generally unnoticed, but it’s not as if they’re known rebels so it wouldn’t make a difference if they were. 

The streets aren’t busy, but they aren’t empty either. It’s just a typical Avran Sevensday. The day that most relax, go out to the market stalls, or just stroll the streets with no concerns other than admiring and accepting the beauty of the day.  

Cass and Dom seem to be the only ones in a hurry. They rush past people. Weave between others. But they almost always receive a pleasant greeting. 

“Hi, how’re ya?..” 

“It’s good to see you. Tell yer folks I said hi...” 

“Beautiful day, isn’t it...” 

“Oh, it’s so nice to see the kids out playing games and having fun in times like these...”

They go mostly ignored by the two, but Dom gives the occasional wave and smile to the people he knows. 

Cass stops. Dom isn’t as quick to notice. He collides with her, almost flattening her into the ground. 

“Pay attention, won’t you,” she pushes him off of her and crouches up. “Is that him?” 

Cass points to the tall and skinny stranger. He’s wearing plain clothes, tattered and torn in all the usual worn out places, but they're clothes in a style she’s never seen. The sack that hangs from his back is unassuming and wouldn’t appear out of place on any other person, but the sword that hangs beside it is wildly curved and wicked, forcing her to suck in air rather loud and quick, recoil, and squeeze one of Dom’s thick forearms. 

Dom just nods.

“Are you sure it’s not Nico?” She squints to try and bring him more into focus. “I mean, he does look just like him. Maybe Nico just got a little sidetracked and ended up somewhere else?”

Dom shakes his head, “I thought the same thing. I got close. It’s not him.”

The two watch the boy walk. They watch his head turn and his eyes open wide as he stares at the statues and banners and the large half-halo that surrounds the city to their backs. They watch as his head snaps back and forth from person to person as they wander by with happy wishes. They watch as he tries to navigate the streets, unaware of himself or the objects in close proximity. But most importantly, and most troubling, is his expression. They watch as it transforms from determination to worried to confused to awestruck before finally settling into a contented, uncaring haze. 

“No. No. No, no, no,” Cass begins to panic. 

“What? What is it?”

“Can’t you see? They’re getting to him. This place is getting to him. Look at his face. If we don’t act now, it’s over. We need to go. Now.”

The streets are much busier in city center than they are on the outskirts of the city, and the crowds are more of a struggle to fight through here. 

Cass has to resort to pushing people out of the way, knocking some down, instead of trying to weave herself between and around, to try and get to Quint as quickly as possible. And she’s just about to him when she goes down with another one of her living obstacles. She looks up just as a young vixen in a yellow sundress appears from out of nowhere and stops Quint. 

Cass jumps up and dashes into a small opening between two buildings. She pulls Dom in with her.

“What? What is it?” Dom peeks out. “Oh.” 

He ducks back into their hiding place to see Cass teeming with anger and pain. He can’t decide if she wants to scream or cry. 

Cass slides down the wall and settles onto the ground. Her knees up and her elbows resting on them. She combs her fingers through her hair. 

Celeste was her best friend until their beliefs tore them apart. They used to both stand in the ever shrinking middle. Not taking sides in the, what used to be, futile argument. But then Celeste fell in line with the faster growing believers. The two fought, but Cass was unable to pull her friend back from their clutches. She watched as her friend was pulled deeper and deeper into their ranks. It’s the reason Cass joined the rebellion. 

That fight was years ago, but Cass remembers it well and still feels the pain from it as though it was yesterday. 

“It’s over. We lost him,” she resigns herself to defeat in a way Dom has never seen, as the doubts of the Avran boy from another land bubble in her mind again. Weighing on her convictions. Leaving her to wonder if she threw away the best friendship she’s ever had. 

 

 

 

The Grandfather continues to rummage through his piles of scrolls and stacks of books. His frustration, something he normally doesn’t experience, is starting to get the better of him and he begins to push stacks over and throw books around his office. 

He’s not interested in theory. He doesn’t care about cliff notes. He doesn’t want to read about what other people have to say about the topic. He wants the original, unadulterated, untranslated version of the book that was written in the days before time. Or, at least, in the days before the new calendar began. He wants to read them as the book says them. He wants the truth. 

He knew this day would come sometime, he just didn’t think he would be alive for it. He should’ve been prepared. 

The Grandfather finds the book and shoves all the others from his desk, not caring about what happens to them, or where they land. He slams the old book down with a thud. 

The cover of the book is some sort of leather. Possibly an animal that the Grandfather has never known, one that died out many years ago. It’s hard to tell as it has long since started to crack and crumble. The binding’s rope has been dried out for centuries and is broken and frayed. 

He opens the book with care, doing his best not to bring any more harm to it. 

The pages are old and yellowed and stiff with age. The pages are thicker than any paper he’s used to and threaten to disintegrate where his fingers grip them and crack where the weight of the air causes them to bend. The ink has faded with time and the language is a lost or broken form of his native tongue.

Nothing about this book makes it easy to read.

He does, however, know what he’s looking for. And he knows where to find it. It just takes him a while to get there, as he has compassion for all things, living or created. 

He skims and turns, skims and turns when he feels he’s getting close. 

He stops. 

He’s found it. 

The old Priest reads the passage he’s been searching for and let’s it sink in. He tries to make sense of it and reads it again. And again. And again. Each time trying to get a better understanding in the way words used to be used. With each pass the meaning sinks deeper and deeper into his head. 

He closes the book, forgetting it’s frailty, and drops down into his chair. His head spins. His world is shaken. His worst fears are true.

If the boy is the son, then the boy must die.

 

 

 

“The rebellion began before I was born,” Celeste explains to Quint as they sit beside the fire that burns in her fireplace. 

Her home is cozy, much like the rebellion’s hideout home, but bigger. It has three rooms. A bedroom for Celeste, one for her parents, and a common room that was designed to serve every other function of a home. 

Celeste’s parents are asleep. It’s been a few days since Quint has breathed the fresh, outside air, or felt the warm rays of the sun against his face. He’s beginning to get anxious and he’s starting to ask questions.

“They were small, the rebellion,” she continues. “But they were strong. And they had no issue with killing for what they believed.”

Quint hangs on her every word. He’s gotten used to her and has become comfortable. His nervousness from being in her company has faded, and he’s no longer the frozen, awkward, trapped-in-his-own-mind boy he was when they first met. 

“What did they do?” He asks, too enthralled to look away. The glow from the fire adding effect to her story. 

“They would go after our most influential members. Burning their houses at night and hanging their families outside, only to be found dead in the morning.”

“And no one fought back?”

“How could they? No one knew who they were or when they’d attack. And the few who were lucky enough to survive said the rebels shielded their faces under hoods,” Celeste pauses briefly, worried. “They still walk among us during the day. Pretending to be our friends. And some members of our families. Only to plot our deaths at night.”

Quint shifts uncomfortably on the wooden floor in front of the fire that he made his seat. He wants to grab Celeste’s hand. He wants to pull her into an embracing and secure hug. He just wants to console her and promise her that everything will be alright. But he can’t.

“It’s been years since they’ve last killed. Our numbers have grown too much for them. Our influence has stretched too far. The laws here try to protect us, but they can only do so much. I know they’re still out there biding their time. Growing their numbers and planning. I don’t know what they plan, but I fear that it’ll be devastating.”

Quint adjusts again, “I’ll help. I’m on your side. I’ll do whatever it takes to keep you protected.”

Celeste smiles, but out of the corner of Quint’s eye he sees movement, distracting him from her short lived relief. 

He’s forgotten his promise to Teyrnon. Even with the reminders and memorials to Wido he’s forgotten his father’s fight. He turns his head to the movement and for a brief second his promise comes back. For a glimmer of a moment a familiar old man with a long flowing, gray beard stands at the window and looks him in the eye. 

Quint is uncertain if the man is actually looking at him, or if he can even see in the house at all, but as he looks back into the man’s cold gray eyes it’s as though the man is forcing his way in. Everything that was once important to Quint is important once again. But only for that second. 

Celeste looks at the window. 

Quint looks at Celeste. 

The old man is gone. And with him Quint’s quest.

 

 

 

Over the next few weeks Quint preoccupies himself. Outwardly he lobbies for his freedom, “Come on. Please? Just one step outside.” He lies in an attempt to get them to agree.

“No,” they always say. “It isn’t safe for you out there.” 

Or, “Not until we get news from the Grandfather.”

Quint really wants to see Avra, meet its people, and find his family. But most importantly, Quint wants to search for, find, and reveal the rebels. He wants to be the hero to destroy them. Because inwardly, that’s all he can think about.  

After weeks of this he gives up. He’s always seen pestering children in the markets whining and demanding their parents get them something and they always give in, but for him, he thinks, there’s no hope. And he decides to just make the best of his captivity. I mean, it is much better than the last time he was a prisoner. 

There’s a knock at the door. 

It’s late. Quint and Celeste sit on the floor in front of the fire, her parents in the overstuffed armchairs. Quint swirls the last half-sip of tea around in his cup, watching as the leaves make different shapes. 

Another knock. It isn’t loud, but it’s a hurried, quick, low rapping. 

The house’s four occupants look around to one another, confused and concerned. It’s too late for visitors. 

Celeste’s dad rises. He’s a big man and not easily scared, but a knock this late with the tensions in Avra, and his position in the faith, has him worried. He strides to the door, leaving the chain lock latched. He barely cracks the door open and peers through the tiny sliver.

The man standing there, shrouded in a heavy black cloak and hood, is almost invisible against the black of the night.

Celeste’s father swings the door open, “Is everything alright?” He asks, his caution for his own safety turn to panic for his friend. He tries to usher the man in, but he just stands there holding out a cloak.

“Give this to the boy,” he says, “and have him come with me. Hurry.” 

The man is cautious, glancing up and down the streets, looking from roof top to roof top, in case he’s been followed or being watched. 

Quint throws on the cloak without any questions. They all talk about his safety, but he feels he can handle himself against any odds. Especially when he has his sword. 

He steps out into the dark and gulps in the brisk night air. It’s refreshing and exhilarating. It surges through his body and clears his mind, erasing the mustiness of the dry, stale inside air. 

“Put that hood up,” the man says. “We mustn’t give anyone any ideas until I know the truth. Then I’ll decide what happens after that.” 

Quint does as he’s told, recognizing the ancient and powerful voice. An involuntary smile emerges on his lips.

The two walk swift and silent through the narrow streets. The Grandfather leading the way and taking seemingly unnecessary turns whenever he feels the urge. Quint is enjoying it, having been cramped in that house for far too long, but he gets the feeling that the old man is just trying to annoy him or get him lost. 

The Grandfather read the book the day Quint arrived, but couldn’t bring himself to believe what it said. He’s been reading the passage over and over again. Sometimes spending hours rereading it trying to decipher its old world language and put it into the context the authors intended. He’s spent weeks with reference books and scrolls, arguing with their words and with himself about its meaning. Looking for anything to change his mind. 

He’s been late to masses and missed others altogether as he read and argued and reread and repeated the cycle. He still doesn’t want to believe it. He hoped this day would never come, or at the very least hoped it came long after his death. But it’s here now and he owes it to the faith and the people of Avra to uncover the truth and act accordingly. 

Cass’ mood has been erratic in the weeks since she first saw Quint. She goes from short, angry outbursts to long depressing silences. The grind of the rebellion has been long and hard, with many sleepless nights and even more close calls that would’ve ultimately resulted in her death, but it has never gotten to her the way this doubt she’s carrying has. Her body aches as if she were centuries old, her eyes remain itchy and bloodshot, and her skin has become gray and tired. 

“There’s no proof,” she tells herself. “And without proof, there’s no reason.”

She’s recounted the tale of discovering the Avran boy from another land many times, in her head and with Dom, and does her best to keep her doubts and struggles inside. If he really is the son, then all she’s fought for has been wrong and her friends were lost for nothing. 

She tries to push her worries down, but when they creep up again they’re that much stronger. She fights and fights. She can’t let them take hold or manifest any further. She tries not to focus on them. She tries her best to ignore them. 

“I understand the severity of this situation,” Diwo snaps even though he tries hard to keep his voice calm and even. He too has wondered what the arrival of the boy means. “But we haven’t heard a whisper or seen even a hair of the boy in weeks.”

“What if he’s dead?” Cass is nearly at her breaking point. Diwo has always guided her, but these days he seems just as unsure as she.

“Then they would be rejoicing in the streets. There would’ve been a public display of his hanging. A celebration to further entrench the masses and enslave those not yet on their side.”

Cass knows he’s right but needs it all to end. She wasn’t yet born when the rebellion began, and even though there are thousands in their ranks, very few make it deep enough to speak with Diwo, let alone have private counsel with him. 

The stories are old and most have faded from the minds of the believers, even though this all began in most of their lifetimes. No one can agree on exactly how long ago, but it was sometime about eighteen years back. The believers were vast in numbers, passing the faith down through the generations, but then it split. A small faction saw changes in the world and decided it was time while the majority held firm in their ways. Most didn’t give them much thought, figured they were a harmless bunch too impatient and eager to wait for the real sign. 

But then it happened and it solidified their beliefs as right. They worked in secret at first, until their numbers grew. Then, out of the shadows they came. Threatening. Torturing. Killing. All in the name of conversion. All in the name of Wido. 

 

 

 

“I think it’s him,” Celeste’s father stands on the side of a deserted street talking to a stranger in the shadows. “I think he’s the son.”

The stranger strokes his chin but offers nothing more.

“I’ve been watching him closely. He looks familiar, I just can’t place it. And I’ve been listening. He talks to Celeste, he tells her a lot.”

“And what of her?” The voice in the shadows is deep.

“Sorry?”

“Celeste. Your daughter. What is her role?”

Celeste’s father takes a step back, away from the darkened figure. There aren’t many who know the business of the stranger in the shadows, but he does. His status in the faith is high, so he knows all the secrets.

The gears in his mind start to crank as fear for his daughter sets in. Her safety is his only concern. 

“Celeste is innocent,” his words are laced in panic, but he knows they’re true. “I don’t think she knows. Or even suspects. The Grandfather asked her to keep him content and welcomed. And you know Celeste, her faith is deep and her devotion to the Grandfather is strong.”

The stranger tuts his disapproval. But not at the man’s defense of his daughter.

“She’s innocent. I swear,” Celeste’s father pleads. 

“Good for her,” sarcasm shreds through the darkness, he doesn’t care much about the girl anymore. He knows that even if she is a felon, that she has nothing to offer. “Why do you think this boy is the one?”

“I told you. He talks. A lot.”

“So? You talk a lot as well. Am I to think you’re the son?”

“Well... no...” Celeste’s dad begins to stutter. 

“Then out with it,” the stranger in the shadows is losing his patience. “Examples. And why tonight?”

“It was him. The Grandfather. He came and got the boy. He wanted to keep him hidden.”

A smile comes over the stranger, “Where did he take him?”

“I don’t know. He just-”

“He’s a double agent,” the voice in the shadows cuts him off. Unconcerned with the stammering of a scared man trying to make a case for his hunches.

“What’s that? Who is? The boy?” The conversation has gotten away from Celeste’s dad and taken a turn he’s never expected. 

The stranger steps from the shadows. He’s a big man, though he’s still a boy, standing taller than Celeste’s father. His face is young but it’s lined with the markings off all the secrets of the shadow war. The acts that are hidden, argued upon, and agreed to never happen but still do. 

His name is Raldo and had he not been born with great size and an aptitude to withstand the unpleasant, he could've and would’ve been a much happier boy, with a much more pleasant childhood. 

Raldo nearly presses his cheek against his companions, close enough to drop his voice to as quiet as it can go but still be heard. He's afraid the rebels could be spying. When he speaks his breath reeks of rye, “He’s playing both sides. The faith and the rebellion. He’s the leader of both causes.”

“The boy?”

Raldo looks at the man like he’s an idiot.

Realization dawns, “The Grandfather?”

Raldo nods.

“How? How do you know?”

Raldo’s smile is sinister, but it leaves no doubt that his words are true, “I have my ways.”

Celeste’s father holds up his hand to silence the faiths torturer. Sick to his stomach over what he might say and not ever wanting to know, “You’ve said enough.”

Raldo steps back into the shadows while his companion thinks. 

“Where is the boy now?” Raldo asks, getting impatient.

“Still with the Grandfather.”

“It’ll give us time.”

The two made plans to make their move tonight. Celeste’s father went home to wait for the boy. Raldo left to gather his forces.   

“We are safe in here,” the Grandfather says as they enter his office, just as cluttered as before, but quite a bit messier. “You can lower your hood now.”

Quint lifts the hood and lets it drop back, freeing himself from his tunnel vision but not doing much to brighten things up. The office’s single torch doesn’t offer much light. 

The Grandfather sits behind his desk leaving his cloak on and hood up as he watches the boy.

“Safe? From what?” Quint glances over his shoulder. Since leaving Culmen, he’s never felt safe. But since arriving in Avra he’s never felt more at ease. 

The Grandfather turns his book to Quint and points to a passage, “Read this.” He watches Quint’s eyes glide over the words. “Do you understand what it says?”

Quint thinks, trying to figure it out. He reads it again but slower and more deliberate. He knows the words but the sentences are distorted. They're constructed as though written by someone with a narrow understanding of the language. He reads through it again and again, every time with a slower, more delicate pace. 

He looks up, “I’m not sure.”

“Try.”

“The son of someone. Who? I don’t know. Is gonna show himself? Come forward?” His answer is a question because he’s certain he’s wrong. “And... And he has to die? To save his people?”

The Grandfather sighs. One of his hands disappears inside his hood as he presses an index finger and thumb to his eyes, “That is my understanding too.” He removes his hand and gestures around to the shambles of books and scrolls that litter his floor. “And the interpretation of everyone who has written on all these pages.”

“So? What does that have to do with me?”

“There are two sides to this city. The side you’ve seen and-”

“And the rebellion. I know all about that.”

The Grandfather pounds his fist on the desk. Not to scare the boy, but to get his attention. To get him to listen. 

“The side you’ve seen and the violent war waged between those who believe the words in this book. A book, mind you, that was written before anyone can remember and in a time that has been lost and distorted to the modern voice of history. A war between those who believe and those who do not.”

The Grandfather falls silent. 

Quint shifts in his seat, wanting to question, but scared of the consequences. 

“There is a third side that most have forgotten about,” the Grandfather continues. “The ones who believe this book, but that the words have yet to be fulfilled. That the father still hasn’t yet shown himself. Which side do you believe?”

Finally a question Quint understands. No cryptic, misguided language. No veiled stories about four-thousand year old words. Just a simple question that Quint knows the answer to. “I can’t end your war for you. I wish I could, but I can’t.”

“You can. And you will.”

Quint shifts back. “How?” He asks in a tone of concern and not of agreeance. 

“If the son ever comes to Avra, one side will kill him. They will hang him in the streets for everyone to come and see. Act as if he’s a trophy to show off and gloat about. The other side, most likely, will try to hide him. Keep him a secret. But also, eventually, kill him. The last side will want to keep him safe.”

“Then I agree with the last side.” 

“As you should. But-”

“Why should anyone die for a ridiculous war that may not have any meaning?”

“To you it may not have meaning, but to the people who have lived it, it’s the only thing that has meaning. And as I was saying. You, of all people, should agree with the third side. But you don’t get a vote in the matter.”

“But you just asked me. You told me I can help you end the war.”

“And you will. Do you know who the father is?”

“No?” Quint thinks it’s a trick question.

“Think about it.”

Quint does. 

“Me?” He answers meekly.

The Grandfather snorts, “Wido Twinning.”

It’s like a punch to the gut, but much worse. Quint is left breathless and winded, struggling for thoughts. Had he revealed himself when he requested to see the Twinnings? He didn’t say how he knew them or why he wanted to meet them. 

He could lie. He could say that he’s heard of the legend of Wido and wanted to meet the family that created it. 

Would it work? 

Does the Grandfather already know?

“I’ve tried keeping you safe and hidden, but there’s only so much I can do.”

Quint is determined and defiant. He will never admit who he is. He feigns surprise at the Grandfather’s revelation of his suspicion. “Why? What? You think I’m the son? Why?”

“Because you are,” the Grandfather reaches up and lowers his hood. The lines in his face are more and deeper and the eyes have become faded and tired, but the man in front of him is a man Quint has seen many times. A man he’s grown up watching and wanting. A man he’s loved and missed though he’s never even known him. 

The look on Quint’s face give him away. 

“And now you know why they call me the Grandfather.”

Quint’s heart swells and, as much as he tries to hold back, his eyes begin to tear. 

 

 

 

Raldo’s network is small, but it’s mighty. He positions them in every sliver, every cranny, cove, and shadow of the city. Living. Working. Watching. Listening. Raldo wants to hear every word, see every move, and know everything that happens in Ager. 

It takes hours and he’s short with the details, but Raldo gathers twenty of his men. They march the streets, in the middle of the night, silent and causing panic in the few people who see them, as they make their way to the house where Quint stays.

By morning, half the city will be exhausted from the stir of the march of Raldo, but everyone will be speculating and spreading rumors. Everyone will be espousing their own theories and exposing the desires that dwell deep in their hearts. Tonight, however, before most will have any idea of what is to come, Raldo pounds on a door. 

Quint sleeps on the floor beside a dwindling fire. A dull thud echoing through his head, somewhere in the distance of his dream. It gets louder and louder until its angry beats sound from somewhere outside his head, but not close by. He jolts awake to a quiet, lifeless room, unsure if his dream had played a mean joke on him. He sits and waits as he tries to remember. 

The pounding bangs again. It echoes through the house. 

Celeste and her parents rush to the living quarters. Celeste is groggy. Her mother still dazed. Her father wide awake, waiting for this moment, but doing his best to conceal it from the room. 

The door flies through the room. Splinters of wood follow. 

The girls scream. 

Raldo stands where the door once hung.

Quint jumps to his feet and stands as a barrier between Celeste and the intruder. He’s dwarfed by Raldo and stares helplessly at his sword hanging on the wall behind the man who just stepped inside. The man he’s about to fight. 

“Stay back, Celeste,” Quint warns. “Run. Hide. Just get away.” He’s certain it’s the rebellion here to take its claim on another victim. 

Quint raises his fists. 

Raldo laughs. 

Raldo moves toward Quint. His strides are long and fast. One hit. That’s all it takes. Quint lies on the floor unconscious. 

Celeste cries out. Her mother hugs her tight, fighting to keep her where she is. Her father attempts to shield her from the view as Raldo drags the limp body from the house. 

“Why would you let him do that?” Celeste, tears streaming down her face, accuses as she hits her father. “Why didn’t you stop them? Try to help him?”

“It’s better this way. Celeste, that boy wasn’t your friend,” he restrains her wrists as he pulls her into a consoling hug. “His death will end the rebellion.”

 

 

 

The door flies off its hinges. Tiny shards of wood explode from the frame and scatter across the book and scroll lined floor. Raldo walks in, big and menacing. The office is small so he doesn’t have to turn his head to take in the entire room. 

He’s not here.

Since revealing himself to Quint, the Grandfather went into hiding. Raldo and his men searched for days, watching, listening, questioning, and even torturing for information. The Grandfather is gone.

He never believed in the faith, he never thought his son should’ve been worshiped, or that Quint was the one who must die. He only accepted the faith and became their leader to escape death. Some would say that it was the coward's way out, but in his mind it was the only cover he had for the rebellion.

He called himself Diwo to inspire fear among the faith, letting them know that the anti-Wido was alive and well. Watching their moves and waiting to strike. 

He gathered his rebels, though most never knew who he was. Most never got to talk to him or even hear him speak. They, like the believers, took Diwo in faith.

He sits in his one room home at the edge of town as the Grandfather and Diwo, but also as a third man with different beliefs altogether. The three very different ideals tumble around in his mind, wrestling with each other, vying for dominance as he used to know what he believed in, but now sits uncertain.

The old man chose this house because of its seclusion. Not from people, but from the city. It’s far enough away to avoid attention, yet close enough to avoid suspicion. 

The riots have not made it this far.  

There’s a shuffle to his right. He doesn’t shift his gaze, and can see that if he did, nothing would be there. 

Muffled voices argue then stop abruptly. 

“How long do you think you can hold your breath?” It’s Diwo speaking to the wall. “Cass. It’s okay. You can come out.”

A moment passes with nothing.

The wall slides away and Cass and Dom emerge from their hiding. Their guards are up, ready for a fight.

The old man smiles at them, “It’s good to see you recognize me as your enemy. Does that mean you no longer have your doubts?”

Cass is cautious. Dom confused.

“Diwo?” She questions.

“The same,” he nods.

“But you’re... You are...” Dom tries to argue. He knows what he wants to say, but the words and ideas are too tangled up in his head and on his tongue to come out.

“I know,” the old man has barely given them a glance. “I’m the Grandfather.” He looks Cass dead in the eyes. “But today I’m both. Or maybe neither. I haven’t decided.”

“Then there’s no trust here for you.”

“Oh no. You can trust me. I’ll never reveal your secrets. They were, perhaps, only because of me anyway.”

Cass and Dom sit on the stiff bed. Neither says a word as they watch their Master and biggest enemy, sitting across from them drifting back into his own mind. 

The silence drags on for seconds. Then minutes. Then longer. 

Dom tries to grapple with the idea that Diwo is the Grandfather or that he might not be either. Diwo watching his beliefs do battle with the events of the past few months. And Cass, nothing at all going through her mind, sits, watching the old man. Studying his face, looking for answers. 

With every passing second the silence grows louder until it’s deafening. 

“No,” Cass screams, rising to her feet, her face boiling with rage. Realizing how overzealous she got, she sinks back down onto the edge of the bed her face now red with embarrassment. “I mean. You are going to answer some questions.”

“Ah. I would. But, you see, there is no time for answers.”

Diwo isn’t being facetious or trying to avoid the interrogation, he just knows that his time is fleeting, and the little he has is too precious to waste on appeasing the queries of a girl. His time could mean the death of an innocent boy, or the rebirth of a nation. 

Riots have broken out in the streets since Quint was arrested. Many are calling for his hanging, while others demand to hear from the Grandfather. 

All work has stopped in Avra. People from all over the land have converged on the city. Acceptance and peace no longer waft in the breeze and infect the people on the streets. No longer does the haze of happiness hang in the air, dulling their minds and numbing their senses. The streets are now crowded. Overflowing with riots and fighting. Fires and looting. People who once wished you well are now screaming for blood. It’s chaos in Ager.

Shouts outside are muffled and out of place. The old man looks to the door. 

“They’ve found me,” he says.

“Who? And what do they want?”

The old man shrugs, “To either kill me or force me to kill my grandson.”

Diwo looks up at the two kids. There’s a loneliness in his eyes. He’s lost, but as he looks at the two innocent rebels, he knows he has friends, not just disciples, “Hide. Get back in the wall. Hurry. They’ll be here soon.”

Cass tries to argue. Her and Dom want to stay and fight for their mentor, their Master, their friend, but Diwo isn’t having it. They do as they’re told, in silence and in sadness. 

The knob clicks and the door to the small house creaks open. Slow and menacing. 

The old man stays seated as Raldo walks in flanked by his forces. 

“If they sent you, then they must want me dead,” the Grandfather offers a smile. 

“You have nothing to smile about old man. We know you’ve been playing both sides,” Raldo bends down close enough so the Grandfather can smell the rye. “Thought you’d control Avra no matter who won the war, eh?”

The Grandfather stands, forcing Raldo to his full height again. Raldo’s tall, but the Grandfather’s taller. The loneliness has faded from his face and is now replaced by hatred. There’s a defiant fire burning in his eyes that could intimidate the fearless. 

Raldo steps back. 

“Never question my loyalties. They have never wavered. And if you think you and,” the Grandfather stares in the eyes of every man in Raldo’s small army, “your friends can stop me, then I will show you that you have no idea what this old man is capable of.” Diwo’s tone is much like his stare, fierce and forceful. 

Raldo and his men take another step back.

“I have a duty to my nation, to what is right. And you have not yet even proven the boy is who you suspect. Tell me, would you kill an innocent boy to further your faith not knowing if it could actually destroy it?”

Another step back and Raldo is out of the Grandfather’s reach. He bows to the old man, but keeps his eyes on him, “Forgive me, Grandfather. Forgive us. We should’ve known. Trust me, the boy will not die without evidence.” Raldo straightens himself out again. “I may be what I am, but I will never be dishonest and I will never kill for the joy of it or without a reason.”

“Where is the boy?”

“He’s in a cell. Along with your grandson, Nico. He was a member of the rebellion.”

The Grandfather turns from Raldo to hide his concern for Nico. He looks directly at the crack in the wall hiding Cass and Dom. 

“The execution of both will be tomorrow evening. Dusk,” he says low and flat as if thinking out loud to himself. “Be there to save Avra from the path it’s been leading.”

“Yes sir. But we must escort you back for your own safety,” Raldo leads the way thinking the Grandfather was talking to him.

Cass follows Dom down the ladder into the darkness believing Diwo was talking to her.

 

 

 

The next day went by much the same as the last. The riots grew louder and more severe in the streets. Cass and Dom waited underground for a sign to act. Raldo guarded and played with his prisoners. And the Grandfather, unseen and unknown to anyone else, paid a short visit to Celeste.

The sun is beginning to drop and the light starting to fade. It isn’t dark, and there isn’t need for torch light yet, though most still wander the streets with their fire tipped sticks raised high and menacing, feeling the heaviness of Avra’s destiny hanging in the air. 

Celeste walks the streets, getting turned around and lost in the sea of people. She’s never seen Ager so busy. In the month since Quint’s arrest every citizen of Avra has jammed into Ager to watch and witness the death of the son. That’s what she, and everyone else, thinks anyway. 

As she wanders she notices the severity in the differences of all the people. They range from the very short to the extremely tall, the very skinny to the obesely fat. She’s heard of people in the world of these extreme sizes, but never of anyone in Avra. There are men and women of every size and every color, even color’s she’s never seen on a person before. Though, admittedly, she’s only seen the skin of the average Avran. 

It’s strange and the feeling is unsettling. To her, their only similarity is in their clothes. They are all dressed in the same dark brown cloak and hood. 

Celeste walks alone with her thoughts. Quint’s pack and sword hang from her back. Her nerves tremble as she tries to remember her instructions and grow worse as she steps foot in a part of the city she hasn’t been to in years.

The throngs of people start to thin and eventually fade away. Celeste walks the deserted streets, her suspicions of the men and women who’ve flooded Ager fading and are quickly replaced by fears of a future that just might be. She becomes embarrassed and scared as she plays out the scenarios in her head. Her only wish is that she will be forgiven. 

 

 

 

In the center of Ager is a church. It’s made of polished stone and trimmed with pristine metals. The front steps descend into a wide courtyard. The courtyard is encircled by a twenty-five foot high wall raised from the same polished stone as the church, but the thick patches of dark green ivy that have made the wall its home leave only a few holes to admire the stone. In the center of the courtyard a fifty foot tall statue of a twenty year old Wido Twinning stands, looking up, his arms outstretched, hands open wide, as though he’s reaching for the sun that is no longer there. 

The courtyard is big, but tonight it appears small. It feels cramped. Tonight it is crowded. 

Thousands of people jammed themselves in and thousands more are watching from the tops of the buildings that lay just beyond the wall and create the alleyway that is this courtyard’s only exit. 

Raldo’s men stand guard from the back of the statue of Wido to the stairs creating a sort of barricade. 

The Grandfather steps from the church and stops at the top step. His eyes follow the path from the stairs to Wido’s legs and up Wido’s back before they circle the courtyard resting for a moment on every face and every hood in the crowd. 

Every head in the crowd turns toward the old man as he makes his way to the stairs. Every eye watches as he looks around the courtyard. And every breath is held in anticipation waiting for him to speak. 

The Grandfather raises his hands for silence, but there’s no need. The silence is already so thick that he could’ve heard a fly buzzing down the alleyway. 

“The time has come,” he says, clenching his fists for emphasis, “to change the course of, not only our nation, but the world. To bring back peace and to alter the ideals and beliefs that we all hold so dear in our hearts.”

He lowers his hands and lowers his head. The Grandfather takes a deep breath. He’s always been a certain man, knowing exactly where he stands, but tonight, as with the past few months, he’s uncertain. 

“I wish I could offer you words of insight. Of encouragement. But alas, my mind is not where it used to be. You came here tonight for the hanging of the son. I can’t promise you a spectacular show, and I don’t know how the violent death of a boy can be viewed as entertainment. All I can do, however, is hope that you will be pleased with the finale,” the Grandfather turns and nods to the shadow just inside the open church door. 

Two men, big and angry, step out. Each with thick rope wound around their shoulders. They walk down the stairs and up the small path to the back of the statue of Wido. They glance to each other and nod, then look up to the giant stone hands. 

Most would’ve looked at the statue and thought Wido was reaching for something, but as the ropes fall over his hands and rest perfectly in the “U” created between his thumb and index finger, it’s obvious they were designed with hangings in mind. 

The men, in complete silence, tie nooses in the ropes’ ends and anchor the other ends to Wido’s legs. 

The crowd, for the first time since the Grandfather stepped out of the church, has become restless. Murmurs, questions, and rumors ripple through the crowd and back again.

“Two nooses?”

“Why two?”

“I bet they’ve found Wido and they’re gonna hang him too.”

The questions and theories radiate. The murmurs become shouts. And the shouts grow so loud that the extravagance of the Grandfather’s show is delayed until he can, once again, gain control of the crowd. 

The Grandfather waits on the top step smiling at all the motionless hooded members of the mob. He’s enjoying the delay, because a delay means more drama. And the longer it is, the better his show will be. 

 

 

 

The streets are bare in the outer limits of Ager. Everyone who is in the city is huddled in the center. Everyone except Celeste. 

The silence is eerie. It’s unbearable. To Celeste, in the fear addled mind she always carries with her, she’s the only person left alive in her city. She’s left alone to walk the streets searching for her answer. She feels like she's been left alone forever. 

The house she stares at is ordinary. She expected something a little more extravagant. Or maybe intimidating. But there was nothing odd, or fancy, or scary about it. Had she not known this was the place she was looking for, she would’ve walked right past it, without a glance or thought about it. Instead, she stands feet from the door debating herself on if she should walk in or leave. 

She raises her arm, clenches her fist, knuckles out about to knock, then lets her arm fall limply to her side. 

She takes a deep breath and releases it loud and slow, trying to clear her mind and rid her stomach of the butterflies that have taken home there. 

Like ripping off a band aid, Celeste wraps her hand around the knob, turns it, and pushes the door open. Her eyes clenched tight, but still open just a sliver so she can see the dangers that lie ahead.

The house is empty. 

Celeste stands in the doorway and takes stock of the house from the doorway. It’s just as plain and ordinary and unassuming as it is on the outside. The decor is typical Avran. Grain art, big and soft furniture that looks as comfortable as a cloud, but at the same time made up so tight she could bounce a coin off it. 

Celeste’s gaze falls on the bed and she thinks of her own. How she would just love to be back there, curled up in her nice warm blankets, just waking up and realizing that the last few months have been a bad dream.

But she can’t. Because it wasn’t.

She takes her cautious step across the threshold. The entire house is just one room. It’s cozy, she thinks and begins to relax. Celeste closes the door behind her and takes a few more steps into the house, examining the opposite wall. 

The crack is small and unnoticeable unless you know it’s there and are looking for it. And Celeste is. She reaches the wall and still hasn’t found the crack. Her hands act as a second pair of eyes, feeling for a difference in the grain. 

A small bump gently caresses her thumb. It’s a gap. Celeste wedges a fingernail in and pulls. It hurts and feels like her nail is about to separate from her finger, but she doesn’t give up. 

The board pulls away and falls to the floor. The hole left in the wall is dark and the space beyond is tight. Celeste gulps down her fears and uses her breath to muster up her courage. 

She climbs in and down the ladder. 

Her path is long and dark, and when faced with the unknown everything feels like it lasts forever. Celeste stays close to the wall, running her hand along it as she feels her way to the end. 

A small orange speck begins to flicker in front of her. She can’t tell if it’s real or her mind playing tricks. But it doesn’t matter, Celeste speeds up. 

The orange is growing. 

“Shut up. Did you hear something?” Cass says, her head snapping toward the dark hallway. Her and Dom sit on the stage where they have their meetings with Diwo, waiting to hear from him. Certain he will make contact.

Dom looks from the hallway to Cass and back again, straining his ears as he searches for sounds, “I don’t hear anything.”

“Shh,” Cass warns.

A clatter echoes in the hallway. 

Cass and Dom jump up and stare at each other. Thoughts of Diwo coming to save them, or Raldo coming to kill them run through their heads. 

Cass holds her hand up telling Dom to stay, then putting a finger to her mouth telling him to be quiet as she tiptoes into the shadows near the hallway entrance. 

Celeste eases herself out of the darkness of the hallway and into the dim orange glow of the hideout. She sees Dom. Dom looks back. Both unable to talk, but for very different reasons. 

Celeste stands just inside the range of the torchlight, waiting for Dom to accept her. 

“Ahh,” she screams as Cass rushes her, tackles her to the ground and restrains her from behind. 

“What do you want? Who are you? How did you find us?” Cass interrogates, but doesn’t offer any room for her captive to speak. 

“The Grandfather. I mean, Diwo sent me,” Celeste’s pleas are muffled through the dirt floor her face is pressed against. 

Cass stands up and rolls her over, “Celeste?”

The two stare at each other for what can only be described as an eternity. Neither offering any sounds to the other. 

It’s an awkward thing and a difficult thing and a terrifying thing to have to explain your innocence and ignorance and mistakes, hoping that you’ll be able to forgive and be forgiven in the process. But that’s what Celeste and Cass both had to try and do. They spent the better part of the last few years ignoring each other, blaming the other, and hating each other over something as menial as the faith. 

In the last few months, since the arrival of Quint, they’ve both taken stock in their lives and come to the conclusion that it has been worse without the other. 

How could they let their beliefs of what would happen to them after death affect how they treated another in life? 

Dom watches in silence as the girls cry, and hug, and laugh, and cry and hug some more as they give their apologies. His eyes focus in on the sword that hangs from Celeste’s back as she says all the right words, but knowing, in the back of his mind, that she’s spent her life fighting to build the faith and destroy the rebellion. 

“Did you hear that Dom?” Cass turns to him. “She’s on our side. She’s here to help.”

Dom nods, but his face is locked in disbelief.

“What?”

“I don’t trust her,” he points with his head. “Once we turn our backs, she’s gonna stab us in them.”

Celeste steps away, horrified at the suggestion. She pulls the sword from her back and tosses it to the ground at Dom’s feet, “Here. Take it.” She says. “As my offering of peace.”

Dom picks the sword up to examine it. 

“So, what’s the plan?” Cass turns back to her friend.

“The Grandfather. I mean, Diwo. Sorry. He says that you have to trust him. And he says that he was wrong. That the rebellion was wrong.”

 

 

 

The roar of the crowd begins to fade. One by one everyone calms down and faces the statue, faces the Grandfather again. 

The Grandfather folds his hands together in front of him and bows to the crowd. He turns to the church door and nods again.

Raldo steps from the shadows, chain in hand and a smile on his face that could even give the devil shivers. The chain tightens behind him. He tugs. There’s nothing but resistance. Raldo puts some muscle behind it and the slack falls to the ground as Quint and Nico fall through the opening, chains around their waists. He drags them as they scramble to get to their feet. He marches down the stairs, his prisoners trip, stumble, and fall as the chains twist tighter around their bodies. 

Raldo stops at Wido’s feet and pulls the chains, dragging the boys down the stairs and across the courtyard toward him, his face twisted up in sinister enjoyment. 

The boys, scraped up, bloodied and dirty, writhe on the ground. Raldo reaches down and, one by one, clenches a massive hand around their necks and tosses them to the guards standing at the nooses. 

Quint stays on his knees as his guard drags the heavy rope across his face and tightens it around his neck. He coughs from the pressure on his throat. His eyes water. The boys are forced to their feet. Beaten and bruised, tired and hungry, dirty and alone. They face the crowd. 

Quint looks to the sky beyond the city, past his accusers, to another land and another time. The halos that circle the city block the horizon. They are going to open the halo gates to show Quint the reason Wido is a God. To show Quint the reason he has to die. 

Beyond the halos lies the city of Culmen. Quint laughs to himself. He thinks of the irony. The last thing he’s going to see before he dies is the only reason he’s here. 

The Grandfather raises his hands, “You came for one hero, but I give you two.” He shoots a glance back toward the church door. “He is the son,” the Grandfather points to Quint. “And this one,” he gestures to Nico. “He was the leader of the rebellion.”

Boos echo through the crowd. 

“Today it ends. No longer will we live in fear. No longer will you question your friends, your family, your neighbors. Today each and every one of us will know each other for who we really are. And today-”

“Your faith will die,” Cass and Celeste walk from the church. 

Dom follows behind, face set with revenge, Quint’s sword clutched in his fist. He looks around to the guards that protect the Grandfather and his crew, taunting them, daring them to make a move. 

Shouts from the crowd. The hooded numbers in the crowd begin to stir. The Grandfather puts his hands up to stop them. 

One of the guards advances upon the three young rebels. Dom steps in front of the girls to shield them from the attack.

“Dom,” Cass tries to pull him back.

“No. I’ve been ignored by you,” he throws his glare at the Grandfather, “by all of you far too long. It ends today. Everything does.”

The guard barrels down on Dom. Dom swings the sword. But he isn’t prepared for what it will do. 

It slashes his attacker across the chest, slicing through his shirt and the flesh underneath. 

The guard drops. Blood spills from his chest. His muscle and fat and bone exposed as he screams. 

The sound is enough to freeze time. Not a soul in the courtyard or the rooftops beyond moves. Not even to breathe. 

All the power in the world rests in the blade that has become an extension of Dom. He doesn’t know what to do with it, or how to react. The sheer terror the sword can bring has Dom horrified. He doesn’t want the power. He doesn’t want the rebellion. He doesn’t want to be here anymore. But he has to be. 

Dom takes his steps, slow and deliberate, feigning attack at everyone he passes. Forcing them back, as he makes his way down the stairs. Each step seems to take minutes. 

Dom approaches Raldo, “Try it and I’ll kill you.” Dom looks him straight in the eye, his voice unwavering. “Give me the chance and I’ll kill you. I’ve been waiting for this day for far too long.”

Raldo raises his hands in surrender and backs away. He doesn’t show fear, and he doesn’t feel afraid, he just knows that against that sword, and the anger pent up inside Dom, that he doesn’t stand a chance. 

One slice and the sword passes through the rope around Nico’s neck. Another and it frees Quint. 

“Up the stairs and follow the girls. I’ll be right behind you.”

“Thank you,” Nico coughs through his dry and sore throat. 

Dom points his command with the sword. 

The boys run up the stairs and the girls lead the way into the church, through the congregation hall and onto the stage. Quint glances back, looking for Dom. 

He’s not there. 

Instead he finds a tall, gray-bearded man in a flowing robe staring him in the face from across the room. 

“Teyrnon?” Quint stops. His fear fades as all the memories from his journey and his promise, all the reasons he’s here come flooding back. 

“Come on, Quint!” Celeste screams as the girls and Nico make their way through a door at the back of the stage. “Hurry.”

All Quint’s focus is on Teyrnon. 

“Quint,” Celeste tugs at his arm, “we have to go. Now.”

“I can’t. I’m here for a reason. I have to go back out there.”

“They’ll kill you.”

“No, they won’t.” Quint finally looks at her. “Teyrnon’s here. He’ll keep me safe. He’ll keep us safe.”

“Who?”

Quint points. 

Teyrnon’s gone and Dom is backing through the door. 

“He was there. He must be out in the courtyard.” Quint takes off toward the crowd that was cheering for his death just moments ago. 

“There was no one there. Quint. Stop.” Celeste begins to cry. 

Quint stops and gathers himself. He walks back to Celeste. “I’m here for a reason. Trust me.” He turns to Dom. “Come with me. I might need your protection.” He indicates the sword. 

The crowd is loud and restless. They came for a hanging and they won’t leave without one. 

Quint steps from the shadows of the door. Everyone goes still and silent. With no fear, he walks to the top step and stands beside his grandfather. 

Everyone watching. Everyone waiting. No one certain about what to do. 

Quint clears his throat and addresses the crowd, “I came here for a reason and it wasn’t to die or to fulfill whatever sick prophecy this was. My father is a great man, but you make him out to be more than he is.”

Half the crowd erupts. Some hurl insults. Others hurl rocks and sticks and anything else they can that they think might injure Quint. Others yet, try to force their way to the boy to hurt him with their hands. 

The hooded members remain still and silent, waiting for their time. 

A few of the rioters break through. The Grandfather steps in front of Quint and drops his cloak from his shoulders. Around his neck hangs a noose. 

Every hooded member of the crowd does the same. Nooses hang from all their necks and weapons of varying degrees of violence reveal themselves under the cloaks. 

The rioters fall still and silent once more. They are not outnumbered, but they are outmatched. 

“Our war ends today. And you will let the boy speak,” the Grandfather turns to his grandson. Quint smiles at the old man. 

“You’ve been living a life of poverty and fear for too long, but this isn’t the answer. This isn’t any answer. There are real wars, far greater than you or me, brewing beyond your borders. I’m here to try and stop it, but I’m not sure if I can. I’m not even sure if we can win if it happens. All I know is that without your help, and the help of all the people of Tellus, we don’t stand a chance.”

Celeste, Cass, and Nico watch from the doorway of the church. Dom stands guard behind Quint, his focus on Raldo. No one attempts to make a move, and no one even thinks to try. 

As Quint speaks, they all reflect. They all project the behaviors of their own lives and what it means outside of themselves. Outside of Ager. Outside of Avra. And in the grand scheme of Tellus. 

Most feel ashamed. Others feel sick. Some, however, don’t feel a thing at all. 

“You are all friends, family, and neighbors,” Quint continues. “The enemy isn’t with each other, it’s with Culmen. It always has been.”

Quint drops his head to think. He paces for a moment. He stops and looks at his grandfather who offers nothing more than an encouraging smile and nod. 

Quint continues, “I’m not telling you what to believe. If you want to think my father is some sort of God, and that I have to die to make your lives better, then fine. Believe it. Just let those who don’t, live how they choose. And the same goes the other way, too. But please, just let me finish my journey before you come find me and hang me.” 

Quint looks around at the crowd and they are all staring back at him. He feels he’s making his point. “I’m not here to end your war, I’m here to start the war that’ll save your lives. But,” he pauses and looks back at the only person he felt was his friend during his stay here, “I need your help.”

Silence. For a long time. Quint watches the crowd as though they are all statues like the one of Wido. 

“What do you need?” Raldo steps forward and stops at the bottom of the stairs. “And what about this war makes you believe it’s more important to us than what we have to live and face every day?”

Quint can’t answer the second question and he knows it. So he tries to avoid it and focus on what he can. “Five of you. That’s all I need.”

“Five? You think you can defeat Culmen’s army with five of us?” A snort from the crowd.

“Yes. Yes and no.” Quint looks to his grandfather. He nods his encouragement. “I mean, we may be able to prevent the war with five. If that doesn’t work, then we will need the rest of you to get prepared. To be prepared to fight.”

Quint’s grandfather places a hand on Quint’s shoulder. “Well, if I’m not mistaken, I believe you already have four.”

“Four?” Quint looks up at his dad’s dad. Behind him, Cass, Celeste, Dom, and Nico are accepting their fate. 

Quint swells. 

“No. You have five,” they turn as Raldo walks up the stairs, volunteering. “That’s if you’ll have me.”

Quint looks to the four behind him and then back to Raldo. He’s embarrassed and humbled. “I know I don’t deserve it. And I know I won’t be afforded any trust. But I will make it up to you.”

Quint doesn’t know much of Raldo and doesn’t blame him for acting in what he thought was the best interest of the people he loves, but he isn’t going to force him upon anyone either. 

“Let him go,” all attention turns to Nico. “I may not agree with what he stands for or his methods, but he is fair. And he’s always good to have on your side.”

“It’s settled then. I have my five.”

“Thank you,” Raldo says as he makes his way to join the group. 

Dom steps in his way and raises the sword to his throat, “If you so much as blink wrong, I will kill you.”

Raldo gulps, “Agreed.”

Dom hands the sword back to Quint and wraps his arm around his shoulder to usher him away. And as the group of kids goes to leave Avra, Quint stops. He turns to his grandfather, “But, I don’t get it. Why?”

A smile crosses the withered face of the Grandfather, “I’m an old man, Quint. I’m not perfect. I’ve always been a Gork and I always will be. I don’t believe your father is the one. The faith scared me so I started the rebellion to try and keep the balance. I never imagined it to descend into violence or turn into war.”

Quint turns from the old man. The crowd is as still and quiet as before. Its members unsure of themselves or what they believe now. Each searching their hearts and minds for what their individual futures may bring. 

Quint turns back to his grandfather, “Then, I guess it falls on you to fix this.” Quint gestures to the crowd. 

His grandfather looks out at the sea of lost faces and then back to Quint, wondering how such a young boy could have more wisdom and compassion than such an old man. 

And as he turns back, Quint and his friends are gone. 
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CLANG. CLANG. CLANG. The dockside alarm rings out in Kaiku. The winter months have long since begun to fade. The blistering cold and the devastating snow has broken to a much milder spring. The Glaciers have started to un-barricade their homes, clear their streets, and become social animals once again.

CLANG. CLANG. CLANG. The bell's metal shriek is painful close to the sea, but fades with the echoes as it rolls down the streets and crawls through the city. 

CLANG. CLANG. CLANG. Work and play are slowly stopping as the citizens make their way to the docks.

“What's all this about?”

“What's happening?”

“Who called us here?”

The city isn't very big, maybe twenty thousand people or so, when the children are tucked away high in the mountains at school. The alarm was urgent. It was determined. It was faster and louder than the city is used to. But as they gather at the docks, they don't see a crier. The bowl sways slow and the clapper swings softly inside, but there isn't a sign or tracks in the snow that anyone ever stood there and pulled the rope. 

No one is sure what's going on and we can only guess and speculate about the thoughts traveling through their heads. And by the same token, no one is aware of the giant wooden ship about an hour from the port.

“Is that Landok's ship?” It takes minutes for someone to notice and the crowd has already begun to disburse. 

“Oh. Thank heavens.”

“It's a miracle.”

“Do you think he found Glendok?”

The questions, concerns, sighs of relief, and eventual rise in anticipation, spike and fall as the city waits. As the ship sidles up with ever decreasing speed and docks, cheers and applause fill the port. Laughter, singing, and praising begin the celebration. 

The ramp slides down from the ship's deck and clatters to the dock below. No caution. No care. Just thrown from the ship without concern. 

Landok stops at the top of the ramp. His usual straight black hair is now disheveled. His young, tight skin is beaten, weathered and gray. And his usual imposing stature is now nothing more than a slumped, defeated mass. His head heavy, hanging in despair, sad that his father and crew are dead, and scared that the city will blame him. 

The laughter turns to gasps. The singing fades to screams. The cheers and applause become cries and hugs from people just wanting to hold the ones they love as all realization settles on what Landok's appearance means. Questions and speculation run through their minds as Landok’s crew emerges, silently and just as somber, behind him. Turning their fears into reality.

Jenik left as an average boy with no real defining features or characteristics. He was never big or tall or short or small, he was average. He was so average, in fact, that he was nearly invisible. He always wanted to be noticed. To stand out. But he was so plain, so normal, so indescribably boring that eyes just rolled past him. They looked right over him. They passed him by without a second glance. And sometimes without even a first. 

He left wanting to make a name for himself and he did. He was invaluable to Landok. He was a leader of the crew below deck in the storm. He was a general of men in the fight against the normoyals. He was the protector of the dead and builder of the coffins after the wreckage. 

Jenik returned from the voyage with a new confidence. And even though he doesn't look any different, he seems to stand taller and something in his eyes makes him appear more attractive. He now carries an aura of interest and intrigue. 

Jenik leads the crew as they carry the dead from the ship in the topless, shallow coffins he built from spare boards from the wreckage of Glendok's ark and boards that were safe to tear down below deck of Landok's ship. 

Eleven coffins are carried from the ship. The crew is a disheveled, tired mess. Happy to be home and on solid ground, but too exhausted and depressed to show it. 

The twelfth and final coffin is Glendok. Pok and Lok carry the foot end. They are somber and their eyes puffy and red from many weeks of crying. Uncertain if Landok will be able to pull himself through this. Uncertain if the city, or even Glacialis will either. 

Landok and Jenik carry the head. Landok can't tear his eyes away from his dead, rotting father. He's cried too much in the past months that he can't seem to cry anymore, even though the urge is there. 

They drop the casket on the dock. Landok refuses to look up.

“Landok...” Pok begins as she always does.

“...We can't leave him here,” Lok continues the sentence. 

“...We have to prepare for the burial...”

“...And soon.”

“They're right,” Jenik has taken to being more straight to the point. “The bodies are too far gone to wait any longer.”

Landok nods, but still refuses to look away.

“Landok,” it's the head of the shipwrights union. He's an old man, but he looks much younger than he is. He speaks for the union as a whole. “We are sorry for your loss. But your father's ship? The ark? What happened?”

The fury, the rage, the hatred and all the misplaced blame surges from Landok's heart up to his head and down to his stomach. His arms, legs, fingers, and toes begin to shake. Landok has accepted the blame for not getting to his father fast enough, but as the shipwrights stand there, offering their hollow apologies, he now sees where the blame really lies. 

“It's your fault.” Landok doesn't move or even look up from his father's rotting corpse. “You built that... that... that thing. That deathtrap.”

Landok finally raises his gaze. The sorrow that he felt just moments before is replaced with vengeance. “You built his and you built mine. You tried to kill us both.”

The shipwrights are taken aback and more than a little frightened. Landok is a big boy and he has finally released the sag in his posture and drawn himself to his full height and swelled up to his full thickness. 

“Landok, please. Why would we do that?”

“They paid you.”

“Who did? And where's this money?”

“I don't know. But now you're gonna get payment from me.”

Landok lunges toward the union leader. He throws him to the ground as though he is no bigger than a child. He throws one fist. Two fists. Three fists, before Jenik can get to him and peel him off. 

Jenik is the much smaller person but pulling Landok off isn't hard. Probably because deep down Landok knows he's wrong. He knows that there's really no one to blame for the deaths of his father and his crew. He knows that with blame he can accept and move on easier. And he knows that none of this is fair. 

“We have twelve dead seamen over there,” Landok shouts at the shipwrights as he's being dragged away. “Build them all funeral vessels. Respectable and deserving ones. And build them all by nightfall.”

 

 

 

The sun hangs low in the sky, there's still light but it's threatening to fade. Landok, his crew, and most of the city stand on shore but far enough away as they watch the shipwrights build the funeral vessels. 

“The last one is finished,” the union leader approaches Landok out of breath and sweat drenching his entire body even though the air is cold. “They are all ready for you.”

Landok looks to his left and to his right, but slightly behind him in both directions. He doesn't have to say a word, his crew knows what to do. The small topless coffins were arranged in a line on the shore away from the people and the shipwrights so they didn't have to deal with the smell. Glendok’s is the only coffin out of line. 

Landok's crew, with his help, loads the small coffins into their funeral vessels and lines them up where the ocean meets the land. Each vessel is equipped with a torch holder and a torch that Jenik has lit. He waits for the sign.

Landok nods. 

Jenik gulps. He's seen sea burials, but he's never been a part of one. He's never had to be. His family isn't a family of sailors. One by one he walks down the line of small boats just big enough to hold its dead body. One by one he pulls the torch from its holder and tosses it in the vessel. The burial shroud is highly flammable, the flames spread quick. And one by one, Jenik pushes the little boats out to sea. 

The city watches as the boats drift out slowly. The flames getting higher as they go. 

Landok walks up to the last boat. The last body. 

Glendok has long since started to rot. His body bloated and stinks. Landok fights back the tears and tries to gulp down that painful lump in his throat from wanting to cry but not allowing himself to. 

Jenik puts his arm around his captain letting him know that he's there and he always will be. Pok and Lok cover the body and tuck it tightly with the shroud. The city watches in silence, though tears fall from every eye. Landok would've liked to have done this better, done it right, and given the nation, not just the city, the right to pay their respects to a national hero, but he made a promise to Quint. And Landok is going to keep his word. 

Glendok's shroud, just like all the rest, is extra flammable. Landok tosses the torch in. The blowback is strong. Landok takes a step back. His crew, his friends, and the first row of onlookers have to cover their faces. 

Landok pushes his father's vessel into the sea walking with it until the frigid water is waist high and ignoring the help from his friends. 

It floats out to sea, trying to catch up to the other eleven burning boats. It burns. The flames rising higher and higher with every rock of the boat, with every foot it drifts away from Landok. 

The flames burn bright and golden against the night sky. They watch as Glendok's flames become a lone source of light in the black void of sea and sky in its search for life. In its search for company. In its search for comfort. Until it fades and crumbles and dives, forever lost, into the depths of the ocean. 

Landok wipes the tears that escaped against his will and walks out of the freezing water. His legs, numb from the cold, but his body was numb to begin with. 

No one has said a word since the burning of the first vessel. And Landok wastes no time moving on. 

“Two ships. I want them ready, packed with as much ice and fish as they can carry. And I want them ready by morning. I want them waiting for me at sunrise. Fully stocked and with a full crew.”

 

 

 

Landok can't sleep, but that doesn't stop him from trying. 

He tosses, thinking about what he could've done differently. He turns, thinking about what life will be like without his father. He sits up, thinking about the future and what Quint's quest might have in store for him, Glacialis, and the world. 

Landok gets up and walks out into the cold, quiet streets. It's still dark but there are distant shouts coming from the docks. He ignores them, thinking only about himself. 

The streets here would be dirt, but the never ending ice and snow covered them up long ago and is so packed down that it's like they used it to pave the roads. The Glaciers are used to it now and have given up trying to change it. 

The buildings are a combination of ice and rocks. Not a man made rock like brick, but rather smooth, round and cubed rocks they found in the mountains that are perfect for building. 

Windows are nothing more than holes in the sides of the buildings that are boarded up most of the time but opened when they have a rare nice day. 

Landok wanders these streets. He thinks about his father and the memories they've made in Kaiku. He thinks about his friends and the people that he loves. He thinks about his home. 

With Glendok gone his friends seem far away. But only because he now feels alone. With Glendok dead his home seems cold and uninviting. It seems foreign. Not only because he has isolated himself to the times that didn't feel so dark. 

“It's good Quint came along,” Landok thinks. He needs to escape. He needs the excuse to leave his home, his friends, and his memories. He needs to forget his life and start something new. With new people. In a new home. In a land far away from Glacialis. 

Dawn breaks and Landok's travels have circled him around to the docks. The ships he demanded are loaded and his crews await. 

“You ready?” Jenik slaps his hand on Landok's back as he walks past, toward the ships. 

“Jenik,” Landok says. Jenik turns around not remembering the last time he's seen his captain so at peace. “The question isn't if I'm ready. It's whether or not you think you are.”

“I've never been more ready, my friend.”

“You know our journey will be long and we may never see home again, right?”

“Yes. Of course. I wouldn't have signed up without knowing what I was getting into.”

“Good. But that's not what I'm referring to.”

“No?”

“No,” Landok smiles for maybe the first time in months. “I'm asking if you're ready to captain a ship. Alone.”

Jenik's jaw drops. His eyes widen. His brow furrows. He takes a step back. “What are you saying? You aren't going? You have to.”

“I'm going. But I have two ships. And I can't possibly captain both, now can I?”

Jenik smiles, feeling stupid. He hopes his error isn't seen as unworthy. Because even though he isn't sure if he is ready to lead a crew alone, he feels as though he is and he wants to try. He's ready for the test. For the challenge. He's ready to prove himself to Landok and to Glacialis. 

Landok puts his arm around his new captain, his new equal, and the two of them board their ships. 

 

 

 

“Two ships full of ice and fish...”

“...What do we need two ships for?” Pok and Lok ask the minute they board the ship and set out to sea.

The sail to Truncatis is only a few weeks on the water, but trading season with the giants is still a couple of months away.  Landok is hoping that Vance will welcome trade a little early and accept the new deal he wants to propose and listen to his warnings. 

“Trade,” is all Landok says. 

“But we've never traded this much with the giants. And...”

“...They will certainly never accept this much.”

“We have also never traded for what we are asking for and, also, have never traded with the Eremi. Does that mean we never try?”

“The Eremi...”

“...Sir...”

“...But, you know...”

“...They will never trade with us.”

Landok smiles again. It's the second time today. It was something he'd forgotten. A feeling that he'd lost and is just now remembering how much he enjoys. “I know they wouldn't before because we didn't have anything they could use. But times are changing. And now we have more to offer.”

Even though they share a body and seem to know what each other is thinking, Pok and Lok turn their heads toward each other just to see if the other one knows what Landok is talking about. They don't.

 

 

 

The pounding of the giant's hands against the wood of the kapok trees that encircle and create the Gladiators Arena rumbles slow and soft. It gently grows in both tempo and volume. It vibrates in their stomachs and if it weren't for all the excitement and anxiety it would build in their chests. 

The Truncatians have never held an election before. This was their first and it was a huge success. 

Truncatis, like all the other nations of Tellus, is a big nation and it's relatively diverse. Obviously not in the appearance of its people or in its landscape, but in many other ways. 

Vance Favalolo knows the complexity of his lands and also knows that the only way to hold an election, one with full integrity, is to have every region of the vast jungles, all its walks of life and all its ways of thinking, be represented. 

Vance, and Truncatis, is the only nation in Tellus to do this. To hold a vote and let the public decide its representatives.

The roaring of the stadium rumbles to an end as the ceremony comes to a close. And the only thing left in the center on display are the five young, and a little scared, representatives of the jungle. Waiting, unknowing what they are in for.

 

 

 

“A war is coming, Vance.” This is Landok's first time leading the trade negotiations for Glacialis. He's watched his father and others do it, but he's never taken charge of them himself. 

“I understand. But like I've told you, I'm not in charge anymore. At least, not for the moment,” Vance nods toward the newly elected representatives. “They are.”

“But,”

“Times are changing everywhere, sailor. Some of us,” Vance indicates Landok, “are growing and taking charge. Others... Well, others roles are getting smaller. More focused.”

Landok was prepared to deal with Vance. He's seen Vance negotiate. He knew what he was in for. And his father taught him the secrets to gain favor with him. He wasn't prepared to be outnumbered by strangers. 

He turns to the five representatives. They've accepted this role, among others, until they leave and new members get elected. A suggestion of Finn when he was acting as King. A role Vance thrust upon him to showcase his ability and help him get elected. 

“You are weeks early with your trade,” Tishok says. She's from the strict and remote regions of Truncatis, deep in the jungles near the Deadlands. A place where fear bleeds across the border, so courage and resilience are absolute. 

“Yes, but only a few weeks. Only because of our circumstances. And yours too.”

“And you ask for goods that we've never traded or even discussed in the past. You've applied your price before we could even assess our value. And there's no guarantee we even keep stock of it.”

“We have plenty,” Finn says, “and we all must make concessions in times of war.”

Tishok glares at Finn, believing his words are directed at her. Finn sighs and looks to his King for approval. Vance nods his encouragement. 

“Just know,” Finn turns back to Landok, “that prices negotiated today will not be the same as prices when this is all over.”

“Yes. Thank you.”

“And we will also require passage on your ship to Eremus.”

Landok agrees. Vance applauds the success of the negotiations. 

The Glaciers and Truncatians unload the fish and ice from one ship and pack it full of sawdust. By weight, it wasn't a fair deal for the Glaciers. But for what Landok hopes to get for it, it won't be a fair deal for the giants. 

 

 

 

“Everything's in place, General,” Farris approaches Tourniquet as she studies her map. “It's about time we leave.”

Tourniquet refuses to look up. Quint should've returned weeks ago. She traces all the routes he may have taken and tries to count the days in her head. Every time he would've already returned. 

She knows he could've went off course and might not return. She knows they set up a meeting place in case his travels took him away from their plan, just like they did in Eremus. But she refuses to accept it. She's certain he will come back. She knows he will be here again. For her.

Tourniquet's been lonely since Quint left. She's been a different person. Before meeting Quint she was whole. She had a purpose. She was happy. Or so she thought. 

She's heard the word lonely before, she's even had it described to her. But she's never experienced it first-hand. She never really knew what it meant, what it truly meant, until she met Quint. 

Now she feels incomplete, like she's missing something that she never knew she had. She knows what her purpose is, that hasn't changed, it just somehow feels different now. Without Quint. And she hasn't been happy in months. 

Every scenario she can think of passes through her head. But only the bad, terrible, and terrifying stick. Only the ones that tell her Quint is dead stay with her. Haunting her nights and ruling her days. 

She finally looks up from her map, sucking the tears back into her eyes before they have a chance to escape and expose her to her deputy, showing him and the world her newly discovered vulnerability. “We give him another week.”

Farris bows. And that was the end of their conversation. 

 

 

 

The ships arrive at the shores of Shoimyr. There are no docks in the bay so Landok and Jenik drop their anchors in the deeper waters and they and their crews wade to the sandy shores. 

Eremus doesn't often get visitors and they never get them by sea. The ships turn into a spectacle, people flood the streets and watch from the boundary of the city as the foreigners fight the water to gain access to the land. 

Intisar unsheathes her sword and rests its tip against the soft, fleshy spot at the base of Landok's throat. Her pressure is gentle, yet forceful at the same time. 

“I assume you're in charge,” Landok smiles. Apparently having a blade pressed against his neck isn't something he's too worried about. 

“We can assume that. For now. And we can also assume that you are? Here?” She nods at the crew.

“Yes. Me and,” Landok tries to turn, but Intisar pushes a little harder fearing he has a sign for his troops to attack. He gulps as his smile fades. “Giants, who is your captain?”

Finn bows his head, trying to look as unimposing as possible as he steps up. 

Intisar looks up. Her sword falls from Landok's throat and her eyes widen in shock. She's never seen a giant before and all the stories and all the tales and all the descriptions in the world could never have prepared her for seeing one in real life. 

“Very well,” she regains control of herself. She whistles and her army steps forward. “You two, come with me. As for the rest of you, take one step further than you are now and my army will kill you.”

 

 

 

Tourniquet giggles. 

The thought of trading with the Glaciers is funny. What would the desert do with ice? 

“You know we don't, and won't, trade with you,” she says. “We have no use for your ice. Or should I say water, here.”

“It'll work, I promise,” Finn urges. They have to hold the meeting in the training grounds because Tourniquet's office is too small for a giant. “It's how we keep the ice in the jungles.”

Tourniquet flashes a glance at Farris. He shrugs.

“Show me,” she says. “Prove to me it'll work and you have a deal.”

“General, a word,” Farris says, “in private?”

The two don't walk too far from the meeting, just far enough so their whispers can't be overheard. 

Tourniquet looks at her deputy. She doesn't have to say anything for him to begin. 

“That giant is convinced it'll work. It may not, but he definitely believes it will.”

“I see that, but what's your point?”

I think we should take the gamble.”

“What gamble?”

Fill their ships with the metal. Let them sail back with it now. Tonight. If war is coming, like they warn, every second counts. If the ice melts and the fish spoils, we cut our losses. It won't be too devastating to the country. And we can just view it as a good faith payment in gaining an ally, two allies, in the fight.”

Tourniquet thinks. She doesn't like to give anything for nothing. She's torn. 

“Tourniquet,” Farris interrupts her process with a knowing smile, “it'll be sooner we get to Quint.” 

Her mood has been different since the giant and sailor recounted their encounters with Quint and assured her that he was alive and well. 

She's in a giving mood. Having just been given a gift herself. 

“Ok,” she nods, “we will gamble.”
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“But how did you know about that passage through the church?” Raldo asks the group of kids he now has to rely on and call friends. 

They had been walking in silence for most of the past few days. South out of Ager, following the coast toward the small stretch of Eremus that separates Avra and Lignum. Quint told them that this is the meetup point with the others before heading into Lignum to secure the final five and then continuing their journey back to Culmen. 

Quint’s pack and sword hang from his back, and after a brief conversation with the group he has fallen silent with the exception of occasionally answering a question with a shrug, point, head shake, or disdainful one-word answer. Quint stays many paces behind the group. Just following and listening. 

“The Grandfather built the secret entrance,” Celeste answers Raldo’s question having learned the history, plans, and failures of the old man she once idolized when he came to visit her the day of Quint’s execution. She’s shown Raldo the most compassion and kindness on their journey. “He said it was the easiest way to transition from the Grandfather to Diwo and back again.”

“So, he planned this from the beginning?” Raldo questions again, more to himself since it’s a question no one but the man he questions can answer. He’s felt angry and ashamed since Quint’s failed execution, but has done well accepting the outcome and tries to engage in conversation to show the group that he isn’t evil. That he was just doing the job tasked to him. 

“I don’t think he ever planned on the faith getting so powerful,” Nico finally joins the conversation after days of holding his tongue. “I don’t think he planned on anything in particular really. I think he just planned for everything.”

“Then why did he let it get so big?” Cass’s voice stings with the pain of betrayal. 

“He had no control,” Nico says, more to convince himself than anyone else. His words falling flat and trailing off as he finishes his short defense.

“He had to follow the will of the faith. Or be killed himself,” Celeste thinks of all the people she alone had brought into the faith amid the protests of the Grandfather. “Him being alive was the only way the rebellion would stay alive.” 

She looks back at Quint who walks behind, just within earshot of the conversation, “The only way he’d stay alive.”

Quint looks up at his five new friends. As the conversation gets directed toward him and becomes about him, a million questions about his time in Avra swirl and burn in his head. He fights with himself to make sense of all of it. To find the answers. But he’s unable to offer any solution. 

“Why,” he asks, though his voice stays quiet, diluted, and full of hate. 

The five new members of his group stop and wait for him to catch up. He does, and continues to walk past them. Leaving them standing with their curiosity and shame. Knowing that he is now forced to trust them when just days ago, they, along with their friends and family, questioned his life and rallied for his death. 

Not one of them are above the accusations. Not Raldo, who led the charge for the faith to torture and kill anyone in order to find the son so he could personally kill him and be called a hero. Not Cass, Dom, or Nico, who would’ve killed Quint in secret and left him to rot underground just to prove that the rebellion was right. And not Celeste, even though she’s the only person among them who would’ve stopped the execution even if it meant the end of her faith. Because she led so many to the faith, knowing that one day they would attempt to kill a boy to further their beliefs. 

“Because,” Cass tries to answer the question she thinks Quint is asking, “if Diwo was dead, there would’ve been no one to lead the rebellion and no one to stand before the faith and stop them from hanging you.”

“Thanks. I got that,” Quint shoots back sarcastically, “and I don’t care. Why was killing me even considered?”

Celeste runs to catch up to him and takes his hand in hers, “We’re sorry.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s stupid. I never put much stock in the death of the son. I never even thought the time would come when we would have to do it.”

“And that’s what I’m talking about,” Quint throws Celeste’s hand from his and turns to the others. “You believe in something but pretend that what it says won’t have to happen. Or you don’t believe but still want to kill the same person the believers do. You never question the life you so violently want to take. You praise my father like he’s a God, and why? What made him the God of your faith?”

“A book,” Dom answers but offers no insight. “A really old book.”

“Oh. A book. That settles it then.” The group hangs their heads, staring at the ground at their feet, as Quint continues his tirade. “Why this one? And what in it says Wido? What in it says my father has to be your God?”

Nico walks up to Quint and grabs him by the shoulders, not aggressively, but more to try and console him. He looks as deep into his eyes as he can, trying to force his sorrow in, “I’ve never believed it, but what you have to understand is that Avrans are simple. They don’t have the best education, if any at all.” 

He pauses. 

Quint waits for him to get to his point. 

“The book was written thousands of years ago,” Nico continues. “Before Culmen became what it is. Before the new unification of Tellus. It talks of an Avran man who will unify the world, but true peace and prosperity won’t be realized until after the death of his son.”

Quint breaks free from Nico’s grip, turns, and continues walking. He refuses to talk again and has cast his party deep into shame that they can’t do anything other than follow him in guilty sorrow. 

Another day passes in silence. They walk in silence. They eat in silence. They lay down to sleep in silence. Everything they do is in complete silence. The five balancing themselves on cracked eggshells, not daring to make a move for fear they might break them even more. Waiting for Quint to take the lead. But Quint isn’t focused on them, his thoughts are inside him and nowhere else. He churns it all in his mind. 

With every passing day and every mile walked, the sun gets hotter and the air gets drier. The grassy, rolling hills and long, flat lands have given way to the soft and sparkling sand of Eremus. Quint checks his map, figuring it’ll be less than a day now before they meet up with his real friends and cross into Lignum. 

Celeste stumbles in the sand. Quint wants to just leave her there. Force her to crawl. But he can’t. He offers her his hand and she takes it with a smile almost forgetting that he hates her. And he pulls her up. 

“Come on. Put your arm around my shoulder. I’ll help you through this,” his words sound like friendship, but his tone still rings of hatred. But as he helps her, he can’t help but let go of just a little bit of his anger. 

 

 

 

The sun has moved overhead and to their left. The heat has become unbearable, but the mood of the group has begun to calm. Celeste has learned how to walk through the soft sand on her own and the five, excluding Quint, have started talking again. 

Old friends are becoming reacquainted and new friendships are beginning to blossom. The five from Avra are learning bits and pieces of who each other are as they tell their stories and express their gratitude and sorrow for their actions. This journey is shaping up to be one of the great bonding moments of their young lives, and will be the time, when they get old and reflect upon their lives, that they’ll agree was the moment that forged the best friendships they will ever have. 

Quint, however, walks alone. Sometimes behind the five. Sometimes out in front. But always by choice. 

He just listens to their stories. And with each passing tale he wants to be part of the conversation as he releases a little more of his grudge. 

He will never forget what the Avrans did to him, and he knows that he will never trust them fully, but he can already feel himself forgiving them. 

Quint stops to wait for the group to catch up, hoping they’ll let him include himself in telling stories. But as he looks ahead, the sight in front of him takes him away from wanting to make friends and back to his mission. 

The dark green blur mixed with varying shades of brown and a splash of light, bright greens that he recalls from his time on Landok’s ship towers a few miles in front of him. 

“There it is,” Quint turns back to the group, losing all pretense of hating them, his voice rings out in excitement. “That’s Lignum. We’re almost there.”

The group is filled with a nervous anticipation as their excitement swells. They begin running through the sand, toward their green paradise, though it’s a much harder thing to do than you would think. The extra force pushing down into the sand, buries their feet further than simply walking, causing them to tumble and fall and knock others over. Their mouths, eyes, noses, and every other opening they have gets filled with sand. 

Some laid there and complained, while others held themselves back until they fully cleared their holes of sand. All-in-all, it would’ve been a much faster trip had they just continued to walk.

They stand at the edge of where the sand meets the forest. Quint can’t help but be overcome by the color. What was once a mix and swirl of greens and browns is now a well defined and crisp painting. 

The greens are dark and light, dull and bright, and offer themselves in many shapes and sizes. Pointy needles. Small teardrop leaves. Razor thin and razor sharp blades of grass. And big, droopy, veiny leaves. 

The browns are rich and textured. Deep grooves cut into the bark on some trees, while others are as smooth as silk. 

The flowers and berries that decorate the trees, bushes, and ground are as unique in color as they are in kind, offering themselves in every color of the rainbow and more. And just beyond the sparse, yet varied forest is the crystal clear blue of the river flowing inland and cascading forever downward. 

After being in Eremus, where everything is a bland and sparkly beige, Lignum is a refreshing and quenching sight. The only problem is that the group can only look at its beauty. They could venture over to the river, but it would be a pointless journey, since they would just have to turn around and walk back. Lignum, at least the Lignum where they stand, is only a small patch of earth raised high above the country. They stand at the edge of a cliff overlooking the dark green, and much more dense, mass of trees far below. 

“This is where we’re supposed to meet,” Quint finally breaks the awed silence of the group. 

“Why?” Cass asks in her not so delicate way of speaking. “We can’t get down there from here.”

“I didn’t know it was a cliff.” And it’s true, he didn’t. When he made these plans with Tourniquet, what seems like a long, long time ago, they agreed to meet here because of her map. Tourniquet has a three-dimensional tabletop map that shows the boundary from Eremus to Lignum being a slow, sloping hill. Not a sharp, vertical cliff. 

Quint wonders what else her map has wrong.

“Look at it,” Cass says. “How can you not?”

“Well, of course I can see it now. We’re just gonna have to walk down,” the group follows Quint's finger out over the edge and down the boundary of the two countries. 

Eremus flows gently downhill, but Lignum is a steep, sharp climb up. The sand tapers down into the hard, dry dirt that becomes the face of the cliff extending down further than they can see. Its rocks are hard and jagged. They could climb, but one slip and there’s no coming back. 

They decide it’s better to walk the edge down the hill and meet up with the others on the way. 

Little do they know, as they continue their journey, that troops from Lignum are watching them. Observing them. Following them as they make their way to safer passage into forbidden lands of Lignum. 

 

 

 

Tourniquet Bandanna is a leader among leaders. In a room full of the world's most powerful men, she would stand out as the one in charge. That’s how it's always been and that's how it’ll always be. Unless she concedes to let others lead out of respect, and it would take a lot for her to do that. But that’s the way she likes it.

Tourniquet quickly set herself apart from Landok and Finn and became the voice that, not only her representatives followed, but the other ten did as well. 

Finn and the giants went along with her easily, having never really been leaders of anything, or owning a voice of any kind. Landok resisted initially. His father was the only person he ever answered to or took orders from. But it didn’t take long for him to fall in line behind Tourniquet as well. 

Quint’s new advice, shared through Landok, for Eremus to build a bigger, stronger army delayed their trip. Tourniquet developed a new recruitment plan and training regiment. She and Farris deliberated over a list of her soldiers, debating and deciding who should be promoted to officers. And her final and most important decision was to extend the retirement age and allow retired soldiers to join up again. 

All this preparation and planning, deliberating and deciding, orchestrating and organizing pushed the group's departure out a few weeks. But Tourniquet was sharp and decisive, she was quick to create a plan and put it into action, and it seemed as though everything she did and every decision she made was the right choice. Landok fell in line out of sheer respect for the girl’s ability to solve problems and control her people with such ease. 

They would’ve been waiting and camping out at the rendezvous point when Quint and the Avrans arrived, but Tourniquet was not about to leave her nation under prepared and with a lack of leadership. 

The fifteen finally arrived at the foot of the gradual ascent to the ocean at the end of Eremus. The cliffs of Lignum mere inches high where they stand. Most of the group make their way up, slowed by the sand hill, not following anyone in particular and walking with no real concentration or awareness of what’s around them. They discuss theories about Quint’s plans and learn the histories and backgrounds of their travel-mates. 

Tourniquet stops. She stands at the border where the sand fades to dirt then into grass which leads into the forest. She glances at the trees, trying to see beyond them. She looks up the hill. She steps onto the dirt of Lignum, her eyes following the cliff, watching as it climbs forever upward and somehow even beyond that. 

“What is it? Are you alright?” Finn glances back and notices Tourniquet, the wheels turning in her head, though he mistakes it for danger. “What’s wrong?”

Tourniquet points to the cliff, “We will never make it into Lignum up there.”

“But that is where Quint told us to meet,” Landok says. 

“Our energy and resources will be wasted on the trip up and then back down again.”

“So we should wait here?” Landok turns up the hill to the others who haven’t yet noticed their leaders have stopped. “Oy. Crew.” 

Tourniquet interrupts before he can make any orders, “That’s only if you think Quint and the others will realize the same and make their way down to us.”

“Otherwise we will be in two camps. Each waiting for the other to arrive,” Finn points out. 

The group on the hill stands and watches in silence as the ones in charge offer up a solution. Instead, the three leaders stand and stare at each other. No one says a word and their faces are as blank as their voices. 

“The trip up will take two, maybe three days,” Cart says from behind his map. 

“And then another two or three back down again,” Tourniquet thinks out loud. “If we assume that Quint made it in and out of Avra without any issues, then he would’ve been there weeks ago.”

“That settles it then,” everyone turns and looks at Landok. “We go up.”

The group turns to continue their climb as Tourniquet looks back into the forest. An eerie, creepy, uncomfortable feeling comes over her. It's as though she’s being watched. 

“Not so fast,” Tourniquet stops them from going any farther, a plan forming in her head. One that will hopefully solve their time dilemma and keep her there to search for the source of her uneasiness. 

“What is it?” Finn strides over to her, trying to follow her eye line into the trees and see what she sees. 

“Intisar and Farris will move much faster than the entire group. We will send them ahead and the rest of us will camp here. We will need less food and water that way.”

“Why should it be your people who go?” Landok argues.

“Because my people can travel the sand faster than yours,” Tourniquet's attention is drawn away from the forest and falls on Landok’s eyes.

“I think we all should stay,” Finn shouts hoping to defuse the inevitable fight. 

“And why’s that?” The other two leaders yell back in unison. But as they turn to him their eyes follow the path away from his outstretched finger. And on the horizon, just barely visible and blurred by the blowing sand and waving heat, are six figures walking toward them. 

The mood between Tourniquet and Landok disappears and the group sets up camp and waits. The whole time Tourniquet keeping an eye on the trees. 

 

 

 

It took nearly half a day for Quint and the Avrans to reach the camp. When they arrived they were greeted with open arms, hugs, excited clamoring, comfortable seats, delightful scents, and good food and drink. 

“It’s evening,” Tourniquet says to Quint as he finishes his meal. “Should we sleep here tonight or head into the beast?” She indicates the forest with a nod of her head. 

Quint has been quiet since arriving at camp. His mind still battling with itself over his time and torture in Avra. As he eats, he just watches as the groups from every nation, that he brought together, accept each other and look for a common ground to build upon. It feels good that he was able to do this. But that one nagging question burns in his mind. Unwilling to let him join in. Preventing him from relaxing. Burdening him with the guilt and hatred that unforgiveness bears.

Why?

Quint stares off into the deep green forest as it fades into the blandness of grays and blacks with the setting sun. He searches it for answers. But it offers none. 

“I say we wait ‘til morning,” Landok replies though the question isn’t directed at him. He, Quint, Tourniquet, and Finn sit away from the rest. Raldo, feeling uncomfortable so close to the other Avrans, and glad to have an escape where he can feel less guilty, joins the leaders as well. 

Quint turns his head to Landok as though he wants to ask a question, but says nothing. He doesn’t have to. His face says it all. Behind the budding depression and soon-to-erupt questions of the meaning of life, his eyes simply ask, “Have any of you ever been to Lignum?”

“No one goes into Lignum,” Finn answers the unasked question. 

“And the Lignumians rarely leave,” Landok adds. 

“You know the stories. The history. What they’ve done to this planet,” Raldo continues as he stares at the silent questioning Quint, who only offers a blank stare. “Don’t you?”

Quint passes his blankness around to his small group. 

“You know who the Rhyes are? Right?” Tourniquet asks. Quint’s attention falling on her. “You know the war they waged and all the devastation they caused? Right?”

Quint has only ever heard the rumors. Never the full story. It was the only lesson his father ever refused to teach. And for all the rumors he’d heard, all the whispering in the shadows and murmurs from the faceless crowds, Quint only knew one thing. He looks around at his only friends, making sure to lock eyes with each and every one of them, “It can’t be any worse than what I’ve been through in every other nation. What all your people have done to me.”

Tourniquet, Landok, Finn, and Raldo turn their eyes to the ground. Just like that and all at once something interesting began to happen on the ground between all their feet. Reflecting on forcing Quint into military service, throwing him in prison and forcing him to do battle with a savage beast, risking his life for the life of a stranger on the open sea, and everything that happened and could still be happening in Avra. Quint’s words force them all into ashamed silence. 

Quint stands. He looks up at the group he has assembled. The military-hardened members of Eremus are mixed together with the docile, yet brave giants of Truncatis. The cold beaten ship men of Glacialis are scattered throughout the camp along with the simple and superstitious believers of Avra. 

“They all have their faults,” Quint thinks as the memories of his stay in each of their countries flash behind his eyes, “so how can they be so quick to judge?” 

“Yet,” he accepts as those same memories replay again, “they all have their strengths.” 

A small and nearly invisible smile curls his lips as he watches them accept those they judged and those they persecuted, if only verbally, just hours after getting to know each other. 

Quint turns back to the leaders of his group, “I don’t think we should fear what we don’t know and I don’t think we should judge what we don’t understand. I think the only things we have against us right now, are our attitudes and time.”

“Then what do you suggest?” It's Tourniquet who asks. 

“I vote we go tonight. But we go ahead with caution.”

“Very well,” Tourniquet claps her hands together and stands. She raises her eyebrows at the other three in her circle. “Are we all in agreement with Quint?”

Finn, Landok, and Raldo nod. 

“There we have it. Farris,” Tourniquet calls, “it is time.”

The Eremi had brought a cart full of supplies with them. It holds food and water, wood and matches, tents, tools, and a large, heavy bundle of rolled up cloth. Farris nods to Fariq and the two of them heave the bundle from the cart and drop it, with a dusty gust of air, on the ground at Tourniquet's feet. 

“Gather ‘round,” Tourniquet commands the group as Farris and Fariq unroll the cloth, which has three smaller bundles of rolled up cloth inside. 

Tourniquet turns her attention to Quint, “I present you with our caution.”

Fariq is the master metal smith and foreman of the Eremus Armory. He’s spent his life, though by most standards hasn’t been long, learning the art and science of weaponry and forgery. The metal he forges is stronger than any other metals and the blades he carves are sharper than any other on the planet. Not only is he a master in metal works and weaponry, he also has a knack at understanding people; who they are and what drives them. 

In the last weeks spent in Shomiyr Fariq watched and questioned the foreigners in his land. He studied them. He understood them. And ultimately, he built them as they would be if they were a weapon. 

Tourniquet unrolls the first and largest bundle. She looks at the giants scattered in through the small half circle of kids that has crowded around her, “Truncatians. Giants. You’re strong, but rely on your sense of understanding before taking action. We give you clubs.”

The clubs are just as big as Tourniquet and too heavy for her to handle. They are carved from the hard wood of the kapok tree and lined with metal spikes that start just above the handle and circle halfway up the barrel. Giving them the option to merely wound, or more, if they choose. 

Tourniquet turns to Landok before searching out his crew among the group, “Glaciers. You battle the seas. You’re fearless, unafraid of the unknown. Your bravery is only matched by your ingenuity. We give you staffs.”

The staffs are six-foot long poles with foot long spears and barbs on each end.

Tourniquet seeks out the Avrans. She opens her mouth, but before she can make a sound, Quint stops her. 

“Wait,” he says. Weapons may be a good idea when traveling into the long-rumored hostile lands of the unknown, but he still has little trust in the Avrans. He looks down at the third and final bundle. 

Tourniquet closes her mouth and gives her attention to Quint. 

“Why my father? Why Wido?” Quint still looks at Tourniquet, who looks back not understanding the question. 

His question was to the Avrans. They still haven’t answered it. He pauses and waits, still staring at Tourniquet, but gets no answer. He turns his gaze to the group and looks from face to face. Stopping for a moment on Raldo. He moves on to Celeste. He scans again before resting on Cass. Then Dom. And finally Nico. 

“You said the book told you the Avran would unify Tellus. So, tell me, why Wido? Why my father?”

The Avrans, on the spot, look from one another to all the other faces in the group. No one has yet to hear Quint’s story of Avra and what they did to him. 

“The buildings,” Raldo finally speaks up. 

“Culmen was a mere castle before Wido,” Celeste continues his thought. 

“A castle built by the Lignumians in a city of people belonging to no nation,” Cass says.

“Wido changed that all,” Nico finishes. 

It’s been months since Quint has thought of the buildings his father built. His focus instead has been on gathering his small group of representatives and presumably preparing and possibly waging war on the government in Culmen. His objective began as saving his father, but as time went on and the farther he traveled, he thought more about the inevitable consequences of his actions and his father’s plight faded from his mind. 

Quint looks around again, this time at the faces of all his new friends. Because of his father’s buildings he now stands here, in the desert on the edge of a forest, far from home, unifying a small population of the nations of Tellus. 

“I’m sorry,” Quint says. It isn’t an apology for a way he’s been feeling or acting. It’s an apology because he’s about to destroy everything they’ve built their faith around. “But the buildings of Culmen have not unified us. Yet. We still have one nation left to convince and a government to defend ourselves against. You just wanted to believe there was a God for you, of you, that you created one without giving any thought to it. Those buildings haven't unified the lands. They haven't unified anything. If anything we're more fractured today than we've ever been before.”

Celeste cries. Cass pukes. Dom kicks some sand around. Nico and Raldo stare at each other, both pale, embarrassed and guilty. All the other eyes are dancing from Avran to Avran to Quint.

Quint sits back down by the fire, “Give them their weapons.”

 

 

 

The cushion of the sand under their feet gives way to the hard dirt. The drastic change in surface causes those pulsing red spots to radiate from their knees. 

Quint leads his twenty armed kids across the border from Eremus into Lignum. He feels more confident as he enters the forbidden nation. Not because he’s more comfortable, or because he has forgiven his friends. Neither are true. But because he doesn’t have to fight with every step he takes to keep himself upright. 

The hard dirt soon fades into comfortable, springy grass as they get nearer the tree line. 

“Drop your weapons or death will be the next adventure you face,” the woman’s voice is old, but strong. It isn’t loud but it is intense. It’s a promise. 

Every member of Quint’s army looks around in different directions. Not because they can’t tell where the voice is coming from, but because it’s coming from everywhere. 

Quint raises his arm. His troops stop. He braces his sword in his hand. Tightening his grip one finger at a time as he searches for the owner of the threat. 

“You are no match for the powers of the forest, boy. But, by all means, clench your tiny grip around the hilt. Press on. Chance your luck,” her threats are under-toned with a hint of teasing. Daring him to ignore her. 

“We aren’t here to fight,” Quint shouts back to the bodiless voice. “Our war isn’t against you.”

The laugh is shrill but sincere. Not forced in any way, “Yet you cross the threshold to hell - your definition, not mine - with weapons raised.”

Quint continues to scan the forest, sending his sight further and further into the trees until they seem to be touching. Tourniquet steps by his side, “We know the history. We know what you’re capable of. And we choose to take care as we cross your lands.”

“You know nothing, stupid girl. And you aren’t merely here to cross our lands,” the age in the voice fades as it gets loud and angry. “You enter Lignum in search of something. And if you enter Lignum in arms, you enter Lignum in war.”

Quint contemplates the loss of his sword then drops it on the ground at his feet. He lets go, finger by finger, until it finally slips from his hand and falls, slow motion, to the ground. He raises his hands above his head and turns to his group. “Drop your weapons,” he urges. 

But no one does. Instead they look to one another, appealing to the sense of the crowd.

“You know what they’re like.”

“It’s a trick.” 

“It’s a lie.”

“It’ll only let them kill us quicker.”

Quint picks up his sword and spins around, making a complete circle before letting the sword free, sending it hurling toward the trees. 

“Drop your weapons,” he’s lost all pretense of asking. “I’d rather risk dying at the hands of some barbarians because I extended a bit of trust, than to murder an innocent man because I was too stubborn in my beliefs. Drop your weapons.”

Finn rests the head of his club on the ground and pushes the handle forward. It thuds down in a puff of dust. 

Raldo holds his short sword at arms length and releases his grip. 

One by one everyone follows suit until Tourniquet is the only one left holding her sword. 

Isleen rides from the forest on the back of a deer. Her face painted in terrifying lines of red and blue, though her old skin is still visible beneath. Her gray hair, highlighted with streaks of white, is pulled back in a tight braid. And a long bow is slung from her shoulder, a quiver full of arrows hanging off her back. 

She canters up next to Quint, studying him, looking for any discernible signs of strength, assuming him to be the leader. 

“You’re a brave boy. Some,” she glances in Tourniquet’s direction briefly. Her voice no longer embodied in the air around them. “Would say stupid. But I say courageous.”

“It’s a trick!” Tourniquet raises her sword, but as she does an arrow soars from the depths of the forest and lodges itself deep in the dirt just inches from her feet. 

“I offer you no tricks. Not today, at least. And my tribe did not have to miss.” 

It’s true. They didn’t. Tourniquet can see the truth in Isleen’s eyes. She bends down, slowly, and rests her sword on the ground. 

CLAP! “There we are then,” Isleen says.

CLAP! Isleen slams her hands together with a deep and rhythmic boom. Her stag gallops a few circles around Quint and then stops just paces from his reach. Isleen facing him.

Men and women, warriors with their faces painted walk from the trees. Some on deer, others on foot, but they all carry bows, arrows, and razor sharp knives. Hundreds, maybe even thousands, converge on the small group Quint has gathered, and no two are alike. 

It’s funny, every nation has its people, and though they vary greatly among themselves, you can easily tell where they come from with nothing more than half a glance. 

Not here, however. It’s something Quint has never noticed, not in all his time, or in any viewing of Lignum from his home on the edge of the world. Maybe he just took it for granted, or maybe he never paid too much attention, or maybe it’s just that after physically traveling the world it’s a much more noticeable thing. But there is no denying it. Lignum was a land of many peoples. Not just white, or golden, or black, or yellow. They were all of them. And they all carried the traits of the people of the lands as well. 

“You,” Isleen blindly points a finger into Quint’s crowd, not taking her eyes off Quint. He hasn’t noticed and doesn’t hear her speak, his mind is overflowing with thought as to how he could've missed this telling aspect of Lignum, and trying to figure out what it means. Isleen’s finger lands on Dom. “What is your purpose here? Why do you seek the sanctuary of Lignum?”

“I-I-I-It’s. W-W-We are, um, l-l-looking for people.”

Isleen’s eyes follow her finger down to Dom, “Looking for people? Are you scared, boy?”

“No, he just talks like that,” Landok steps up to Dom’s defense. “There’s nothing wrong with him. We’re here for the same reason he came to Glacialis.” 

Landok points to Quint and Isleen brings her focus back to the boy she calls the leader. 

“Which is?” She inquires.

“Representatives. We need five from every land to take back to Culmen.”

Isleen’s head drops to her shoulder. The wrinkles on her forehead cut deeper as she scrunches her face in confused curiosity, “And what would you need a Lignumian for?”

“To take back the government,” Finn says. “Every nation needs to be represented.”

“But we already, mostly, represent ourselves in Culmen.”

It was the millisecond before the words escaped Isleen’s mouth when Quint realized the truth she was about to speak. And even though his back faces his group, he feels naked and exposed. He feels ashamed and embarrassed. The waves of lies he once told, his way of convincing himself and, ultimately, his friends into joining his journey, into leading themselves to war have just crashed down upon him. 

Why are they in Lignum? They have all they need. Lignum is already represented in the Castle. Unless the five was merely a coincidence and not, as Quint led himself to believe, Teyrnon’s plan at all. Quint’s head is drowning, or maybe floating. He can’t quite tell, he’s not really in control of it anymore. Now he’s nothing more than a passenger on the train of thought as it races through his lies, his mistakes, his belief in the kindness of man. 

“We don’t need to answer to you,” Raldo’s mercenary tendencies creep back as he gathers his sword from the ground. He walks forward and does his best to shield the defenseless Quint. 

“Yeah, we know what you’ve done...” Pok agrees. 

“...And what you’ve tried to do,” Lok continues as the sisters raise their spears.

Intisar, with such ease and grace, scoops her sword with her foot, tosses it up, and catches it. And with that, everyone else follows the lead, knowing they are no match for the army in front of them, until they all have their weapons ready and are all protecting Quint. 

The Army of Lignumian bowmen all notch arrows, draw their strings, and take aim. Isleen raises an open hand for them to stop. 

“You don’t have to answer to us. You’re right,” Isleen’s focus now on Raldo because he started the uprising, and Quint is blocked from view. “So, continue.”

“Your people tried to enslave us. All of us, and our families. Our nations. We don’t have to answer your questions. It’s time for you to answer ours.”

“My people tried to enslave you,” it was a statement, not one of guilt or confession, but just repeating Raldo’s words back to him, “yet you gather troops. You carry weapons. And for what? To fight the very government that saved, because I’m sure that’s the term you’d used, saved you from us.”

Isleen scans for sight of Quint, her hand raised even higher, the muscles cramping from the force used to keep her bowmen from not firing. As though she's holding them back with more than just a gesture.

Quint stands at the back of the crowd, his focus on nothing in the physical world, not even half aware of the battle that’s about to take place in front of him and for him. He’s still a passenger standing in a car, somewhere around the middle of the train as it loops around and around, showing him all the ways he’s betrayed these kids. 

“Teyrnon,” the name falls from Quint’s mouth unprompted and involuntarily. If he had any time to think about it, he wouldn’t have been able to figure out where it came from or why it came out. But he doesn’t have time, and as the scene in front of him comes into focus and he sees the horror that’s about to unfold, he shouts. “Teyrnon.”

He pushes his way through the small group of kids he’s assembled as they stand guarding him with their weapons raised. 

The bowmen all have arrows notched and their strings drawn. Their arms have been cocked back far too long. They’ve begun to shake. They are about to give way. The arrows are about to fly, whether their owners want them to or not. And Isleen stands mere paces from Quint with her arm held back, her fingers outstretched and muscles straining tense doing her best to hold her warriors in check, but all the time smiling at Quint as if she was waiting for him to stand up, make his move, and give them a reason to not kill him and his friends here and now. 

Isleen clenches her fist and drops her arm, her bowmen release the tension in their bowstrings and lower their bows. And for a moment, but what feels like eternity, the Lignumians and the representatives stare at each other waiting for someone to make the next move. 

“You can’t just say his name,” Isleen breaks the silence as she urges Quint to continue his rant, or persuasion, or plea that began with the only Lignumian name he knew. 

Quint formally meets his eyes with hers, and they aren’t like any eyes he’s ever seen. They are a deep blue, the same color as the sea where it begins to flow into the waterfall. But as he stares a golden line begins to trace itself around the outside of her iris. It meets itself with a spark.

The wheels in Quint’s head have been turning since the name first came out and have been progressively picking up speed. Now they are spinning so fast that they are in danger of breaking free and running away, faster than Quint can catch them. 

“Anything more?” Isleen asks.

“He sent me here. Teyrnon, I mean. He sent me to gather all of these... All of these brave, stupid, incredibly selfless, caring, and strong people. He sent me here and I don’t know why,” it hurts, but Quint knows he has to admit the truth. He has to admit his lies. Even if it means that the only people he has come to care about in the world, other than his father, decide to turn their backs on him and leave him there to fight alone. To die alone. “All I know is that he said if I did, he would promise it would, he would, save my father’s city.” 

Quint hangs his head. As the words pour out, he can hear just how selfish his actions have been. He’s lied to so many. Driven the nations to wage a war. And all just to save a few buildings that his father built. Knowing that he wouldn’t blame them if they did, but too scared to look back in case they have all already begun to leave. Back to their own nations. Back to their own homes. Back to their own families. 

Whispers bounce back and forth behind Quint, through his followers. Loud enough that he can hear them talking, discussing, but quiet enough that he can’t hear what they’re saying. 

Tourniquet stands beside Quint and drops her sword at his feet and walks away. Finn walks up and does the same with his club. Then Landok. Then Raldo. Then the next and the next and the next until they have all disarmed and walked away. 

A painful lump emerges deep in Quint’s throat as he fights to hold back his tears. They’ve given up and now he’s alone. It’s his fault, he knows that. He isn’t looking for an excuse or a finger to point in blame, he just looks up at Isleen in regret. Wishing he would’ve been able to tell the truth to his friends. 

Isleen smiles at Quint. Not in a satisfying, malicious sort of way, but with a humbling respect. She can see it now, what she’s been looking for this entire time, “Gather your weapons, though I trust you won’t need them. You are welcome in Lignum.”

Quint looks at her smile, he just wants to pick up a sword and cut it off. Or, if he were only big enough and strong enough, use Finn’s club to beat her into the ground, “Can’t you see. It’s over now. They’ve left. I’ve lost.”

“Oh? How so?”

“My friends are gone and once Teyrnon hears that I’ve failed, he won’t bother to save the city.”

“You, boy, have very little faith in who you call friend. Not a single one has left your side.” 

Quint turns around. They are all standing there as united in heart as they were in arms. Quint fights back the tears even more. 

“And as for Teyrnon,” Isleen continues, “you may have put your faith in the wrong man.” Her head turns right, Quint’s to his left as he follows her gaze, forgetting his promise and not thinking about the consequences. 

Culmen is magnified. It’s as though he’s standing at the city’s gate about to take his first step in. It’s beautiful. It’s magnificent. It’s everything his father’s city was not. The buildings are straight and shine with the same shimmer and beauty of the castle. There’s nothing sinister, or wicked, or child-like about it. They make the buildings of Eremus feel small and ugly. They are glorious, and everything Quint felt in his heart that Culmen was, but they are everything it wasn’t. 

In the majesty that is Culmen, horror and guilt well up inside Quint. Anger surges through him. His sword lies at the feet of Isleen’s deer, Quint runs and scoops it off the ground. And without a word or even a explanation through a glace, Quint is sprinting toward his home. 

His only thoughts now are saving Wido and hurting Teyrnon. 

“Let him go,” Isleen blocks the way between Tourniquet and Quint. 

“He needs me.”

“He needs you here.”

“You have the rest of us. He’s going to get himself killed.”

“Ah, but you see, without him, you appear to be the leader. And you give him far too little credit. Culmen is a long way off, he will come to his senses long before he reaches the city.”

Tourniquet looks to Landok, Finn, and Raldo, wanting to argue with all of them, but instead bites her tongue. She sighs a heavy, hollow sigh of regret and lets Isleen lead them into the forest. 

 

 

 

The sun has fallen and risen and has begun to set again, casting a hazy shadow over the eastern lands of Tellus. Quint hasn’t stopped running and hasn’t taken his eyes off the city that looms high above. 

He approaches the foothills to the mountains and the path that winds its way through, around, and up to Culmen. He stops to catch his breath and doubles over, coughing uncontrollably as his body reacts and disagrees with his decision to run as far and as fast as he did. Holding back his body’s desire to expel his last meal on his feet. 

Quint gets his body under control and gathers himself for his long, winding ascension up the deserted, neglected path to the source of his hatred. 

His journey to here from where he left his friends was a mere hop compared to the leg that lies before him. Even if Quint could sprint the entire way, without having to stop to take breaks, it would take him weeks. He thinks about climbing, because going straight up should always be faster, but knows his body is too weak and the mountain face too unforgiving for that. He pushes aside all thoughts of making his climb quicker with impractical ideas and ventures through the mountain, along the path. 

A few hours have passed and Quint has taken his first big turn around the mountain. He’s no longer heading north, he now travels west. And he looks out into the sea of green as it begins to turn black from the disappearing sun. As he takes the first big bend, the green abruptly ends and gives way to the golden sands of Eremus. The sands have abandoned their shimmer in the fast approaching darkness. 

Quint puts his head down and walks on. 

Even further and the sun is gone completely. His journey, his friends, the buildings, and his father are long from his mind as his stomach growls. His eyelids fight with his face to stay open. And his feet, knees, and back scream at him in their agony. 

“Rest, me boyo,” the wind whispers in Quint’s ears. 

Quint looks around, but doesn’t see anyone. 

“Rest. If ya want ‘elp,” another whisper. 

And again Quint looks around only to decide it was his imagination. 

Quint tries to focus his eyes in the night, but Tellus’ small moon and the tiny specks that sparkle in the distance of the night sky are his only lights. He stumbles on a rock, but catches his balance before hitting the ground. 

Wolves howl somewhere in the night. 

Quint stops. They seem close behind him. He thinks and remembers that wolves don’t live in the mountains. But to be safe, he turns around and backs his way up the mountain.

“Rest, me boyo, if ya want ‘elp,” the wind blows a little harder.

Another howl. Even closer. And behind Quint again. 

Quint turns around again, now facing the direction he’s walking. 

More howls. Closer still. 

Quint turns. And turns. And turns. With every turn another howl, and with every howl Quint loses even more sense of direction. The echos are bouncing off every rock and through every crag. 

Quint quickens his pace up the mountain. His head spinning in all directions as he tries to find the source of the howling. His mind becoming dizzy. 

“Rest, me boyo. If ya want me ‘elp,” the gust knocks the dizzy, spinning Quint to the ground, nearly sending him over the edge. 

The voice in the wind is a voice from a long time ago. It’s from the days when Quint was more happy and innocent, less cynical, distrusting and angry. 

“I don’t want help. And I won’t accept it from you,” Quint shouts into the empty night at the unseen Emrys. His hatred toward Teyrnon boiling over and spilling on any Lignumian in his way. 

A howl in the distance snaps Quint back to the here and now. He jumps to his feet and continues on the never ending path to the top. 

A growling behind him. Quint spins. Nothing. 

A growl up ahead. Quint spins back. Again, nothing. 

A growl in the rocks above and below. Quint looks down. Nothing. Up. A fury beast about half as tall as Quint, but weighing just as much is lunging toward him. Its long, razor fangs bared. Its claws as long as a normal man’s fingers and as sharp as knives exposed and out in front. If it weren’t for its size and the evilness of its natural weapons, the mountain rabbit could’ve been cute. 

Quint recoils and rolls across the rocky ground to avoid the small beast’s attack. Reaching for his sword, he scrambles to his feet. One hand still on the ground, but his eyes focused on the monster in front of him. 

The animal growls. It's a gurgling from somewhere deep in its throat. It thumps a back foot against the hard path. It lunges at Quint. Its hind legs are powerful, rocketing it forward. 

Quint dives out of the way, trying to swipe at it with his sword as he does. He misses. Quint turns to face the creature and shimmies to his feet, back against the mountain face. 

The mountain rabbit feigns a lunge. 

Quint flinches but doesn’t move. 

The beast beats a foot, fast and rhythmic, taunting and terrifying, on the ground. It pumps its shoulders, staring at Quint, readying itself, preparing to pounce. 

Quint circles away, watching it carefully. The path to Culmen lies behind him. He backs up the path, his eyes on the monster, one hand gripping his sword, the other keeping contact with the mountain. He takes his steps, slow but certain, hoping the mountain rabbit is just staking claim to its territory, trying to escape without a fight. 

Quint glances behind him and that’s all the little beast needs. A split second distraction. It lunges. And before Quint could get his eyes back on the thing its claws bury deep into his right bicep. His reaction to pull away, tears the claws out through the side of the muscle, severing it in three places. Rendering his arm useless. His sword drops to the ground. 

Quint falls to his knees. The rabbit’s fangs fly toward his face. Quint reaches for his sword, and through the pain and the tearing, he thrusts it forward and back. Forward and back. Forward and back. He continues until there is no more blood to keep his arm swinging. 

Quint lies unconscious in the dirt. 

The mountain rabbit is an unrecognizable mess of fur and flesh, blood and guts. 

 

 

 

“AHHH!” Quint jolts awake. He screams more out of reflex from his last memory than out of pain. He grabs at his severed muscles. His arm is bandaged. There’s no dirt in his face or darkness in his eyes. There is light, but it definitely isn’t the sun. It isn’t nearly bright enough. He isn’t exactly sure where he is, but he does know that he isn’t on the mountain path to Culmen any longer. 

He snaps himself up into a seated position, afraid to use his injured arm even though it offers no pain. 

“Good. You’re awake,” Emrys peers up from the table he used to sprawl all the maps during Quint’s last visit. But this time there are no maps. Instead there's a mound of what appears to be purplish meat, blood, and fur. Emrys is getting surgical with a carcass, filleting strips from its skin and tossing them on the pile. “Thought maybe you were a goner, me did. Come now anyway, ‘elp me wit’ this.”

Quint rises to his feet and takes a few hesitant steps toward the old man, but his focus is on his arm. He straightens and bends it at the elbow while pumping his fist, flexing and relaxing his bicep. 

“Don’cha go worry yerself wit’ that. It’ll all be ‘eald in no time. An’ it’ll be fine as it is fer now.”

“But? What happened?”

“Dunno. Foun’ ya like that, lyin’ on the path, me did. Along with this,” Emrys gestures at the pile of glistening, slimy meat with the knife. 

Quint’s concern for his own health quickly fades into disgust at whatever it is he’s looking at. 

“It’s moun’ain rabbit meat, innit. You should know that. You’ve eaten it. An’ yer the one ‘oose slayed this beast. An’ what a nice one at that too.”

Quint only recalls the little monster in a faded memory, like a dream. But has no memory of its death. 

“Ne’er min’ that anyway. It’s of no concern now. Jus’ need yer ‘elp dryin’ it out.”

The two spent half the day marinating, Emrys taking extra care not to share his recipe with Quint, hanging and drying out the meat. They talked about what Emrys had been up to in the year and a half since the two last met, which was pretty much nothing since Culmen gets no visitors these days. He has his routine now and it rarely ever changes. The only time it has in the past almost twenty years was when Quint was lucky enough to disturb it. 

Quint went on to tell him of his tales out in Tellus, but was careful not to mention the inevitable war he thinks he began. Or any clues that could give Emrys the impression that one could, and possibly would, happen.

It isn’t until just after mid-day when Quint’s medicine begins to wear off. The pain of severed muscles starts to creep back, though there’s nothing slow or careful about the pain of a clean slice through a major muscle. His reaction is to keep it moving. To poke at it. To rub it. Thinking that constant attention would somehow heal it faster and make the pain go away. 

“I tol’ ya ta leave it alone.”

“I can’t. It hurts.”

“Mmm. Maybe the med’cines wearin’ off?” Emrys contemplates for a moment, trying to count the hours in his head. “’Old on an’ I’ll get ye some more.”

Emrys wanders over to his medicine cupboard as the fog that has been hovering silently in Quint’s head begins to clear.

“I thought I told you I didn’t want your help?” The anger at Teyrnon explodes inside Quint again. Pushing aside the pain in his arm, taking his rage out on Emrys, the only other Lignumian he knows. 

Emrys shuffles through the bottles of strange liquids in the cupboard, unconcerned about Quint’s anger, “If it weren’t fer me ‘elp, you’d be dead on the moun’ain side by now.”

“I don’t care,” Quint’s anger getting the best of him. “You’re one of them. Just like him. I bet the only reason you even saved me is so you can use me to get what you want from someone. You can’t be trusted. You’re just like him. This is just some sort of trick.” Quint, with his left arm, gathers his bag and sword and throws them over his shoulder as he backs his way toward the door. 

“Now tha’s jus’ nonsense. Ah. ‘Eres the one,” Emrys finds the thick, gray and grainy liquid. “Come on, a li’l of this and you’ll feel loads better.”

Quint unsheathes and raises his sword in his left hand. It’s an awkward thing, but threatening all the same, “Stay right where you are. I’m gonna leave. Don’t follow me and you’ll be alright.”

“Quit yer playin’ boyo. You’ll ‘urt someone wit’ that. An’ by the looks of it, it'll be yerself,” Emrys takes a step toward Quint. Quint raises the shaky sword a little higher, the tip in line with Emrys’ throat. 

“Very well. ‘Ave it yer way,” Emrys backs off, but slides the bottle of gray goo to Quint’s feet. “Jus’ take that. Jus’ a sip every twelve ‘ours an’ the pain’ll go away an’ it’ll heal up in no time. You can leave. I won’ stop ya. Jus’ take that.”

Quint bends down and grabs the bottle in his right hand. The pain is tremendous. It’s searing. It’s hot. It’s disorienting and nearly blinding. He looks at the bottle and sloshes the liquid around inside it. He wants to smash it, but knows what a difference it makes in how he feels. 

He won’t take it though. Not while he’s here. Not while Emrys can see him. Not while Emrys can persuade him while he’s on it. 

His foot hits the door. His sword still raised in one hand and the bottle of tempting medicine in the other. He can’t open the door like this, but he refuses to lower his sword. 

Quint reaches up, screaming, his eyes flooding with tears as he does, and drops the bottle into his bag. He fumbles for the doorknob behind him, keeping his eyes set on Emrys. Slowly he opens it. Quickly he exits. Slamming the door in his own face, still refusing to look away from the old man, even though he’s outside. 

 

 

 

Quint backs away from the house. He expects it to vanish, but he half wants Emrys to burst through the door with more of his trickery or a couple of the Lignumian Bowman, just so he could have an excuse to run him through with his sword. 

Neither happen. The house stays put and the door stays silently shut. 

Quint’s heel catches the edge of the path, the overhang to a terrible fall, and draws his attention away from Emrys for a moment. From this vantage point the mountains appear taller, wider, bigger than they’ve ever looked before. The range sweeps on forever in every direction Quint can see. 

Some peaks are almost level with his eye line, jutting up from the deep valleys that divide them. Some peaks are lower, but they all seem to slowly and gradually fade downward from where Quint stands, like he’s in the center, and climbing toward the highest peak the range has.

His eyes only dart out over the rocks for a second and when he looks back the house is gone. The face of the mountain is as rocky and jagged as it should be. Quint’s eyes scan up and down the path, searching the mountain for any sign of the wicked house, but secretly knowing he isn’t going to find it. 

The city gate, the arch of Culmen, offers mixed emotions. Relief at knowing he’s home and he’s going to see his father soon. Sorrow at knowing that everything his father worked for is gone and all Quint’s time away was for nothing. And anger at the President for what he put Wido through, and at Teyrnon for using Quint as a tool to further his people’s war against the city. 

The city gate is just feet away. A journey that should’ve taken a month has only taken a night.

“Young Master Twinning. How wonderful it is to see you again. I’m so glad you’ve come back,” the guard at the gate is brimming, overflowing with glee. 

Quint ignores him and rushes past, into the city. The smile on the guard's face drops as his brow furrows. As he watches Quint disappear into the streets, he shrugs his shoulders and puts his smile back on. 

It’s been a long time since Quint has seen the streets and smelled the smells of Culmen. It’s felt like an eternity since he’s felt the brisk air and the light snow as it falls on his head and gently melts into his hair. He never knew he could long for such a disgusting place, filled with it’s hatred and betrayal. Because he never knew what it meant to actually be home. 

He watches the people as he runs. He remembers the delicate nuances of the city’s streets. Though it never occurs to him that its layout should be different. 

The citizens, he expects, should’ve been nicer or happier or just altogether different. But they aren’t. And they never will be, he realizes. Even when they get what they want, they’ll always be rotten and miserable because that’s who they are by nature. That’s just the culture Culmen breeds. 

Had he been able to think about it, Quint probably would’ve assumed his old shack that sat on the north west edge of the city would've been demolished and things very different for his father. But the pain in his arm is beginning to take control of his mind and his legs are carrying him as fast as they can out of reflex more than anything else. 

The gentle snow is dropping big, heavy flakes as Quint breaks into the western quadrant of Culmen. The streets are empty and the snow on the ground is halfway up his calf. Running in the deep snow is difficult, and to avoid falling Quint slows his pace. 

He looks around at the buildings and the realization finally hits him. The streets are the same as before, but the buildings are vastly different. He examines their features and can’t help but notice that all the shops are in the exact same places. 

They must’ve torn the city down block by block and built it up section by section, is all he can reason. They must've began the day he left.

His footsteps in the snow have created two never-ending, jagged lines soaking his shoes and his pants almost up to his knees. His arm hangs limp at his side. And the cold sting of the air on his face and smaller extremities coupled with the bitter numbness in both lower legs are the only things keeping him from feeling the pain in his bicep that is slowly killing his arm.

The buildings are gorgeous. They are a masterful marvel of design. But the shack up ahead looks out of place. In the old Culmen, it fit. But in this city, it looks like a cavity. It’s dilapidated and leaning to one side. It’s falling apart and doesn’t even have four complete walls. It’s disgusting and embarrassing. It's shameful set against the backdrop of the new Culmen. But it’s home and it’s the only thing that makes Quint smile. 

He quickens his pace, feeling that sense of relief and relaxation that home brings when you’ve been away for too long. Then stops for a second as he fears the worst may have already happened. 

The snow from inside hasn’t been cleared in a long time. Though there is a narrow path leading out and around the house to the other side. Quint approaches and sees Wido lying in his bed, old, gray, and uncaring. His beard is wiry and, along with his hair, unkempt. His face is sunken, waxy, and starting to turn gray. His eyes are only half open and glossed over, focused on nothing. His only saving grace might be the thick blanket he’s wrapped in.

Quint stands in the narrow path at the open wall to the hut and watches his father’s heavy, labored breaths. He’s riddled with guilt, blaming himself for the state of Wido. 

“Quintilianus Twinning,” a gentle hand lays itself upon Quint’s shoulder as its long, skinny, yet deceptively strong fingers curl around it in a firm yet friendly embrace. “You have returned. That can only mean good news.”

Quint tears himself away from Teyrnon and unsheathes his sword with his only usable hand, resting the tip of his blade between two ribs protecting the once respected Senator’s heart. He pushes with just enough pressure to cause the old man the slightest bit of pain. The guilt of killing his father fading into revenge for his father’s murderer, “It wasn’t me. No. You did this.”

“Pardon?” Teyrnon raises his hands in surrender, but stays put to allow Quint to remain in control. With a sword’s blade pressed against his chest, he’s been in this position before and understands the full levity of the situation and knows Quint, for his own good, has to stay in the position of power. At least physically. 

“You sent me on that quest. You forced me out into that world, away from my home. Away from my father. And for what? So he would die? So the only person who cared about his work, the only one who would stand up and fight would be out of your hair so you could go ahead and demolish his city without resistance? Did you expect me to die out there too?” A short burst of air erupts out of his nostrils as a realization settles in on him. “Were you working for the President this whole time?”

Teyrnon reaches out his hand and pinches the blade between his forefinger and thumb, “May I?” 

Quint gives up and drops his weapon. He stabs it in the snow beside the path. 

“Ah. That’s better. Thank you,” Teyrnon drapes an arm around the boy’s shoulder. “You are rambling, my boy. Just like old Balbinus. Come now. Sit. Let’s talk.”

Teyrnon leads Quint inside the hut. It’s warmer in here, but not much. Its only complimenting quality is that it blocks the wind. Teyrnon guides Quint to Wido’s bed and helps him take a seat next to his father, as he, himself, takes a seat in a dangerously unsturdy chair beside the bed. 

As Teyrnon sits he taps Wido gently on the the shoulder. 

“Quint? Is that you?” Wido struggles the words out through his sandpaper throat and coughing. “Are you finally home? And alive?”

Quint grasps his father’s hand. Wido tries to grab Quint’s back, but his grip is too weak to work. 

“Now tell me, Quintilianus Twinning, why am I to blame? And what is it, exactly, I’m being blamed for?”

Quint turns his teary, heartbroken, relieved, yet hate filled eyes toward Teyrnon. Where to begin? What’s his best strategy for attack and what insults can he hurl? All the lies and brushes with death collide and bottleneck as they jockey for position to be the first to get out. Quint sifts through it all, pushing everything aside and categorizing it. He settles on the beginning. 

“You promised me eighteen months.”

“Indeed I did. So that still leaves you with one more day. Not counting today, of course.”

“Don’t interrupt me,” Quint barks. Teyrnon bows and offers his apologies. Quint continues. “You promised me eighteen months, yet the city has already been leveled, demolished, and rebuilt.” Quint gulps back the burning lump in his throat born from holding back his tears. “You must’ve began the day I left.”

Teyrnon is hesitant to speak, unsure if Quint is only pausing to compose himself, or if he’s now looking for resolve. 

It was just a pause.

“You forced me to risk my life. And I did in every nation, nearly dying in all of them. Only to gather kids. But with no reason and with no instruction. I did it all, by the way, and lost myself more and more with the lies I spread to garner their trust. And with every passing day I had to tell more just to cover the last, until I no longer recognized who I was. I hurt countless lives, and am scared to think of how many more are about to die. Now they’re trapped in Lignum, their lives in the hands of those savages. Your savages. All because I trusted you. And you abused that trust.”

Quint pulls his hand away from Wido’s and wipes his eyes before a tear could fall, “I left without a word to my father and he’s now all but dead because of it. I left him here, to die. Alone.”

Quint gives up on his speech and turns back to his dying father. Dying. Not yet dead. He probably should be. And he definitely would be better off for it. 

Teyrnon waits for the silence to settle. 

“First,” Teyrnon breaks the silence. “And most importantly, I am sorry. Deeply and truly sorry.” 

Teyrnon folds his hand and settles them in his lap. The deep blue of his eyes turn to a steel gray as though a storm has rolled in over them, “Your father was not left here alone. I was here with him, and for him, every day you were gone. I admit that I overlooked the feelings of the parent when I asked the child to undertake such a daunting task. So I put it upon myself to care for and look after him. I made certain he stayed warm. I, and though some days had to force him, kept him fed and watered. I did all I could to keep him healthy and safe for your return. But sometimes the heart gives up and takes the body and mind with it.”

“But you’re magic. You could’ve just used a spell or fed him a potion.”

“Ah,” Teyrnon risks a smile. “But you see, magic has no defense against love. Whether it be a heart that is filled with or one that is broken. So the stories say. And that’s all magic is, Quintilianus Twinning, a mere fairy tale. A horror story, to some, to keep them, you, afraid of us.”

A twinkle of blue tries to peek out behind the dull gray of Teyrnon’s eyes like the sun fighting to shine through on a miserable day. As Quint stares into the old man’s eyes, they offer up a different story than the ones his words speak of. 

The rage that was boiling over in Quint just minutes ago is beginning to bubble up again. A flash of violence and hatred teases him as it tempts him to cut out the man’s tongue, casting him forever into silence. Fear fills his stomach, pulling the rage back down to where it can’t play with his mind, terrified that he could even imagine causing such pain.

“You can’t have been here everyday,” Quint regains control of himself. “I saw you. I saw you in Eremus. You saved me from the lizards.”

“Is that so?”

“I saw you in Truncatis when you helped me kill the gladiator ape. In Glacialis. You saved our ship from sinking. And I saw you in Avra. I saw you many times in Avra. When my head was foggy, you always showed up and kept me thinking clearly.”

“Interesting.”

“What?”

“That you saw me.”

“Why?”

“I don’t have that answer for you. You have to look inside yourself and ask why you chose me.”

“What are you talking about? I didn’t choose to see anyone. You were there.”

“My boy, if I were there, it was only in your mind. I can only assume, but perhaps you needed strength and chose me as a symbol to keep pushing on. Go on,” Teyrnon points to Wido. “You do not believe me. Ask your father.”

Quint looks down at Wido. Wido looks back at Quint. He nods. He coughs. 

“Perhaps you just needed a friend, while you were alone, to keep you fighting,” Teyrnon silences Quint with a finger as he checks his pockets for something he thinks he forgot. It’s only a charade, as his only intention is to let his words settle on Quint. 

Had he been there? Could he have gotten there? To all those places? It doesn’t make sense. It seems impossible. And if Teyrnon was there, why would he have needed Quint to go? Quint asks question after question and tries to replay those moments in his mind. He tries, tirelessly, to convince himself, one way or the other, if he had made Teyrnon up or not. 

“As for your friends. They are safe. I will see to that myself,” Teyrnon gives up looking for what he knew he never had. “I must apologize again, because I feared time was too valuable to explain my intentions. I was scared you were already blinded by the prejudices of Culmen, that if I had let you in on every detail, you would refuse to help. So I tried to hide my desires and, instead, enlisted Emrys to offer you guidance.”

The rage begins to gurgle in the depths of Quints abdomen. He breathes in and out as deeply as he can, trying to settle it back down. 

“You are upset. And you have every right to be. I wouldn’t expect any less. I did many things wrong. But, as I’ve said, the final vote for the destruction of this wonderful city is the day after tomorrow. Sitting here and mourning over your ailing father and fuming over your hatred for me will not change that. And will not help your cause. You want to honor this man? Don’t let his life’s work go to ruin. After that, in just days, you can hate me as much as you desire.”

What is he talking about? Quint has seen the city, it’s already been rebuilt. It’s no longer cast from the brown, sandy brick and rises in its crooked, misshapen wickedness. It now stands as it ought to. Majestic, its white marble gleaming out over the world, showing off all the richness and splendor of Culmen. 

His father’s legacy has been erased. When he dies he will be a forgotten man. An anonymous man. A man, who in time, will appear as though he never existed. 

“But?” Is all Quint can muster. His anger vanishes and his mind is blank confusion. He isn’t sure if he doesn’t believe the words the Senator offers, or if he just doesn’t trust them. But for the life of him, he can’t figure out why the old man would even say them, knowing what Quint has seen.

“Perception, Quintilianus Twinning. It’s all about perception. Change that and all that is wicked, ugly, and frightening can become something of wonder, beauty, and even comfort.”

“But?” Quint continues to struggle to find the words to the question that weighs so heavily on his tongue. 

“I cannot stop the vote. I’ve delayed it for as long as the law allows. It is all up to you to get the citizens of this city to see what they have. It is up to you to change their perception. You discovered all the tools you need when you were out in the world. It is now all up to you to stop Balbinus’ proposal from passing.”

Teyrnon stands and walks the narrow path in the snow to the exit of the Twinning hut. He turns back just before leaving, “Take the medicine Emrys gave you.”

And he leaves. 
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The sun is still in the east but just about overhead. Quint stands at the wall-less entrance to his home looking in all directions for some sign of where Teyrnon may have gone as the magic of the medicine surges through his veins dulling the pain.

How could he have left Quint with the burden of changing Culmen’s perception of its city in just a day? Hasn’t he done enough risking his life for the Senator’s cause? Whatever that may be. Not only does he have to change their perception, whatever that means, but he still has to figure out how to get the people, who downright despise him and Wido, to actually listen. A tall task when your surname is Twinning in the city of Culmen. 

“Quint? Son?” Wido coughs as he struggles up to his elbows. “Are you still here?”

“Yes, dad.” Quint walks the few steps, that feels like a lifelong journey down the narrow snow path to his father’s bed. “I’m home.”

He left his father alone with no explanation. He left his father to die without so much as a goodbye. Quint can’t concern himself with the burden of Teyrnon, all he can do, and all he wants to do is comfort his father. 

“I’m told you went on a little adventure?” Wido’s voice is cracked and withered beyond his years. “Just like we always talked and dreamed about?”

Quint snorts, “It wasn’t little. And it was nothing like we dreamed.”

“Oh?”

“I should’ve been here. With you. You should’ve told me the stories of the Lignumians. The ones you always put off until I was older. But I never seemed to be old enough.”

“I didn’t want to trouble you, Quint. I didn’t want your outlook of an entire group of people to be tarnished based on what is written in the history books. It wasn’t fair to you. And it isn’t fair to them.”

“Well, what good it did,” Quint jumps to his feet and stomps to the other side of the hut. He stares out past the edge, but does his best not to focus on anything beyond the borders of his own city. “Had I learned, I wouldn’t have been tricked. Manipulated into doing all the legwork for Teyrnon and his race.”

“Teyrnon is a good man, Quint.”

“But look at what he’s done to you. And if you only knew what he’s done to me.”

“He did nothing to me. He has, however, done a lot for me. If it weren’t for that man, I’d be dead. He kept me alive everyday you were gone. And besides,” Wido fights with his muscles against his weight to sit up. He manages to accomplish what most take for granted, but it throws him into an uncontrollable coughing fit. He hacks up chunks of unidentifiable grayish-green bits and a handful of thick and sticky slime. He wipes his hands on his blanket as he regains his composure and catches his breath. 

“I’m much stronger than I look,” Wido swings his legs over the side of the bed. “Now tell me, what has he done to you?”

Quint argues with himself for a minute. Part of him wanting to reveal his dark and dirty secrets, a way of confession in hopes of cleansing himself of the guilt. While another part is too afraid and ashamed of what Wido might think of him if he were to know. But the only part of him that isn’t thinking about himself is the part that wins, “Never mind that now. You need to rest.”

Wido smiles wider and brighter than Quint can remember, “I’ve been doing nothing but resting for the last year and a half. What I need now is some exercise.” Wido stands. A little wobbly at first, but is soon able to control his balance. 

Quint has always known his father to be caring and giving. He’s always been an endless source of empathy and compromise. One thing he’s never seen or known Wido to be was stubborn. But that’s what Wido is being now. Stubborn. 

Quint tries to argue with him. To reason with him. He even tries to threaten and scare him. But nothing works. Wido won’t take it lying down. He’s made up his mind, he’s getting out of this bed and spending some real time with his son. 

A thought occurs to Quint. A marvelous, wonderful, stupid thought. If Wido won’t listen to reason, maybe he can be tricked. 

“Dad?” Quint asks, trying to delicately wrap sincerity around his charade. “Do you think you can walk?”

Maybe the thought of venturing out into the cold and snow will tire Wido before he even takes his first step. 

“I can. I think. Probably not too fast. And probably not too far. But I’m sure I can.”

“Oh. Well,” Quint’s cunning plan hits its first roadblock. He thinks, grabbing Wido’s hand and helping him stay on his feet as he scrambles for more deceit. “Good. I’ve got something to show you.”

Quint hangs his father's arm around his shoulder. He holds Wido’s wrist with his left hand and, thanks to Emrys’ medicine, is able to support him around the waist with his right. “If you need to rest, just say the word. We can stop as often as you’d like.”

“I’m not sure I’ll need that,” Wido smiles.

But he does. They walk and stop. And walk and stop. And walk and stop. 

The medicine clouds Quint’s thoughts to the point that he forgets that he's trying to convince his father to rest. He can still see Wido is weak. And he still knows he’s sick. He’s just less concerned. 

The snow falling could only be described as a light flurry at best. But the snow in the streets is still piled too high to make for comfortable travel. Very few Culmenians are out of their homes, but the few that are hiss their disapproval at the Twinnings as they pass. 

“Leave our city!”

Quint just smiles. 

“Jump off the mountain!”

Quint waves politely.

“You’ve destroyed the meaning of Culmen!”

Quint gets an idea.

“Maybe we should head back home, son.”

Quint stops to take an assessment of where they are. Measuring the distance in his mind of where his house is to where he wants to take Wido. 

“Forget them, Dad. They’re not worth it,” and he believes it for the first time in his life. Quint wants him and his father to forget about the ungrateful masses of Culmen. To push aside their boos and hisses. He wants them to be happy. Though deep down, and probably too far down that he doesn’t even know he thinks it, he wonders if this is only just the medicine talking. 

“We aren’t too far from the city gate. Have you ever seen Culmen from there?”

“No.”

“You have to.” 

And Quint remembers the day he left the city. When the guard had him turn and look back on what he was leaving behind. It was breathtaking. The crookedness and wickedness of the skyline in all its glory, on display, offering a viewpoint that no other angle in Culmen offers. 

If Wido is going to die, he is going to die happy. Seeing his creation for what it is. A beautiful, marveling testament to the creativity and ingenuity and genius of his own mind. 

 

 

 

“Master Twinning?” The guard at the arch recognizes Quint in the distance. Confused at the sight of the boy in the distance carrying a hobbled heap of a man. “Is that you? Can I...?”

The guard stops and thinks if he should finish his offer. He's hesitant to leave his post, but at the same time feels he owes a debt to the boy for giving him a new outlook on his job. And to the boy’s father for giving him such a spectacular view to look at while he does it. 

He gives a quick look all around before hurrying over to the boy, who is starting to breath deeply. 

“Here, young Master Twinning, let me help,” the guard says as he hoists Wido up onto his shoulder to take half the weight off Quint. 

“Thank you.”

“May I ask, Master Twinning, what you’re doing with this old cripple?”

“I’m not a cripple,” Wido bites back, “just have a little trouble walking these days.”

“Oh. Very sorry sir. Didn’t mean to offend.”

“Ah. You didn’t,” Wido offers his apologies.

“I’m taking him to see the city,” Quint gets his opening to answer the question.

“But, Master Twinning, you are in the city. Surely he can see it better from wherever you dragged him from.”

“No. There’s no better view than from your post. And he deserves to see it the same way you get to.”

“Oh. Well. I’m not sure if that’s a compliment or an insult,” the guard ponders this for a moment as they attempt to walk the last eighth of a mile to the archway. “Why should he deserve it?”

Quint looks the guard in the eye, “Why shouldn’t he? He built it?”

The guard stops but Quint continues to walk. Wido’s arm flops off the guard’s shoulder and his falling weight nearly pulls him to the ground and Quint on top of him. 

“You mean to tell me this is him? Master Wido? The Master Wido? The Great Master Wido? The-”

“Yes,” Quint cuts the rambling guard off, fearing that if he doesn’t the guard will continue to add more and more adjectives to his father’s name. 

Quint and Wido reel around on the Guard. Quint annoyed. Wido confused. 

“You mean, you’re telling me that this is the Wido Twinning who built the city of Culmen?” The guard continues as he approaches the old man dangling from his son’s shoulder. The guard peers into his old, gray, and wrinkled face. He's searching for a sign or some proof that Wido is who they say he is. 

“But...” He searches. 

“You look...” He searches some more. Tempted to stretch the skin on the man’s face with his hands so he can see what he’d look like with a tight, young face. “You look old. So much older than I remember.”

Wido pushes his face a little closer to the guard’s, “Are you the same guard who stood the post when I first came to Culmen?”

“The very same, sir Master Wido.”

“Boy, that was over twenty years ago. Plus a lifetime of worry. I would hope I look older.”

The guard jumps back, “You’re right. Very sorry sir.”

“Listen, I’m afraid he’s dying. And-”

“I’m not dying,” Wido interjects. “I’m just a little weak at the moment.”

“And I just want him to see the city the way you get to see it. To be able to take it all in at once. Can you please help me?” The weight of Wido is pulling harder.

“Oh. Certainly,” the guard ducks under Wido’s arm and stands up, pulling Wido to his feet and the stress off Quint’s spine. They continue to walk. 

Walking through the archway and across the threshold to the city is something Quint has only experienced once. The painless shock of the world demagnifying, stretching out into its seemingly never-ending grandness, isn’t as severe and intense as it was the first time. But it's still uncomfortable all the same. The guard, who experiences it many times a day, takes no notice anymore. Wido, however, lurches forward and back as his head spins trying to catch up with his eyes. 

They turn around, Quint staring at the newly built city, hoping that it wouldn’t be there but knowing it would. He grips his father's arm tighter, expecting the old man to fall or collapse. The pain of seeing the city that Wido built, built anew has tears starting to well in Quint’s eyes. A pain in his chest pounds with his increasing heart rate. And the tingling in his stomach that should’ve been from stepping out of the magnification is now a bottomless pit that wants to surge upward and out of his mouth. 

Wido has other plans. The full of his weight is lifted off Quint as he regains his strength. He wrenches his arm from Quint’s death grip and faintly pushes him aside. A single tear drops from his eye and rolls down his cheek as Wido steps forward. 

The city stands before him exactly as he had pictured it in his head and drew it in his notebooks many years ago. After twenty years of ridicule, twenty years of torment, twenty years of poverty, freezing and starvation, Wido Twinning finally smiles. And he thinks it was all worth it to be able to see his dream standing high and mighty before him. 

Quint looks to the guard and then back to Wido, “Dad?” He asks, but Wido waves him off. 

So Quint and the guard watch Wido watch the city in silence. An hour passes. Then two. Now the third hour is almost behind them. Quint looks to the guard, his thoughts turning to the impending vote. “Does he see it? Can he see it? The way we do?”

The guard shrugs.

The guard looks back at Wido, just as excited to see the man as the man is to see his city. Then he turns his head, slowly and deliberately, back to Quint, “You mean to tell me that you can see the city like I do? Not the way I used to see it, but the way I see it now?”

Quint smiles and nods, “Yes. I think I can.”

“But. That means. What does that mean?”

It’s Quint’s turn to shrug, “I don’t know.” 

Quint’s heart breaks again for his father as he tries, but fails, to force the vote from his mind, “They’re gonna tear it down the day after tomorrow.”

“The city?” The guard questions unsure of where the conversation is going and how it has gotten here. “But, Master Twinning, they can’t do that.”

“They can and they are.”

“Then we must stop it.”

Quint lets out a short hollow laugh. Not in the sense that anything is really funny, but more a defeated little snort at the idea that they can actually do something to stop it. 

The guard’s head darts side to side. Looking. Thinking. Trying to figure out what he can do. “There,” he shouts, his excitement getting the better of him. 

Quint flinches away. Wido doesn’t take notice. 

“My guard station. Go pull that lever,” but the guard is already in stride and halfway there as he commands Quint. “Never mind. I’ll do it.”

“But? What is that? What will that do?”

“Oh you foolish boy. Master Twinning, have you not ever questioned how one unarmed guard could defend this city alone?”

And come to think of it, Quint hadn’t. And as he thinks about it now, it’s a question that he’s embarrassed that he ever overlooked. Just taking for granted that Culmen has claimed to be the superpower of the world, but never seeing any proof to their claims. He’s never seen a soldier. Or a weapon outside of Eremus and Lignum.

His mind races back to the future war that he’s certain he’s already started and the fear that he once had is fading. Culmen is defenseless. 

The guard grabs the lever with both hands and with all his strength he pushes it to the ground. 

The chimes are louder than loud. They are deafening. Even with his fingers shoved deep in his ear canals, Quint can’t hear anything but the ringing of the bells. And they aren’t a pleasant ringing like a grandfather clock or the midday church bells. No, they sound more like danger. A ringing that inspires alertness and fear, like that of an alarm clock waking you from a gratifying dream. Only not electronic. 

The pit of despair falls in Quint’s stomach again as the genius of Culmen’s defense dawns on him. Every man, woman, and child have come out of their homes and gone in search of the alarm. Curious and nosy as people are. Soldiers, armored and armed not only have the city occupied, but also surrounded throughout. 

Quint wants to vomit thinking about the distant future. 

The guard lifts the lever and the ringing ends, “Do you see it yet, Master Twinning?”

All Quint can see are the crowds of people. A sight he’s getting sick of seeing, having dealt with it more in the past eighteen months than he has or will in the rest of his life combined. He shakes his head, but keeps an open mind. 

“What is the meaning of this?” The President pushes his way to the front of the crowd.

“I didn’t see it until my post here,” the guard continues to Quint. “You, not until you left Culmen. And your father, well...” 

The guard leaves his point hanging and Quint finally understands. The queasy feeling about the far off future is replaced by excitement for the coming days. 

“I’ll have your job for this,” The President’s foul mood is doubled at the sight of Quint. But his attention falls on Wido, who still hasn’t given any notice to the events happening around him. “I thought you were dead?”

Wido ignores him. 

“Look at me when I’m talking to you. You worthless excuse for a man,” the President takes a step toward Wido, but Quint stops him by taking a step toward the President. 

“It appears you were wrong. As usual,” an air of confident superiority in Quint’s voice that doesn’t suit him. 

“Oh,” The President turns his anger on Quint, surprised to see the boy. “The lost little boy is back. Just in time to see your father’s buildings crumble down just as the man himself has. Better yet, I will force you to watch your father as he sees his work come crashing down. You can see the pain and despair. The hopelessness of the man that never was. And then you can watch as we execute him for this public act of treason.”

“Treason? He did nothing wrong. It was me.”

“Well then. Even better. Two for one,” the President rubs his hands together with such glee as he turns to address the city. “People of Culmen-”

“The Masters Twinning, young and old, did nothing,” the guard interrupts. “I was the one who sounded the alarm.”

The President turns back. His face crunched in annoyance and anger, “And I will deal with you later. But that doesn’t change what these two... These two... Parasites of civilization have caused. And like the disease they are, we must destroy them.” 

The President's stare burns a hole of shame in the guard, “Now, if you have nothing more to say?”

The guard does, but he’s never been one for conflict or to stand up to authority. His palms sweat, his vision becomes tunneled, and his ears each develop heart beats of their own. The guard hangs his head and steps away. 

“Garvis Guthbottom,” Teyrnon has been watching the events from back in the crowd, out of sight and out of the way. He steps out and walks up to the timid guard. “You have nothing to fear. If there is something, anything you want to say, say it. No harm will come to you.”

“Ha,” the President laughs. “You act as though the old man Twinning and his brat of a son have friends. I’ve warned you before Teyrnon, let this serve as a reminder.”

“They do,” the guard whispers to the ground.

“What was that?”

“They do have friends,” the guard raises his head and steps to the President and past him. His tunnel vision filling in with polka dots and the pounding in his ears drowning out his own voice. His apparent lack of oxygen has put him in serious danger of falling over. “People of Culmen. I... I... I don’t get many visitors here at my post. In fact, in the last twenty years, I’ve had only two. Master Wido, and his son, Young Master Twinning.” 

The guard looks back to his friends. Quint looks back hopeful. Wido just recently noticing the commotion. The holes are fading from the guard's vision and the view is beginning to widen. The pulse in his ears is starting to retreat. 

“Even though I don’t get many visitors, many people pass by my post, and I hear an awful lot. I hear the rumors and the insults and the threats made against these two. I hear what is meant to have caused it. And I hear what the solutions should be. 

“I used to be like you. I used to hate this city of ours. And I used to blame Master Wido for creating it. I, unlike all of you, however, have never wished harm against this man. And I, again, unlike all of you, have come to appreciate the sights this city has to offer. The sights that Master Wido has given us. And it is in the likeness of this city. Our city. Culmen. That the rest of the world has built itself.”

“What’re you on about, you nut job?”

“Have you gone blind?”

“Or mad?”

“Our city’s a wreck!”

“I used to think the same. And then everything changed. I didn’t know why. And then I met young Master Twinning. He looked at the city with the same eyes as you. I know, his gaze was softer and his heart more accepting, but he saw it the same way. And then it also changed for him. Master Wido, however, has looked upon Culmen, his creation, with more disappointment and hatred than any of you. And yet, when you look at his face now, you see, in his eyes, the beauty that he hoped he could’ve created when he set out. 

“So, I asked myself ‘what has changed?’ And it’s this. I invite you to step through my archway and look back upon this city. Our city. And see it the way its creator intended.”

The guard steps away and with a sweep of his arm invites the citizens of Culmen to walk across the threshold of their beloved city and stare back at it’s skyline. 

The crowd becomes restless. Leaving Culmen isn’t something people do. No one aspires to leave Culmen, everyone desires to be here. How dare he suggest people to volunteer to become lower-class? Because everyone knows that Culmen is as high as they can get, and not just physically with it being on the top of a mountain. It’s just generally accepted that to be anything but Culmenian is to be less civilized. To varying degrees, depending on where they’re from, or where they desire to be. 

No one makes a move. Not toward the archway and not back to their homes. They all stand there, muttering amongst each other, looking around waiting for someone, anyone, to make the first move, so they can all decide to follow. 

“Please,” Quint drops to his knees. He doesn’t do it looking for pity, he’s just exhausted and at his wit’s end. His body wants to give up. His mind wants to quit. He feels like he’s being pulled in every direction at once. “One of you, please.”

The muttering slows and all the eyes look toward Quint. It’s awkward. No. It’s more than awkward. It’s absolutely unbearable to see a boy on the cusp of manhood crumble to his knees and plead. Some people want to laugh. Others want to cry. Others have an urge to reach out a hand in support, or to help the boy up. Though they know that a hand won't help and that they would then be shunned by the city as well. And others, still, just want to walk away. 

But with all that emotion, and it being split equally among the citizens looking upon the helpless, pitiful kid, no one does anything. 

“Oh my. I see that it’ll just have to fall on me,” Balbinus Balbus steps forward rambling in a tone that is no louder than if he had been speaking in the Senate. “I mean, suffice to say that these matters almost always do. Just the mere burden of my life.”

Balbinus continues to walk forward as he rambles. Past Teyrnon. Past the President. Past Quint. And past the guard. Balbinus walks and Balbinus rambles. 

“I’ve been meaning to take a trip out this way for some time now anyway,” Balbinus stops just short of the archway. “I mean, I am a Senator after all. And as an elected official, I should hazard out into the streets to meet and greet my constituents. They are, however, not from this city. In fact, they’re from Avra. I’ve never been afforded the luxury of making it out that way though-”

“Balbinus,” Teyrnon demands. “You’re rambling again.”

“Oh. My. Dear. I was. Wasn’t I? Me, where would I be without you Teyrnon? Goodness only knows. I was just saying,” Balbinus stops for a second searching his mind for his train of thought. “What was I saying?” Another moment passes and he finds it. “Oh. Right. I called this gathering here to... To... To? Hmm...”

Balbinus scratches his head. The reason he called this meeting has eluded him. “Why did I call this meeting again?”

“You didn’t, Balbinus. They did,” Teyrnon gestures to Quint, Wido, and the Guard. “You only volunteered.”

“Ahh. Right again, Teyrnon. Right again.” Balbinus turns to the gathered crowd and opens his arms as if he’d like to embrace them all. “And so I was saying, burdens such as these always seem to fall upon my shoulders. So without another second's hesitation--”

Balbinus turns and steps through the archway and out of the city. The farthest reaches of Tellus are ripped from his eyeballs and his stomach lurches up into his chest like he just dropped down a hill faster than his insides would ever be prepared for. But all of this was lost on him. Balbinus was too focused on the words coming out of his mouth rather than the magnification coming out of his eyes. 

“I have to say that I’m quite an expert on this city. I’ve made and kept extensive notes on everything since these buildings have gone up. And I have to say that I fear nothing will change my point of view on them. I can’t, for the life of me,” Balbinus turns and faces the city “think of one thing-”

For the first time in his life Balbinus Balbus is at a loss for words. Cut off in mid sentence, and not because he’s forgotten where he was going with his speech, and not in a hurry to figure it out either, but Balbinus Balbus is amazed. Captivated. He’s mesmerized. And it’s not by the sound of his own voice. It’s by the sight of Culmen. 

His jaw drops and his eyes are threatening to pop out of their sockets. He is, in fact, at a loss. Frozen by wonder and captivated by such beauty. 

Balbinus says, “Mr. President. I withdraw my petition.” And he stands there regretting his life’s work. 

Curiosity and excitement ripple through the crowd.

One by one, it began. The odd, brave soul daring to walk from the gathered masses and step across the Culmen threshold, out of its boundary and descend ever so slightly in the pecking order. 

But after the first couple of dozen, it becomes a firestorm. Seeing the transformation from skeptical to awestruck on the faces of their friends and neighbors puts everyone else in a frenzy. There is pushing. There is shoving. And there is fighting. There is running and trampling. There are more than just a few scrapes, cuts, and bruises, and there may even be more than the city’s fair share of broken bones as everyone, at once, decides they don’t want to be last. 

Half the day passes with the whole of Culmen standing outside the city’s gate staring in. Everyone, that is, except one man. The President watches in hatred and disgust. The ache in his stomach from not being able to condemn the Twinnings sooner. The blood boiling in his face knowing that the plans he’s worked so long for are wasted. And the pounding in his chest as he inwardly scrambles to figure out something new. 

“Aren’t you going to come across and join us Mr. President?” Teyrnon asks, though knowing the answer. “Or is there a confession you would like to make and an apology you would like to offer?”

The President flashes fire at the Twinnings, Teyrnon, and the Guard, “You’ve made an enemy of the wrong man.”

He walks up to Quint, gets very close, and whispers in his ear, “Who is your war against? By fighting against me, you gave the power to the enemy. You gave the power to the wrong man.”

And knowing that his office is safely bought until he decides to give it up, he turns on his heel and storms away. 

 

 

 

Teyrnon climbs the spiral staircase to the empty void of Elle's chambers. The door closes behind him and he's sucked into his fears again. 

“The boy succeeded?” Elle asks.

“In a manner of speaking.”

“Then, at last, I get my freedom.”

Teyrnon taps his long fingernails on the wood of the door. The sound is as resounding as the creak of the rocking chair in the black. 

TAP. TAP. TAP. It echoes. 

TAP. TAP. TAP. It harmonizes with the rocking. 

“Your debt is not yet fulfilled.”

“My debt?” What little life that's there gets sucked out of the room as Elle's anger rises. “I owe no debt. I am a prisoner to your fears, Teyrnon. And I will destroy you.”

“Elle Reyn-”

“Tor.”

“-You do not hold any power over me. You are in no position to make threats. You will be free when I say.”

TAP. TAP. TAP. Teyrnon is gone. 

 

 

 

“Forgive me sister, but I have failed you,” the President is on his knees. He's shaking and nearly crying, but it's more out of fear for himself than his failure. 

These chambers may be the softest and nicest and most elaborately and eloquently decorated in all of Tellus. Its owner has expensive taste. Gold and purple curtains and rugs and pillows and chairs. 

The paintings are antique relics that are claimed to be lost to history and are framed in the most expensive, rare, and decorative wood. 

“I'm sorry. I'm really sorry,” the President hunches forward, his forehead on the floor. 

He pleas to a person in shadow. 

“Don't be sorry,” she stands from her chair. Her heels click against the floor with every step she takes. She passes into the light.

Her features are just as soft as the furnishings of her room. Her hair hasn't faded or grayed one bit. It's still the light brown almost blonde or dark blonde almost brown that it's always been. She bends down and rests a consoling hand on her brother's back, “He will come around.”

“But how do you know?”

“Because he's my son. He's a Tor. It's in his blood.”

 

 

 

The days, weeks, and months pass. Quint nurses Wido back to health. It’s funny though, just the mere attitude of the city since the change in perception was a huge boost to Wido’s spirits that it wasn’t long before Wido was back on his feet again. And back to work. 

The Twinnings were hailed as heroes in Culmen. They were buried in attention, gifts, and praise. But they didn’t much care for it. They had a certain life that they had come to expect and enjoy. 

They city wanted to give Wido his house by the castle back. But he refused. Quint thought there was no better place to live than on the edge of Culmen. 

The people wanted to fill Wido’s pockets with more money than they could hold. But, again, he refused. Wido felt a great deal of pride in working for what he received. 

Culmen wanted to make the day when their perception was changed into a national holiday going forward. But reminded of how that turned out in Avra, Quint quickly killed the city’s hopes. 

Instead, Wido and Quint urged the city to go on living their lives, so they could go on living the modest and humble lives they always have. With a few exceptions of course. Their decaying shack overlooking the mountain’s cliffs was rebuilt into a sturdy and modest two bedroom home. Wido was offered many jobs, but settled on a position with a furniture company. And probably most important of all, Quint’s ban of attending Senate meetings was lifted. 

The days fade into nights and pass into weeks. Quint and Wido still enjoy sitting on the edge of their world and watching as the planet progresses. 

“So, what were the giants of Truncatis like? Are they as big and strong as the stories say?” Wido asks as the once teacher turns into student. And Quint tells him. Reciting all his tales, but holding back on the more dangerous elements of his adventures fearing that his father may not be able to handle it. 

Quint would save those memories for the days Wido was at work. He sits alone, looking out into the world, watching all the changes. Fearing what might come to be. 

He looks to Eremus, and every time hopes to see Tourniquet and Cart. Heartbroken when he remembers they aren’t there. Instead he gets to see their army. Bigger and stronger than it ever was. And older, as they’ve re-recruited their retired members in their preparations for war. Their training has become more fierce and more deliberate. Even from here, Quint can see they aren’t just pretending anymore. 

He turns away, shuddering at the thought of the future bloodshed, and his eyes fall upon Truncatis. The giants used to be a withdrawn, content, and peaceful people. But now they have an Eremi strategist working with Vance. Their camouflage is excellent and it's impossible to detect their spies and sentries as they navigate their network of forts and bridges high in the tops of the Kapok. Vance turning the Gladiator Apes into trained soldiers and mounts able to fight along with the cavalry riding on their backs. 

Quint blinks and his focus rests with the Deadlands. A shiver traces down his spine before it spreads outward to cover his entire body. The memories flicker in and shock his mind. His stomach lurches up and he’s forced to look away. Unable to relive the nightmares he’s seen there. But before he does, he catches sight of a flower erupting from the ground and blossoming. 

He looks to Glacialis to ice his pain away. And though he’s able to quell the swole of the memories of the Deadlands, the fear of the future comes racing back. The Glacier’s shipwrights are masters, having forged massive metal ships from their trading with Eremus. Ships that are two, three times larger than any they’ve dreamed of building out of wood. The crews have grown in proportion as well and each member has been provided with the double ended spear Fariq developed. 

It feels like war everywhere Quint looks. 

But when Quint rests his sights on Avra, the land he used to love without question, his hatred still haunts him. The country is depressing. The haze of happiness has faded as reality sets in on the people and they dismantle their blinders to Culmen and tear down any monuments to Wido. 

War hasn’t yet arrived in Avra, and Quint looks there the most. Sometimes to escape what will inevitably cascade over Tellus, but mostly to just think. To ask unanswerable questions and search for clues. 

Could Wido be the man, or God as they say, of legend? The one written about in the Avran’s ancient book. How did they get the book? Who wrote it and why? Is it just a story or is there any truth to it? He doesn’t know, but the one thing he’s certain about is that if the book exists then there will always be believers. There will always be danger. He will always be looking over his shoulder. Waiting.

It's the question he asks the most, whether he’s looking out over Tellus or not. It's the only question he cares to know the answer to. Does he have to die for Tellus to live in peace and prosper?

They were ready to kill him to fulfill some ancient prophecy. And yet, had he died that day then his quest would’ve ended. The nations would have never united. Avra would have descended into civil war and his friends would have been killed at the border of Lignum. Culmen would have never seen the beauty Wido built and his city destroyed, only to have the cycle repeat itself. 

The more he thinks about it and the more times he asks himself, the clearer his beliefs become. Prophecies should remain unknown. And they should be fulfilled naturally. People, as Quint’s cynicism ingrains itself deeply, are corrupt and will look for signs where there are none just to push their agenda and force the hands of fate. 

Quint stares into Avra for hours upon end, unable to shake the horror and pain, knowing that the only thing worse than staring into the land of his father, is searching Lignum.

When he was young, and before his journey, he searched for the mythical birds that Wido claimed didn’t exist. He scoured the borders and skies hoping to find the unbelievable. And now he’s here again, doing the same. But this time all he wants to see are his friends, his only sense of hope and security outside of Wido. But everyday he searches and he’s yet to see any sign that they exist. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

More to Come…

Stay tuned for the next installment from Tellus. 

 

 

 

The Rise and Fall of Vance Favalolo

Coming Soon!

 

 

 

If you’ve enjoyed Quint and his journey through the lands of Tellus please leave a review on Amazon.

Your honest review will not only help others when deciding what to read, it’ll also help me get a better feel for my audience.

Thank you for reading and I hope we will meet again soon. 

 

 

 

 

Don’t forget to sign up for my newsletter and follow my blog.

www.jdlafrance.com

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dilapidated buildings, waterfalls, rivers, cliffs, forests, boats and snow. All elements of JD’s childhood as he imagined himself in the scenes of his favorite works, or acting out the ones from his own imagination. 

As he got older, the acting may have subsided, but the imagination didn’t. JD still spends every free moment in the fantasy world inside his head creating wild worlds and offbeat character for his own amusement and the amusement of others.

JD loves the rich world created by many of the Sci-Fi and dystopian greats. He submerges himself in their books, shows and movies, allowing their beauty and excitement to take him places normal life just can’t. 
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